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Jingle-Jangle Revisited: History 
and Further Evolution 
of the Student Engagement 
Construct

Amy L. Reschly and Sandra L. Christenson

Abstract

This chapter describes the history and evolu-
tion of the student engagement construct, with 
origins in time-on-task, high school dropout, 
and school reform to its current status as a 
meta-construct and framework for interven-
tions to promote positive outcomes among 
youth. We review and compare three integra-
tive models of student engagement: the Check 
& Connect Model of Student Engagement, the 
Development-in-Sociocultural-Context 
Model, and the Study Demands Resources 
Model of Student Engagement and Burnout. 
We reflect on the status of prominent issues in 
the field—jingle-jangle; motivation and 
engagement; and, the continuum vs. continua 
of engagement and disengagement/disaffec-
tion—and identify enduring themes and direc-
tions for the study of student engagement.

�What Is Student Engagement?

We are often struck by the overwhelming 
acknowledgment/agreement/understanding of 
the importance of student engagement to learning 
and the everyday experience of schooling—we 
know when students are engaged or disengaged at 
school and with learning. Yet, when asked about 
what student engagement is, beyond, I know it 
when I see it, answers often center on student 
behavior, typically in terms of participation (e.g., 
showing up at school, paying attention), and 
include something about how students feel or 
think (e.g., we perceive that the student wants to 
be there, enjoys learning). It is here, from the uni-
versality of student engagement to the operation-
alization of the construct, that things get messy.

The first comprehensive review of the student 
engagement literature was published almost 
40 years ago (i.e., Mosher & McGowan, 1985). 
The authors concluded, “What is meant by stu-
dent engagement was (and continues to be) less 
than clear” (p. 12). They found little in terms of 
definitions or even published work on the topic 
and yet, the impetus to conduct such a review is 
evidence then, as now, of the clear importance of 
student engagement to those who work with stu-
dents and its role in accomplishing the goals of 
schooling.

The question, what is student engagement?, is 
one that we and other scholars sought to address 
in the first edition of this Handbook (Christenson 
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et al., 2012; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). After 
careful consideration of the work in that volume, 
we offered the following definition:

Student engagement refers to the student’s active 
participation in academic and co-curricular or 
school-related activities and commitment to edu-
cational goals and learning. Engaged students find 
learning meaningful and are invested in their learn-
ing and future. It is a multidimensional construct 
that consists of behavioral (including academic), 
cognitive, and affective subtypes. Student engage-
ment drives learning; requires energy and effort; is 
affected by multiple contextual influences; and can 
be achieved for all learners (pp. 816–817).

Most scholars endorse the three dimensions or 
subtypes of student engagement proposed by 
Fredricks, Blumfeld, and Paris (2004) in their 
seminal review of the literature: emotion (affec-
tive), cognition (cognitive), and behavior (behav-
ioral). What was clear in the first edition of this 
Handbook is that across these three dimensions, 
which constructs and indicators are included and 
how they are classified vary greatly. We previously 
used the jingle-jangle1 terminology to describe this 
definitional melee wherein the same term is some-
times used for different indicators of student 
engagement and different terms may be used for 
the same indicator (Reschly & Christenson, 2012). 
The jingle-jangle issue is naggingly persistent in 
this second edition of the Handbook, not only in 
the definitions and indicators offered by authors 
but also in the extensive reviews of the literature 
included herein. Throughout this volume, we 
asked authors to provide detailed information 
about how student engagement was measured and 
the strength of results, where appropriate—one of 
our recommendations from the first edition for 
advancing the study of student engagement. This 
greater precision in the reporting of how student 
engagement is conceptualized and measured helps 
address the barrier of the lack of a common lan-
guage and difficulty integrating results that has 
plagued the literature. Thus, the exactitude in con-
ceptualization and reporting of results remains a 
key recommendation in this edition of the 
Handbook as well (Epilogue, Reschly & 

1 Jingle/Jangle distinction was used to describe personality 
psychology by Block (2000).

Christenson, chapter “Advances in Student 
Engagement: Conceptual, Empirical, and Applied 
Considerations”, this volume), a particularly 
important step in light of the proliferation of addi-
tional subtypes of student engagement in the last 
10 years (e.g., social, social-behavioral, agentic).

However, discussion of a lack of consensus 
regarding the subtypes and indicators of student 
engagement may be misleading in terms of the 
state of the field. There has been considerable 
progress in the study of student engagement in the 
last 10 years. This progress spans countries, cul-
tures, and languages (Jimerson & Chen, 2022), as 
well as measurement (See Fredricks, 2022a, b) 
and intervention (e.g., Fredricks, Reschly, & 
Christenson, 2019a; Reschly, Pohl, & Christenson, 
2020). Notably, there has been an increase in lon-
gitudinal studies, long considered necessary for 
understanding student engagement and develop-
ment (Mosher & McGowan, 1985; Christenson 
et  al., 2012), an expansion of person-centered 
studies of student engagement (e.g., Fredricks 
et al., 2019b; Lawson & Masyn, 2015; Salmela-
Aro et al., 2016) to better understand engagement 
and disengagement and more efficiently link stu-
dents to intervention, and further elaboration of the 
many and varied associations between indicators 
of student engagement and the development of 
children and adolescents across academic, social-
emotional, and behavioral domains. As ever, stu-
dent engagement is widely agreed and shown to be 
essential to student success and well-being.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a his-
tory of the study of student engagement with the 
premise that understanding the current status of 
the field requires attention to the historical ori-
gins. We review the origins of the student engage-
ment construct, present three integrated models 
of student engagement, and revisit past and cur-
rent debates in the field.

�Origins of Student Engagement

�On-Task/Engaged Time
One underpinning of contemporary work in stu-
dent engagement is drawn from models of learn-
ing and research on time and achievement. One 
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of the first and most important of such models is 
John Carroll’s Model of School Learning (1963). 
Carroll delineated five classes of variables that 
accounted for student achievement: aptitude 
(amount of time needed to learn), opportunity to 
learn (amount of time allocated for learning), 
perseverance (time a student is willing to devote 
to learning; motivation), quality of instruction, 
and ability to understand instruction (1989). The 
latter two variables—quality of instruction and 
ability to understand—have an inverse associa-
tion with time wherein poorer quality of instruc-
tion or lower ability to understand instruction 
results in more time required to learn. Similarly, 
higher quality instruction or a student with higher 
ability requires less time needed to learn.

Carroll noted, “It has always been a matter of 
some astonishment to me that I am credited with 
directing attention to time in learning, an exceed-
ingly obvious variable that must have been in the 
minds of educators over the centuries and that 
has figured heavily in the work of theorists and 
experimenters on learning” (p. 27, 1989). Perhaps 
what was novel about Carroll’s model is that it 
drew attention to characteristics of individual 
learners (aptitude, ability to understand, motiva-
tion), the instructional context in terms of how 
time is allocated for learning and the quality of 
instruction provided to students, and the interac-
tion between student and context in producing 
learning. These concepts (context, existence of 
individual differences, and interaction/fit between 
the two) endure in the current, broader conceptu-
alizations of student engagement as a meta-
construct and are well suited to intervention. 
Notably, Carroll (1989) also defined motivation 
in terms of time (i.e., the amount that a student is 
willing to invest or spend in learning). From this 
view, motivation leads to engagement (defined 
here as academic engaged time (AET) or time-
on-task; Gettinger & Walther, 2012).

Carroll’s model was influential in others’ sub-
sequent work and conceptualizations of learning 
(see Carroll, 1989, and Gettinger & Walther, 
2012 for a review). In particular, Carroll’s model 
advanced study in two areas: Bloom’s work in 
mastery learning (e.g., students who do not pass 
an instructional unit are provided additional time 

and support to reach mastery; Carroll, 1989; 
Rosenshine, 1986) and the study of time-on-task 
(Rosenshine, 1986). Of course, it had long been 
understood that the more time students spend 
engaged with learning, the greater their achieve-
ment. Uncovering the nuances of the associations 
between time and accomplishment, however, 
requires the delineation of several time-related 
concepts.

Academic time and learning may be concep-
tualized on a continuum (Gettinger & Walther, 
2012). At the broadest level is the time that is 
available for learning, such as the number of 
hours in a school day or the number of days in an 
academic year. Policies or efforts that seek to 
lengthen the school day or year to increase stu-
dents’ opportunities to learn target available 
time. Next is the time that is scheduled or allo-
cated for learning. The extent to which scheduled 
time is used productively depends on educators’ 
instruction and management practices, as well as 
student characteristics (Gettinger & Walther, 
2012). Effective instruction increases students’ 
academic engagement and decreases the likeli-
hood of misbehavior. Further, productive instruc-
tional time is often lost in transitions between 
activities and to the management of students’ 
behavior. There are also numerous external inter-
ruptions to instruction that undermine instruc-
tional time and students’ academic engagement 
and learning. For example, Kraft and Monti-
Nussbaum (2021) estimated that a typical 
classroom is interrupted 2000 times each year, 
resulting in a loss between 10 and 20  days of 
instruction. Thus, several current interventions 
and instructional models target maximizing the 
amount of productive instructional time by 
improving (a) individual and classroom behavior 
management (e.g., reducing disruptions, time in 
transition and managing misbehavior), (b) the 
quality of instruction, and (c) climate and rela-
tionships to enhance students’ academic engage-
ment and, in turn, their achievement (see Burns 
et  al., 2022; Hofkens & Pianta, 2022; Martin, 
2022; Reinke et al., 2022).

One additional distinction remains: engaged 
time/time-on-task and academic engaged time 
(AET; Gettinger & Walther, 2012). According to 
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Rosenshine (1986), interest in time-on-task first 
emerged in educational research in the 1920s and 
re-emerged in the 1970s with Wiley and 
Harnischfeger’s work examining the amount of 
allocated/scheduled time as a source of achieve-
ment differences between socioeconomic and 
demographic groups and the subsequent work of 
Berliner and Fisher on the Beginning Teacher 
Evaluation Study.

Engagement in academic activities—typically 
coded as being on-task or as passive (e.g., look-
ing at the teacher) or active (e.g., asking a ques-
tion) engagement in various educational 
observational systems—is central to understand-
ing how time is translated into learning. It is also 
a universal target in the field of education, with 
observations of individual and classroom-level 
data of students’ on-task academic engagement 
collected frequently by educators and school psy-
chologists to evaluate the effectiveness of aca-
demic and behavioral interventions or document 
the need for additional support for students and/
or educators (Fredricks, 2022a, b; Reschly & 
O’Donnell, in press). On-task behavior or aca-
demic engagement is also a common outcome 
variable of many school, classroom, small group, 
and individual academic and behavioral interven-
tions, including the Good Behavior Game (e.g., 
Fallon et  al., 2020; Ford et  al., 2020), Peer-
Assisted Learning Strategies (e.g., Barton-
Arwood, Wehby, & Falk, 2005; Sinclair, Gesel, 
& Lemons, 2019), SSIS Classwide Intervention 
Program (e.g., Diperna, Lei, Bellinger, & Cheng, 
2016), Positive Greetings at the Door (Cook 
et al., 2018), Check, Connect, and Expect (e.g., 
McDaniel, Houchins, & Robinson, 2016).

However, not all engaged time is created 
equal: the quality of academic engagement mat-
ters as well. It should be noted that students’ 
characteristics or individual differences, such as 
their current skill in a particular area, age, or their 
ability to sustain attention, influence both aca-
demic engagement and AET. AET is a particular 
subset of academic engagement and time-on-task 
in which students are undertaking relevant 
academic activities that are appropriate for their 
level with a moderate to high level of success 
(Gettinger & Walther, 2012). With respect to relevance 

and level, students could be engaged in academic 
activities that are not appropriately difficult (too 
easy, too hard) or perhaps not related to the con-
tent area under study, thus, appearing engaged or 
on-task, but such activities are unlikely to result 
in gains in student achievement.

In sum, there are levels to the connection 
between time and learning—time available to 
learn, how time is allocated, the conversion of 
allocated time to instructional and non-
instructional time, maximizing instructional time 
for optimal active student engagement, and 
engaged time/time-on-task and its subset, AET. 
Policy and intervention efforts may target any 
part of this learning-time continuum (e.g., extend-
ing the school year, maximizing how allocated 
time is used, limiting interruptions to the class-
room, engaging students actively in relevant 
activities). In the current, broader student engage-
ment framework, academic engagement, defined 
as paying attention, following directions, or par-
ticipating in instruction and instructional activi-
ties, is typically embedded within the behavioral 
engagement subtype (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004) 
or kept as a separate subtype of academic engage-
ment that also includes homework completion, 
grades, and credits earned (Appleton, 
Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006; Christenson 
& Anderson, 2002; Reschly & Christenson, 
2006, 2012). The work conducted with time-on-
task/academic engagement is an important his-
torical underpinning to the current student 
engagement conceptualizations, in particular: (a) 
that time and how it is used is alterable, (b) the 
role of how contexts influence students’ engage-
ment, individual differences, and the interaction 
between student and context, and (c) linking stu-
dents’ involvement and participation in academic 
tasks and activities to their achievement and 
long-term outcomes. However, we have long 
noted that academic engagement or academic 
engaged time is not enough to accomplish the 
broader goals of schooling or to re-engage those 
students who are at greatest risk of dropping out 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2006, 2012, 2019). 
Thus, we shift now to the expanded views of stu-
dent engagement that emerged from the dropout 
prevention and school reform literatures.

A. L. Reschly and S. L. Christenson
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�Dropout Prevention and Intervention
Student engagement, and disengagement in par-
ticular, has long been central to conceptualizing 
and addressing both high school (see Reschly & 
Christenson, 2006, 2012, 2019) and college non-
completion (Tinto, 1975, 1982, 2022). Our focus 
here is on the high school literature; however, 
there are notable similarities across the two liter-
atures, including the importance of relationships 
with teachers and peers, perceived relevance and 
significance of schoolwork, attendance, and work 
completion (in other words, behavioral, affective, 
and cognitive subtypes), as well as the view that 
dropout is a process of disengagement that occurs 
over time (Fraysier et al., 2020; Waldrop et al., 
2019).

In the earliest descriptions of student engage-
ment and dropout in the K12 literature, the focus 
was largely on disengagement as the underlying 
explanatory mechanism of dropping out, with 
engagement, then, conceptualized primarily as its 
opposite (e.g., lack of participation in school vs. 
participation in school; Mosher & McGowan, 
1985). In what may be the first published defini-
tions of engagement and disengagement in this 
literature, Natriello (1982) defined engagement 
and disengagement as mirror images in three 
domains: those activities associated with aca-
demics, those that could be described as citizen-
ship or scholarship behaviors needed for a 
well-functioning school, and participation in 
extracurricular activities. Disengagement 
occurred when active engagement in any of those 
three areas was low (i.e., low levels of effort in 
school, participation in delinquent activities, 
withdrawal from or non-participation in school 
activities, absenteeism). According to Natriello, 
scholarly interest in disengagement from school 
could be linked to earlier work on concepts of 
alienation and organizational estrangement. As 
Newmann et al. (1992) noted, “[the] Alienation 
literature does not identify a single term to char-
acterize its opposite, but if one term were chosen, 
engagement seems to capture many of these 
missing qualities in relation to people, work or 
the physical environment” (pp. 16–17).

Although Natriello’s work focused on the role 
of student evaluation and feedback practices as a 

factor in students’ disengagement, it was recog-
nized that student engagement and disengage-
ment had multiple, interactive determinants (e.g., 
individual, family, and school) and was interme-
diary to educational outcomes (Mosher & 
McGowan, 1985). Other enduring premises of 
student engagement in the dropout literature 
include: (a) dropout is a long-term process of dis-
engagement (Mosher & McGowan, 1985), (b) 
school policies and practices affect the likelihood 
of student disengagement (Natriello, 1982), (c) 
disengagement can be task specific in that stu-
dents may be engaged or disengaged from some 
tasks or classes and not in others (Natriello, 
1982), and (d) there were no simple or easy fixes 
for dropout but rather, addressing it requires 
“multiple and systemic” processes (Mosher & 
McGowan, 1985). Then, as now, it was also 
thought that student engagement was both a 
“state of mind and a way of being/behaving” 
(p. 12) and that students’ perceptual data were a 
clear indicator of their engagement (Mosher & 
McGowan, 1985).

In 1989, Jeremy Finn proposed the influential 
Participation-Identification Model that conceptu-
alized both the processes of engagement and dis-
engagement/withdrawal that result in school 
completion or dropout, respectively. The basic 
engagement processes included participation in 
school and activities, the experience of success, 
and subsequent identification with school and 
learning, which then facilitated students’ ongo-
ing participation. The participation-success-
identification cycle sustains most students 
through to graduation, despite occasional set-
backs (Finn, 1989; Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

Consistent with the academic engagement lit-
erature described previously, Finn and Zimmer 
(2012) noted the importance of the quality of 
instruction for students’ participation and suc-
cess, as well as the contribution of student ability 
to students’ successful performance. Thus, as 
with the academic engagement literature, there 
was recognition of individual characteristics and 
the interaction with context. They also called 
attention to the developmental period prior to 
school entry, with some students having experi-
ences (e.g., preschool, support and encourage-
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ment from home) that better equip them with 
attitudes, behaviors, and skills necessary to suc-
cessfully participate at entry to schooling, thereby 
facilitating the participation-success-
identification cycle (Reschly & Christenson, 
2012).

Finn and Zimmer (2012) opined that both the 
requirements for successful participation and 
opportunities for involvement become greater as 
students progress in school. With this as back-
ground information, the disengagement-
withdrawal cycle may best be explained: students 
who do not have the requisite attitudes, skills, or 
behaviors to successfully participate are less 
likely to establish or sustain the participation-
success-identification cycle as the demands and 
opportunities afforded by schooling increase, 
instead falling into a cycle of non-participation, 
poor school performance, and emotional with-
drawal (dropout). Even with an established 
participation-success-identification cycle, indi-
vidual students’ family or work experiences or 
other obstacles may lead to early school depar-
ture (Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

Notably, in this model, student engagement 
and disengagement are also described as oppo-
sites of a single continuum and that engagement 
is comprised of behavioral and affective dimen-
sions. One of the most novel aspects of the 
Participation-Identification Model is that student 
engagement and disengagement were situated 
within a developmental cycle (Finn & Zimmer, 
2012). In addition, the model not only reflected 
the shift in linking disengagement to dropping 
out but also explicated the processes of engage-
ment that result in the positive outcome of high 
school completion. However, the Participation-
Identification Model does not address how 
schools influence participation and identification 
(Rumberger & Larson, 1998) or the broader con-
texts—families, schools, peers, or communi-
ties—that serve as targets of intervention 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

The Participation-Identification Model 
remains prominent in current discussions of high 
school dropout and efforts to promote school 
completion (Archambault et  al., 2022;  
Reschly, 2020; Reschly & Christenson, 2019). 

Furthermore, it is apparent in models and theo-
ries of dropout (see Archambault et al., 2022) that 
student engagement and disengagement are fea-
tured in frameworks for both conceptualizing 
processes and prevention and intervention efforts. 
Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Fernandez 
(1989), for example, proposed a dropout preven-
tion model focused on the school’s role in 
addressing student engagement in terms of edu-
cational engagement and school membership, 
which seem to align with behavioral and affective 
engagement, respectively (Archambault et  al., 
2022). Similarly, Rumberger and Larson (1998) 
described student engagement in terms of aca-
demic engagement in learning (e.g., expecta-
tions, class preparation) and engagement with 
social aspects of school (e.g., attendance, misbe-
havior, school activities) that would be reflected 
in both students’ attitudes and behaviors, in line 
with earlier postulation by Mosher and McGowan 
(1985) and Finn (1989).

Connecting Predictive Studies to an 
Engagement Framework  As interest in drop-
out grew, studies identified dozens of variables 
that were predictive of dropout or completion. 
Christenson et  al. (2001) argued for shifting 
focus from the prediction of a negative outcome, 
dropout, to the promotion of school completion 
with competence. The authors underscored the 
importance of a systemic approach, linking with 
schools, families, and community resources to 
provide personalized interventions in support of 
school completion.

In this vein, scholars began to offer distinc-
tions or categorizations of predictive variables, 
such as those that were demographic or status-
oriented in nature (e.g., socioeconomic status) 
and those that were alterable (e.g., attendance, 
homework completion, participation). Of those 
that were alterable or non-demographic, vari-
ables were further categorized in terms of prox-
imity of the indicator relative to the event of 
dropping out (proximal vs. distal; Rumberger, 
1995). In addition, the terms push and pull were 
used to describe how schools and outside factors 
influence a student’s decision to leave prema-
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turely (Jordan et al., 1999). We offered a catego-
rization of whether the indicator was a risk or 
protective factor at the student, family, and school 
levels (Reschly & Christenson, 2006), and so 
forth (see also Archambault et  al., 2022, and 
Rosenthal, 1998). Many of the alterable variables 
reflected students’ engagement at school and 
with learning and aspects of developmental con-
texts that were appropriate targets of intervention 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Reschly, 2020).

Building on this and the intervention litera-
tures, Christenson (2008) offered a critical dis-
tinction for linking this research to intervention: 
that is, a distinction between what she termed 
demographic and functional risk. This distinction 
built upon research that demonstrated certain 
sociodemographic groups were less likely to suc-
cessfully complete high school (e.g., those of low 
socioeconomic status, students from Black or 
Latinx racial-ethnic groups in the United States); 
however, within any of these subgroups, many 
students did successfully complete. Thus, using 
demographic risk to identify those in need of 
additional support would lead to wasted and 
unnecessary resources (e.g., 74% of American 
Indian/Alaska Native students who completed 
high school on-time in the 2018–2019 school 
year; NCES, 2021). Rather, it is students’ engage-
ment that is directly associated with current and 
future school performance, including comple-
tion, within various sociodemographic groups 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

In the next section, we describe a National 
Academies Panel report (National Research 
Council & Institute of Medicine [NRC], 2004) as 
a major impetus for linking student engagement 
with school reform and the increasing popularity 
of student engagement; however, it would be 
misleading to ignore the roots of dropout research 
and connection to whole-school strategies here as 
well. It is a logical progression from noting that 
school policies and practices influence student 
engagement and disengagement to studies of 
school-level variables that predict dropout or pro-
mote school completion and discussion of efforts 
to promote engagement for all students. As stated 
by Wehlage and Rutter (1986),

Certainly public schooling in a democratic society 
is obligated to respond constructively to children 
from all backgrounds and social conditions. It may 
be that some kinds of children are more difficult to 
teach than others, but the school has no less of a 
mandate to do its best to provide all the schooling 
such children can profitably use. (p. 381).
…while most of the literature on dropouts is 
directed only at the deficiencies found in the mar-
ginal student, we see those same characteristics as 
a reflection on the institution. (p. 389).

Wehlage and Rutter (1986) based their policy 
recommendations on students’ perceptions of the 
lack of teacher interest and the ineffectiveness 
and unfairness of school discipline and wide-
spread truancy. They described their findings as, 
“grounds for recommending general policy and 
practice reforms that would make school more 
responsive not only to those who drop out, but 
also to a large body of students who now stay in 
school reluctantly” (p. 389).

Student engagement clearly provided a frame-
work for intervention to re-engage students at 
risk of dropping out or who had dropped out of 
school, a pathway away from predictive studies 
of dropout, which dominated the field 
(Christenson et  al., 2001), and a bridge from 
assessment to intervention (e.g., McPartland, 
1994). It was understood by scholars that schools 
could either positively or negatively influence 
student engagement and disengagement, which 
undergirds the reasoning for the necessity of 
school-wide strategies. Furthermore, the many 
and varied associations between aspects of stu-
dent engagement provide a direct link to perfor-
mance for all students. Together, this sets the 
stage for the expansion of student engagement to 
a meta-construct and basis of school reform.

�Meta-Construct and School Reform
Dominant concerns in the educational reform 
movement have neglected one of the problems most 
critical to the improvement of high schools: how to 
engage students in academic work. (p.  33, 
Newmann et al., 1992).
Learning and succeeding in school requires active 
engagement – whether students are rich or poor, 
black, brown, or white. The core principles that 
underlie engagement are applicable to all 
schools – whether they are in urban, suburban, or 
rural communities. (p. 1, NRC, 2004).
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In the early 2000s, interest in student engagement 
was spilling over into other areas of study. Two 
seminal publications in this time period signaled 
growing interest in student engagement and were 
harbingers of what would be explosive awareness 
of the construct among practitioners and educa-
tors around the world. In describing the origins of 
student engagement, we have often grouped these 
publications together both because of the similar 
timing of publication (2004) and the shared 
focused on the larger system and engagement of 
all students, not just those at risk of dropping out 
of high school (e.g., Christenson et  al., 2008; 
Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

An esteemed group of educators and scholars, 
with expertise in motivation, child development, 
school reform, high school dropout, school cli-
mate, and social inequities, comprised the panel 
that was convened by the National Academies to 
offer solutions for the declining academic moti-
vation and disengagement from school that 
occurs as students progress from elementary to 
high school (NRC, 2004). The Panel’s recom-
mendations encompassed curriculum, instruc-
tion, and organization of schools from the 
perspective of meeting students’ needs for auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness (Self-
Determination Theory, “I can, I want to, and I 
belong”). Their recommendations are well sum-
marized in the following excerpt:

A common theme among effective practices is that 
they address underlying psychological variables 
related to motivation, such as competence and con-
trol, beliefs about the value of education, and a 
sense of belonging. In brief, engaging schools and 
teachers promote students’ confidence in their 
ability to learn and succeed in school by providing 
challenging instruction and support for meeting 
high standards, and they clearly convey their own 
high expectations for their students’ success. They 
provide choices for students and they make cur-
riculum and instruction relevant to adolescents’ 
experiences, cultures, and long-term goals, so that 
students see some value in the high school curricu-
lum (pp. 2–3).

The Panel described how learning requires stu-
dents’ engagement, the relevance of student 
engagement for all students, including those of 
different racial-ethnic and socioeconomic groups 
and schools (e.g., suburban, urban, rural), and 

suggested that promoting or maintaining stu-
dents’ engagement is particularly important for 
those students who are at greater risk for poor 
educational outcomes, consistent with the prem-
ise that student engagement is a protective factor 
for those placed at higher risk for poor educa-
tional outcomes (Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Masten 
et al., 2022). Their work centered on motivation 
and student engagement within the context of 
social relationships that are critical to student 
success, a consistent theme in these literatures. 
Their purpose was arguably action- or 
intervention-oriented. Interestingly, the seem-
ingly interchangeable use of the terms motivation 
and engagement portends what continues to be a 
point of confusion, and sometimes contention, 
among scholars. That is: what is the association 
between the two constructs and the relative 
importance, or lack thereof, of differentiating the 
two in theory- vs. more applied-work (Christenson 
et al., 2012).

Another seminal work in student engagement, 
“Student Engagement: Potential of the Concept, 
State of the Evidence,” was authored by Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, and Paris and published the same 
year as the NRC volume. The authors described 
student engagement as comprised of three dimen-
sions: behavior, emotion, and cognition. 
Behavioral engagement was defined in terms of 
participation in academic, social, and extracur-
ricular activities, which were recognized as nec-
essary for academic success and dropout 
prevention. Emotional engagement referred to, 
“positive and negative reactions to teachers, 
classmates, academics, and school” (p.  60), 
which promotes students’ willingness to com-
plete academic tasks. Lastly, cognitive engage-
ment, drawing from work in motivation, was 
described in terms of investment and related to 
students’ “willingness to exert the effort neces-
sary to comprehend complex ideas and master 
difficult skills” (p. 60). These three dimensions or 
subtypes of student engagement were the pri-
mary categorization endorsed by scholars in the 
first edition of this Handbook and remain so in 
this edition (see Epilogue, this volume).

The authors observed the inherent appeal of 
student engagement to educators, thereby under-
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scoring its applied nature. Here, too, was the 
alterability of student engagement, influence of 
contexts on students’ engagement, and ties to 
important academic outcomes, as well as the 
notion that student engagement across these 
dimensions may vary in terms of intensity and 
duration wherein it may be short-term or situa-
tion specific (e.g., a novel task, a method of les-
son delivery the student finds interesting) or 
long-term and stable. The authors noted that a 
foundation of student engagement is additive in 
nature (e.g., engagement begets engagement; 
Reschly, 2010).

Another enduring and especially novel contri-
bution of this work was to propose that student 
engagement could be viewed as a meta-construct, 
merging typically independent or separate areas 
of study under the broad construct of student 
engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004). Viewing stu-
dent engagement in this way allowed for a more 
nuanced understanding of students and their 
experiences at school, accepting the complexity 
and interrelated nature of thoughts, emotions, 
and behavior. However, the student engagement 
as a meta-construct idea further exacerbated ten-
sions and questions about the associations 
between engagement and motivation, particularly 
due to the overlap between cognitive engagement 
and traditional study of academic motivation.

�Models of Student Engagement
In this section, we review three integrated or 
comprehensive models of student engagement to 
highlight commonalities and distinctions among 
scholars that relate to the current and future study 
of the construct. We refer the reader to Skinner & 
Raine (2022) for a comprehensive list of 
models.

Check & Connect Model of Student 
Engagement  We have written extensively about 
our work with Check & Connect for promoting 
student engagement and school completion (e.g., 
Christenson & Pohl, 2020; Christenson & 
Reschly, 2010; Reschly & Christenson, 2006, 
2012), the model of student engagement based on 
our work with Check & Connect (e.g., Christenson 
et  al., 2008, Reschly, Pohl, Christenson, & 

Appleton, 2017; Reschly & Christenson, 2012; 
Fig. 1), and the self-report measure, the Student 
Engagement Instrument (SEI), we developed to 
supplement the observable engagement data 
(e.g., attendance, behavior, homework comple-
tion rate) readily available to Check & Connect 
intervention staff and educators (e.g., Appleton 
et  al., 2006; Betts et  al., 2010; Lovelace et  al., 
2014, 2017; Reschly, Betts, & Appleton, 2014).

Initially developed as a dropout prevention 
program for middle school students with learning 
and emotional and behavior disorders, Check & 
Connect quickly shifted to a focus on student 
engagement and the promotion of competence 
for school completion, a necessary shift to ensure 
students have more promising career and employ-
ment opportunities. In designing Check & 
Connect, developers drew broadly from both 
theory and research in development, dropout, 
resilience, motivation, and cognitive-behavior 
therapy. The intervention model consists of four 
main components: (1) a mentor who works with 
students and their families over an extended 
period of time; (2) regular monitoring or “check-
ing” of alterable, observable indicators of stu-
dents’ connection and engagement with school 
(e.g., attendance, behavior, grades); (3) the 
implementation of timely interventions at the 
earliest signs of disengagement and more general 
promotion of social, behavioral, and academic 
competence; and (4) work with families to foster 
positive relationships between home and school 
and to connect families with resources facilitat-
ing the home–school relationship and connection 
of families with resources (Christenson & Pohl, 
2020). Check & Connect is one of only a handful 
of interventions rated by the What Works 
Clearinghouse as having potentially positive or 
positive effects in any of the three areas related to 
school completion (staying in school, progress-
ing in school, completing school; Reschly, 2020).

In the almost 30 years since Check & Connect 
began, we learned several lessons relative to 
intervention design and implementation and the 
promotion of student engagement. We highlight a 
few of these lessons here but refer the reader to 
Christenson and Pohl (2020) for more compre-
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Fig. 1  Model of associations between context, engagement, and student outcomes. (Source: Figure from Reschly & 
Christenson et al. 2012)

hensive coverage. First, in our work with students 
at high risk of dropping out, we realized that 
meeting academic and behavioral standards was 
not enough to re-engage students for school 
completion (Christenson & Reschly, 2010; 
Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Instead, we 
needed to connect with students and through the 
mentor–student relationship, we could work to 
foster interest in the relevance of education to 
students’ futures, their motivation, and self-
regulation—or in other words, winning students’ 
hearts and minds (Reschly, 2020). In this vein, 
some indicators of students’ engagement and 
connection to school were readily available to 
us—attendance, participation in extracurricular 
activities, conduct at school, homework comple-
tion, etc.—whereas we recognized we could not 
determine students’ perceptions regarding rele-
vance of education to their futures, social support 
from or relationships with teachers and peers, 

feelings of belonging or identification, and so 
forth without querying their perspectives. Thus, 
we developed the SEI to specifically measure stu-
dents’ perceptions of their cognitive and affective 
engagement.

We also recognized that our efforts were at 
times thwarted by school policies and practices 
that undermined attempts to re-engage students 
and by disjointed programs that were not inte-
grated within the broader school community. We 
concluded that school completion efforts were 
most effectively implemented within a system 
that is geared toward the engagement, compe-
tence, and school completion of all students. 
Furthermore, the developmental nature of student 
engagement and disengagement requires atten-
tion and coordination across levels of schooling, 
from early childhood through high school and 
into college (Reschly, 2020; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2019; Reschly, Pohl, & Christenson, 
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2020). In this broad, developmental view, efforts 
to improve school discipline and climate, more 
effectively manage classrooms or provide more 
interesting and effective curricula and instruc-
tion, screen and provide early intervention for 
academic or mental health difficulties, and so 
forth may be viewed as school completion efforts. 
In fact, we argue that student engagement and 
school completion is a unifying construct or 
frame of reference across levels of schooling and 
tiered intervention models (Reschly, 2020).

The influence of Check & Connect and the 
scholarly traditions it drew from are apparent in 
the model of student engagement presented in 
Fig. 1. Elements from Ecological Systems Theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and Self-Systems 
Processes (Connell & Wellborn, 1991), for exam-
ple, are evident in the conception of interactions 
between important developmental contexts (fam-
ily, peers, school, and community) and individual 
students, their engagement, and both proximal 
and distal educational outcomes (i.e., across 
development). Drawing from these traditions, 
and consistent with other models of student 
engagement, students’ engagement serves as a 
mediator between context and outcomes and 
these interactions have a Matthew effect wherein 
engagement at one point begets greater engage-
ment at another (e.g., Reschly, 2010; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012). Furthermore, person–envi-
ronment fit is also a crucial element to under-
standing context–student interactions across 
time. Person–environment fit is uniquely indi-
vidual: how students experience contexts differs, 
what is an excellent fit for one individual may not 
meet another’s needs in the same way. It also 
buttresses the argument for querying students’ 
own perceptions of their school environment, 
instruction, support for learning, etc. An applied 
corollary from the school completion literature is 
that students disengage for different reasons: 
there is no one right intervention strategy that 
works for every student, all of the time.

Our discussion of developmental processes 
and school levels also draws from Finn’s 
Participation-Identification Model and early 
childhood research. In particular, pathways to 
dropout and completion have been identified 

from early childhood (e.g., Neuharth-Pritchett & 
Bub, 2022; Reschly & Christenson, 2012; 
Reschly, 2020). In addition, studies of early 
childhood education programs demonstrate long-
term effects on students’ academic outcomes, 
likely through influence on the participation-
success-identification cycle. In short, students’ 
early school experiences are integral to the cycles 
of engagement and disengagement or pathways 
that formed when students enter formal 
schooling.

In line with the conceptualization of student 
engagement as a meta-construct, motivational 
concepts are embedded within the context (e.g., 
goal structure) and student engagement (e.g., 
self-regulation, goal setting). Similarly, dropout 
prevention program strategies, such as the provi-
sion of academic and mental health support or 
opportunities for participation, are also included 
in the model. Perhaps the clearest illustration of 
student engagement as a meta-construct is under-
scored by the interrelated nature of students’ 
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors and the broad 
range of interventions that may be included 
within this framework. An intervention that 
addresses teacher–student relationships, for 
example, may also affect students’ academic or 
behavioral engagement and, in turn, their achieve-
ment (see Reschly, Pohl, & Christenson, 2020).

�Development-in-Sociocultural-Context 
Model
According to Wang et  al. (2019), the 
Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model 
for Children’s Engagement in Learning delin-
eates five broad categories ordered in terms of 
direction of effects: External Factors, Internal 
Factors, Engagement, Resilience Mechanisms, 
and Distal Outcomes. Similar to other models, 
external factors include the family, school, and 
peer contexts. The model uniquely adds the cul-
tural milieu (e.g., cultural capital, stereotypes/
prejudice), social position and family character-
istics, and the nature of academic work as exter-
nal or contextual influences. These external 
factors influence students’ developmental com-
petencies (e.g., emotion regulation) and self-
appraisals (e.g., attributions), which in turn affect 
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students’ behavioral, emotional-affective, and 
cognitive engagement. Similar to other models, 
students’ engagement is directly related to educa-
tional and developmental outcomes; however, the 
authors added the influence of student engage-
ment on resilience mechanisms (i.e., coping and 
appraisal, social support), which also influence 
student outcomes. There are several reciprocal 
effects noted in the model, such as between the 
family context and both developmental compe-
tencies and self-appraisals and between educa-
tional and developmental outcomes and students’ 
ongoing engagement (Wang et al., 2019).

The model draws broadly and integrates theo-
ries and research from the educational and psy-
chological literatures. For example, the authors 
elegantly describe the inclusion of motivational 
theories in their model, such as Self-System 
Processes, Expectancy-Value, and Mindset theo-
ries, as processes that influence students’ self-
appraisals and, in turn, their engagement.

�Study Demands-Resources Model 
of Student Engagement and Burnout
The Study Demands-Resources Model (SD-R) is 
a comprehensive model of student engagement 
that explicitly incorporates both the processes of 
engagement and burnout, or disaffection, into 
the model (Salmela-Aro et al., 2022). The SD-R 
draws from the workplace engagement literature 
with the premise that school is the workplace of 
adolescents. Similar to other models, school 
engagement is described as a multidimensional 
construct. Burnout is also multidimensional with 
components of exhaustion (e.g., tiredness, sleep 
difficulties), cynicism (e.g., indifference toward 
school), and feelings of inadequacy in school. 
Research by Salmela-Aro and others demon-
strates that engagement and burnout are distinct 
states such that students may be simultaneously 
high or low in both; the presence or absence of 
one does not indicate the same in the other (e.g., 
Salmela-Aro, Moeller, Schneider, Spicer, 2016). 
In addition, burnout uniquely contributes to stu-
dents’ outcomes (Salmela-Aro et al., 2022).

Contextual and individual influences in this 
model are described in terms of demands and 

resources. Demands and resources emanate from 
the school/classroom, family, social (teachers, 
peers), or the student (personal). Demands, such 
as a harsh school climate, student perceptions of 
poor teacher responsiveness or task quality, the 
experience of harsh parenting, or poor social 
relationships, may thwart students’ engagement. 
School or classroom resources may include per-
ceptions of school safety or the experience of 
support from teachers. Family resources include 
such elements as the affective quality of parent–
child relationships and effective parental moni-
toring and autonomy support. Social resources 
include the range of positive social relationships 
(e.g., positive teacher–student relationships, peer 
relationships) that facilitate healthy youth devel-
opment and students’ engagement (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2022).

Students’ individual characteristics are repre-
sented in the model as personal demands and 
resources and reserves. Students’ mental health 
difficulties are an example of personal demands 
whereas individual social skills and cognitive 
resources are examples of personal resources. 
Personal resources, which include motivational 
constructs (e.g., self-efficacy, grit, goal orienta-
tion), serve as mediators between the context and 
demands and students’ engagement. Further, it is 
recognized how an individual student responds to 
or appraises a situation determines the effect it has 
on their engagement and burnout (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2022). In addition to the independent influ-
ence of demands and resources on student engage-
ment, these elements also interact such that as 
demands increase and overcome the student’s 
resources, the experience of burnout and poorer 
psychological and academic outcomes increases.

Similar to other comprehensive models, SD-R 
recognizes that engagement and burnout exist at 
different levels and over time (e.g., in the moment, 
day, week). Further, the authors describe gain and 
loss spirals, similar to concepts of spiraling or 
Matthew effects (Furrer et  al., 2006; Reschly, 
2010), wherein contexts, resources, and demands 
amplify or dampen students’ resources and 
reserves (e.g., greater resources may lead to more 
resources and increased reserves; high demands 
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diminish resources, leading to loss of reserves; 
Salmela-Aro et al., 2022).

Summary  There are a number of similarities 
across these broad or integrated models of stu-
dent engagement. Contexts are conceptualized as 
including family, school, and peer influences. 
These contexts may either hinder or facilitate stu-
dents’ engagement. Student engagement, in turn, 
is directly associated with outcomes of interest. 
In addition, each model also draws from and 
seeks to integrate several theories and domains of 
research. Further, all are developmental in the 
sense that each considers the interaction between 
individuals and contexts over time.

There are unique features of each as well. The 
Check & Connect Model is pragmatic with links 
to assessment of student engagement and inter-
vention (e.g., Reschly et  al., 2020). The model 
also connects different developmental periods to 
high school, college, and post-college outcomes. 
The Wang et al. model (2019) explicitly incorpo-
rates relevant and important sociocultural factors 
as influences on engagement and disengagement. 
The Check & Connect and Development-in-
Sociocultural-Context Models acknowledge that 
disengagement is separate from student engage-
ment but the processes of disengagement are not 
well defined. In contrast, Salmela-Aro et  al. 
(2022) draw from a unique literature (i.e., occu-
pational literature) to define burnout and provide 
the most complete description of how engage-
ment and burnout co-exist and the processes 
through which contexts and individuals interact 
toward engagement–competence or burnout–ill-
being over time.

�Revisiting the Past and Current 
Status of the Student Engagement 
Construct

As editors, this second volume allows us an 
opportunity to consider past issues in the field 
and reflect upon current state. In this section, we 
revisit the jingle-jangle phenomenon, the distinc-
tion between motivation and engagement, and the 

status of the continuum–continua (engagement–
disengagement/disaffection) differentiation.

�Jingle-Jangle Revisited
Engagement is the linchpin connecting energy, 
purpose, and enjoyment.
(p. 1087; Wang et al., 2019)
Engagement stands for active involvement, com-
mitment, and concentrated attention, in contrast to 
superficial participation, apathy, or lack of 
interest.
(p. 11, Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992)

In the first edition, we noted the issue of jingle-
jangle with the terms, subtypes, and indicators 
commonly used in the study of student engage-
ment. As we noted earlier, this issue is still pres-
ent in this edition; however, there is increasingly 
a pattern or order to this phenomenon such that 
the core of what is meant by student engagement 
is more readily discerned and able to be com-
pared across scholars and studies.

School/Student/Academic Engagement  One 
source of jingle-jangle is the term that is used to 
refer to the construct of student engagement as it 
relates broadly to learning and school-related 
developmental outcomes, irrespective of sub-
types. Although student engagement is currently 
the most widely used term, school engagement 
(e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Jimerson, Campos, 
& Grief, 2003; Salmela-Aro et al., 2022) and aca-
demic engagement (e.g., Martin, 2022; Skinner 
& Raine, 2022) are also used. We have argued 
that student engagement should be the preferred 
term because it is students who are engaged or 
disengaged at school and with learning. Schools 
may affect student engagement and disengage-
ment through policies, practices, and school cli-
mate; however, families, communities, peers 
both inside and outside of school, relationships 
with teachers, etc. also influence students’ 
engagement at school and with learning; there-
fore, students—not schools—are the appropriate 
level and focus (Appleton, Christenson, & 
Furlong, 2008).

The use of academic engagement as the term 
for the global engagement construct is more 
recent and is meant to convey the academic focus 
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of students’ emotional, behavioral, or cognitive 
engagement (e.g., Martin, 2022). In our view, this 
is problematic in that the term academic 
engagement has been used to refer to on-task 
behavior or engaged time with academic tasks for 
several decades. It is also used as a subtype of 
student engagement (Appleton et  al., 2006; 
Christenson et al., 2008; Reschly & Christenson, 
2012).

Subtypes and Indicators  As in the first edition, 
most scholars endorse the three dimensions of 
student engagement proposed by Fredricks et al. 
(2004): emotion, cognition, and behavior. 
Indicators of each dimension or subtype continue 
to vary across scholars. For example, is cognitive 
engagement represented by the use of deep learn-
ing strategies, investment, effort, self-regulation, 
students’ motivation, and/or perceived relevance 
of education to one’s future? (Table 1). Behavioral 
engagement is sometimes narrowly conceived of 
as participation in class and academic tasks while 
at school or broadly conceived to include tasks 
outside of school, such as homework, and con-
duct while in school. Scholars also differ in terms 
of the inclusion of participation in extracurricular 
activities, such as band or sports, in the behav-
ioral engagement subtype. Affective engagement 
may be narrowly defined as emotional state while 
learning and/or in terms of more global feelings 
of connectedness and belonging at school and in 
students’ perceptions of their relationships and 
support from teachers, peers, and their families. 
Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow is another 
example of the inclusion of independent lines of 
research under the student engagement meta-
construct and is one that could be cast both as 
affective and cognitive engagement. The con-
cepts utility, effort, interest, and investment are 
particularly difficult to categorize.

There are several likely reasons for the con-
tinued jingle-jangle of student engagement indi-
cators. As a meta-construct, student engagement 
draws from several theoretical perspectives and 
sometimes disparate lines of research and schol-
ars study engagement at different levels and 

times: more narrowly as the visible manifesta-
tion of motivation perhaps within a specific sub-
ject or broadly as a driver of positive youth 
development and long-term academic, well-
being, and employment outcomes. A study with 
a focus on learning within a subject or classroom 
may tap self-regulation and learning strategy use 
as indicators of cognitive engagement whereas a 
study with a long-term developmental view 
might instead use perceived relevance of educa-
tion to one’s future as an indicator of cognitive 
engagement. Further, the premise that students’ 
engagement is comprised of interrelated 
thoughts, feelings, and emotions indicates the 
complexity of the human experience and the dif-
ficulty in separating these aspects for study. For 
example, effort or investment could include vis-
ible behavior, emotion, and internal thoughts. In 
addition, there is a great deal of similarity in the 
elements of student engagement regardless of 
the terms used. For instance, if affective engage-
ment is defined in terms of emotional states 
while learning, scholars may add another sub-
type to represent the social connectedness that is 
a major part of students’ school experiences and 
their engagement or disengagement (e.g., Davis, 
Spring, & Balfanz, 2022) that is embedded in 
some conceptualizations as affective engage-
ment (e.g., Reschly & Christenson, 2012; 
Jimerson & Chen, 2022).

�Motivation and Engagement
In the first edition of this Handbook, we asked 
authors to offer their definitions of student 
engagement and motivation and how they differ-
entiated the two constructs. Many scholars 
endorsed the view that motivation precedes 
engagement wherein motivation is the will and 
engagement is the action (Christenson et  al., 
2012). As we noted then, the problem with this 
distinction is the internal nature of motivation, 
affective engagement, and cognitive engagement. 
It is apparent in this edition that scholars continue 
to wrestle with the relationship between student 
engagement and motivation.

There are those that suggest motivation and 
engagement are synonymous or interchangeable 
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Table 1  Representative examples of Student Engagement Subtypes and Indicators

Behavioral Emotional/affective Cognitive Other
Fredricks Involvement and 

participation in learning 
and school contexts 
(e.g., extracurriculars); 
positive conduct; 
absence of disruptive 
behaviors

Positive and negative 
reactions to teachers, 
classmates, academics, 
or school; sense of 
belonging; identification 
with school or subject 
areas

Investment in learning; 
includes self-
regulation and use of 
deep learning 
strategies

Christenson, 
Reschly, 
Appleton 
et al.

Attendance; 
participation (classroom, 
extracurricular); 
behavioral incidents

Belonging/identification 
with school; school 
connectedness
*measured as student 
perceptions of 
relationships with 
teachers and peers, 
family support

Self-regulation; 
relevance of school to 
future; value of 
learning (e.g., goal 
setting)

Academic
Time-on-task/
engaged time; 
credits earned 
toward 
graduation; 
homework 
completion rate; 
grades

Salmela-Aro 
et al.
Schoolwork 
engagement

Dedication
Students’ involvement 
in schoolwork; 
perceptions of its 
meaningfulness; and 
students’ sense of 
significance, 
enthusiasm, and 
inspiration

Energy
Vigor with respect to 
learning, investment of 
effort

Absorption
High concentration in 
learning

Jimerson and 
Chen

Observable actions or 
performance (e.g., 
extracurricular 
activities); homework 
completion; grades; 
GPA; achievement test 
scores

Students’ feelings about 
school, teachers, and/or 
peers

Student’s perceptions 
and beliefs about self, 
school, teachers, and 
peers (e.g., self-
efficacy, motivation, 
aspirations)

Reeve and 
Jang

Observable action 
students take to be 
on-task and exerting 
effort and persistence
Behavioral 
disengagement: Doing 
just enough to get by

Quality of affective 
connections students 
have with task
*measured as interest 
and enjoyment
Emotional 
disengagement: 
Task-rejecting emotions 
(e.g., boredom, 
discouragement)

Actions undertaken to 
enhance thinking (e.g., 
how to focus attention, 
understand what one is 
learning, 
problem-solving)
*measured as 
concentration, 
attentional control, 
problem-solving, use 
of self-regulation 
strategies and learning 
strategies
Cognitive 
disengagement: 
Mental disorganization

Agentic
Student’s 
constructive 
contribution to 
instruction; what 
students say and 
do to improve 
learning

(continued)
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Table 1   (continued)

Behavioral Emotional/affective Cognitive Other
Martin Participation and 

involvement
Thoughtful, willing, 
and strategic to invest 
in academics; exertion 
of necessary effort

Social-emotional
Positive and 
negative 
emotional and 
interpersonal 
responses to 
learning and 
instruction

Archambault 
et al.

Observable actions in 
the classroom; 
participation in 
activities; collaborate 
with peers; follow 
instructions; attendance

Emotional state and 
reaction to school and 
classroom contexts and 
activities

Self-regulation and 
deep processing while 
learning

Davis, Spring, 
and Balfanz

Active participation in 
academic activities

Physical display of 
emotion

Mental investment in 
learning

Social
Interaction with 
peers about 
academics

terms (e.g., NRC, 2004), which may not be 
unreasonable from a school or applied interven-
tion perspective in that it underscores the idea 
that both are essential to accomplish the goals of 
schooling. Indeed, there likely are reciprocal 
associations between engagement and motivation 
such that the associations between the two con-
structs vary at the time and level each are cap-
tured (e.g., Martin et  al., 2017). On the other 
hand, the student engagement meta-construct 
may subsume motivation as part of student 
engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Christenson 
et  al., 2012), which is further supported by the 
inclusion of several motivational concepts as 
indicators of student engagement (see Table 1). 
Still others suggest that engagement is more than 
motivation (Newmann et  al., 1992) and that 
engagement begets motivation (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2022).

The nexus of this tension is understandable. 
Motivation has a long, rich history with several 
well-developed sub-theories. The idea that a field 
such as motivation or belonging could be sub-
sumed by another, more recent construct is sure 
to be met with some skepticism (e.g., Allen & 
Boyle, 2022; Gladstone, Wigfield, & Eccles, 
2022; Skinner & Raine, 2022). However, there 
are also concerns about the fragmentation of 

various motivational theories and concomitant 
waning usefulness (e.g., Anderman, Patrick, & 
Ha, 2022; Skinner & Raine, 2022).

As Eccles and Wang (2012) noted in the first 
edition, there are issues with being too broad or 
too narrow in conceptualizations of phenomena. 
Broad conceptualizations work well for commu-
nicating with policymakers and other stakehold-
ers, such as educators and parents, whereas 
narrower conceptualizations are more useful for 
research and theory-testing. Admittedly, as stu-
dent engagement and school completion schol-
ars, we cannot underscore emphatically enough 
how useful the student engagement framework is 
for conceptualizing and communicating the inter-
actions among contexts and individuals that pro-
duce engagement and related outcomes, the role 
of developmental processes, the rich character-
ization of students’ school experiences as com-
prising their emotions, cognitions, and behavior 
inherent in the student engagement meta-
construct, and as a framework for comprehensive 
interventions.

However, to paraphrase Skinner and Raine 
(2022), student engagement cannot be everything 
to everyone. The authors offer a comprehensive 
and thoughtful review of both literatures and rec-
ommendations for integrating motivation and 
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student engagement research. We agree that stu-
dent engagement and motivation are not incom-
patible, and, as others have noted, perhaps the 
differences between motivation and engagement 
are a matter of focus (Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

Our reading of the literature and chapters in 
this second edition has led us to the following 
conclusions. A useful distinction might be 
between a developmental view of student engage-
ment and a motivational view. The integrated 
models of engagement described earlier in this 
chapter clearly draw from developmental theo-
ries and there are examinations of student engage-
ment from early childhood through college 
(Neuharth-Pritchett & Bub, 2022; Tinto, 2022). 
Schooling includes a number of developmental 
tasks and milestones that are important in most 
cultures and societies (Masten et  al., 2022). 
Furthermore, dropout and completion scholars 
increasingly approach the topic from a life course 
perspective (Archambault et al., 2022; Rumberger 
& Rotermund, 2012).

Conversely, from a motivational viewpoint, 
student engagement may be conceptualized in 
the way described by many motivational scholars 
with motivation as intent and student engagement 
as action. The motivational view on student 
engagement is narrower, more amenable to the-
ory testing, and better integrated with existing 
motivational theories. Thus, motivation is central 
to students’ engagement but it is just one part of 
the broader construct: it also exists as an indepen-
dent and worthy area of study. This distinction in 
developmental and motivational views also cap-
tures another difference in the two perspectives in 
that the primary outcome of academic motivation 
research is achievement whereas achievement is 
one of many outcomes of interest in student 
engagement. Given this distinction, it is under-
standable that much motivation research is con-
ducted with high school and college students 
while student engagement is more likely to cover 
the range of schooling (e.g., Archambault et al., 
2022; Neuharth-Pritchett & Bub, 2022; Tinto, 
2022). Finally, as Tinto (2022) noted, it may be 
more appropriate to refer to student engagement 
as a framework or model given its broad, interdis-
ciplinary, integrated nature whereas motivation 

and sub-theories are more accurately described 
as theories.

The distinction between model and theory is 
just one of the areas in which we recommend stu-
dent engagement scholars consider greater preci-
sion with their language. Another is clear 
reporting of scholars’ operationalization of stu-
dent engagement and indicators so that results 
may be better integrated and nuances identified 
across studies. Also imperative to clearer concep-
tualizations of student engagement is the recog-
nition that student engagement may be studied at 
different levels, such as with learning activities, 
within the classroom, with school, and with pro-
social institutions (Skinner & Raine, 2022) or at 
either the classroom or school levels (Martin, 
2022). Specification of level may also bring 
greater organization/clarity among measures of 
student engagement (e.g., engagement within a 
specific class vs. a global measure of engagement 
with school).

�Engagement-Disengagement Versus 
Engagement and Disaffection 
(Continuum Versus Continua)
In the first edition of this Handbook, we noted 
that one way in which models of engagement dif-
fered was in their conceptualization of engage-
ment and disengagement as existing on a single 
continuum ranging from high to low or as two 
separate continua (Reschly & Christenson, 
2012). We agree with Wang et  al. (2019) and 
Salmela-Aro et al. (2022) that there is now com-
pelling evidence that these are two separate con-
tinua. However, there is little clarity as to whether 
the “other” continuum is best described as disen-
gagement (Wang et  al., 2019), disaffection 
(Skinner et al., 2008, 2009), or burnout (Salmela-
Aro et al., 2022). Skinner et al. characterized dis-
affection as having emotional (e.g., boredom, 
disinterest, frustration) and behavioral (e.g., pas-
sivity, withdrawal, distraction) components 
whereas Salmela-Aro et al. use the term burnout 
to refer to exhaustion, a cynical attitude toward 
school, and feelings of inadequacy. Among 
current indicators, how does one differentiate  
low engagement from disaffection/
disengagement/burnout? Where would indicators 
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such as disciplinary incidents, a low rate of work 
completion, skipping classes, and absences fall? 
Although the processes of disengagement and 
withdrawal were described in Finn’s Participation-
Identification Model (1989), disengagement and 
engagement are cast as ends of a single contin-
uum. From the continua perspective, how do dis-
affection and burnout emerge?

�Past, Present, and Future

“…the promotion of student engagement should 
bring benefits to quality of life that are more funda-
mental than increases in school achievement.” 
(p. 17, Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn 1992)

In this chapter, we revisited the history and ori-
gins of the student engagement construct and 
offered our thoughts on past and current issues in 
the field. We are struck by two enduring themes 
in our work with student engagement and in the 
scholarship of others. The first is the importance 
of student perceptions and voice. The dropout lit-
erature is clear that it is students’ perceptions of 
discipline, fairness, relevance, support, etc. that 
are tied to outcomes of interest. Indeed, one of 
the earliest reviews of student engagement noted 
students’ perceptual data were an indicator of 
their engagement (Mosher & McGowan, 1985). 
Tinto (2022) reaches a similar conclusion when 
he noted that it is “…not engagement per se that 
matters, as it is students’ perceptions of their 
engagements and the meanings they draw from 
them as to their self-efficacy, sense of belonging, 
and the relevance of their studies.” That is not to 
say that others’ perceptions are not relevant to 
school intervention and improvement efforts or 
that these data should not be supplemented with 
observations, the views of others, or considered 
in aggregate (e.g., teacher support at the class-
room level, classroom goal students) but rather, 
simply, that students cannot be overlooked. 
Support for this notion could likely be garnered 
from several areas, including the role of context–
individual interactions that are inherent in devel-
opmental models (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977) 
and the principle/notion of person–environment 
fit. Essentially, how an individual experiences the 

context is at least somewhat unique to that 
individual.

The second theme is the importance of rela-
tionships to students’ development in general and 
relative to student engagement and both proximal 
and distal outcomes. The primacy of relation-
ships is not a new revelation in development 
(Pianta & Walsh, 1996), resilience (Masten & 
Reed, 2002), or school completion literatures 
(e.g., Anderson, Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr, 
2004; McPartland 1994). We recently reached a 
similar conclusion regarding relationships and 
promising interventions to promote student 
engagement and positive developmental out-
comes (Fredricks, Reschly & Christenson, 
2019a), and yet, throughout this volume, we are 
stuck by the extent to which relationships—
teacher–student and among students—serve as 
the core of students’ experiences at school, with 
influences on their motivation, self-regulation, 
learning, engagement in risky health behaviors, 
and overall student engagement at school and 
with learning, among other things. Thus, support 
for the development and sustainability of positive 
relationships is a key to the developmental out-
comes that are of interest to educators and schol-
ars around the world.

It is the promise of student engagement for 
promoting positive development among youth—
from early childhood through college—that was 
a focus of this edition of the Handbook of 
Research on Student Engagement. The student 
engagement framework is essential for promot-
ing academic, social, emotional, and behavioral 
learning among all youth.
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Unlocking the Positive Synergy 
Between Engagement 
and Motivation

Ellen A. Skinner and Kristen E. Raine

Abstract

Scholarship on engagement and motivation 
presents complementary profiles. This 
enables the strengths of each to help com-
pensate for the shortcomings of the other. 
The strengths of work on academic motiva-
tion are its deep roots in multiple generative 
traditions and its rich body of well-researched 
theories; its corresponding limitations are its 
overarching fragmentation and lack of coher-
ence. In contrast, the strengths of student 
engagement as a field are its wholistic appre-
ciation for factors from many levels that con-
tribute to school success, combined with its 
focus on a malleable observable process that 
is a primary engine of academic functioning; 
its corresponding limitations are its over-
arching confusion about the core construct 
itself and uncertainty about its place in a full 
explanatory model. We identify three ways 
that conceptualizations of engagement can 
support efforts to create a more integrated 
and coherent account of academic motiva-
tion: (1) engagement as “energy in action” 
provides a point of convergence for all theo-
ries of motivation; (2) it highlights the cen-
tral role of action in processes of motivation; 

and (3) engagement as a “meta-construct” 
encourages a more wholistic and comprehen-
sive conceptualization of academic motiva-
tion. We also explore three insights from the 
field of motivation that may help work on 
engagement make progress in clarifying con-
ceptualizations and building out more com-
plete explanatory models: (1) theories of 
motivation confirm the power of engagement 
as “energy in action”; (2) they help differen-
tiate components within the meta-construct 
of engagement and allow each to be more 
fully realized; and (3) they suggest a com-
mon horizontal structure for theories of 
engagement that highlight the sequential 
functioning of their components as a dynamic 
and recursive explanatory process. We end 
by identifying three insights taken from the 
intersection of motivation and engagement to 
illustrate their utility in guiding efforts to 
promote competence and positive youth 
development. Our goal is to help unlock the 
synergy between these two areas, so research-
ers in both fields have the opportunity to 
learn from each other, and together to create 
richer, more comprehensive, nuanced, and 
coherent accounts of both motivation and 
engagement.
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Engagement represents one of the most active 
and fastest growing areas of research in educa-
tion and educational psychology today. From its 
inception, however, questions have been raised 
about its connections to academic motivation, 
both specific motivational constructs and the field 
as a whole. Starting with the seminal review of 
engagement almost two decades ago (Fredricks 
et al., 2004) and continuing with landmark hand-
books (Christenson et al., 2012; Fredricks et al., 
2019), integrative conceptualizations (Lawson & 
Lawson, 2013; Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; 
Wong & Liem, 2021), special sections, and defin-
itive reviews of achievement motivation (Wentzel 
& Wigfield, 2009; Wentzel & Miele, 2016; 
Wigfield et al., 2015), a range of opinions have 
been offered: engagement subsumes motivation; 
motivation subsumes engagement; motivation is 
a component of the meta-construct of engage-
ment; engagement is a behavioral manifestation 
of motivation; motivation is the precursor, 
engagement the outcome; motivation is the 
intent, engagement the resultant action; motiva-
tion is the private inner psychological process, 
engagement the publicly observable outward 
behavior; motivation influences engagement; 
engagement influences motivation; they recipro-
cally influence each other. Although it is accurate 
to summarize these alternatives by noting that 
“most scholars assume that engagement and 
motivation are related, but distinct constructs” 
(Fredricks et  al., 2016, p.  1), we believe that 
underneath this general consensus is a more 
interesting and complex set of possibilities.

The central question can be found in the title 
of a recent article: “Motivation and Engagement: 
The Same or Different? Does it Matter?” (Martin 
et al., 2017). We try to deconstruct this question 
and provide one set of answers, which could be 
summarized as, “Motivation and Engagement: 
Not Identical, Not Distinct, and It Does Matter.” 
We argue that important overlap exists between 
the two areas of study (meaning they are not dis-
tinct), but that they also offer complementary 
perspectives (meaning they are not identical). 
Our view is that the seemingly contradictory 
positions listed above are mostly correct but also 
mostly incomplete. Moreover, when they are all 

considered together in a serial string, they sound 
confusing, at least in part because we do not 
always have an integrated understanding of the 
nature of motivation or a differentiated vocabu-
lary for talking about the multiple meanings of 
engagement.

We argue that engagement and motivation are 
inextricably intertwined. They offer complemen-
tary perspectives and this tension creates the 
potential for great synergy between the two areas 
of study. Each has something of value to offer the 
other, so that each can shore up the other’s weak-
nesses and fill gaps in the other’s blind spots. 
Working together, researchers can create richer, 
more comprehensive, nuanced, and coherent 
accounts of both motivation and engagement, and 
so provide better foundations for future work in 
both areas. In this chapter, we start by providing 
an overview of each field, including their 
strengths and limitations, analyze the structures 
underlying each, and then suggest key places 
where each can make complementary contribu-
tions to the other (summarized in Table  1). In 
keeping with the focus of this Handbook, we end 
by identifying three insights taken from the inter-
section of these two fields to illustrate their utility 
in guiding efforts to promote competence and 
positive youth development. Following in the 
footsteps of previous scholars (see Christenson 
et al., 2012, for multiple examples), our goal is to 
help unlock the positive synergy between engage-
ment and motivation.

�The Fields of Academic Motivation 
and Student Engagement

�The Field of Academic Motivation

The study of academic motivation is part of the 
older larger field of human motivation (Ryan, 
2012). From the Latin root movere, meaning “to 
move,” motivation takes as its central subject 
matter the processes underlying the energy, direc-
tion, and durability of action. Hence, the study of 
motivation in school examines how much effort 
students invest in their academic work, the emo-
tional quality and authenticity of their participa-
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tion in learning activities, their choices about the 
interests they pursue and the courses in which 
they enroll, and their tenacity in the face of obsta-
cles, setbacks, and demanding scholastic tasks. 
At its core, academic motivation focuses on the 
“fire” that fuels students’ choices, participation, 
and persistence in the educational process. The 
field’s primary strengths lie in its richness and 
depth. It is home to a wide range of generative 
and empirically tested theories (Brophy, 2013; 
Schunk et  al., 2012; Wentzel & Miele, 2016; 
Wigfield et al., 2015), each of which represents 
decades of careful study and refinement. 
Typically grounded in larger frameworks that are 
applied in multiple domains, these bodies of 
work provide dense and detailed accounts of aca-
demic motivation.

However, such long traditions of separate 
investigation have also produced relatively iso-
lated islands of deep understanding (Eccles, 
2016). In principle, all these theories are focused 
on the same target—student motivation—but not 
in a way that has produced a cohesive or coherent 
account. It is as if each owes its primary alle-
giance to the larger and more general motiva-
tional framework from which it was derived. To 
date, as pictured in Fig. 1, these isolated islands 
make the field seem more like an archipelago 
than a common continuous territory. As a result, 
the field of academic motivation as a whole is 
often described as complex, fragmented, and 
resistant to integration (Anderman, 2020; Ford & 
Smith, 2009; Hattie et al., 2020; Koenka, 2020; 
Pintrich, 2003; Martin, 2009; Wigfield & Koenka, 
2020). This creates problems for the field and all 
those who attempt to apply it. Researchers new to 
the area find it difficult to identify a set of core 
predictors or indicators to anchor their studies. 
Alternative constructs and measures are not 
examined for overlap or distinctiveness. 
Investigations from different traditions often pro-
duce findings that are not comparable and so can-
not be integrated, slowing the accumulation of 
empirical evidence. Interventionists find it diffi-
cult to create comprehensive programs that incor-
porate all the essential ingredients needed to 
improve motivation. Parents and teachers find it 
difficult to construct comprehensive mental mod-

Table 1  Positive synergy between work on engagement 
and motivation

How insights about engagement can strengthen work 
on motivation
1. �Identifies “energy in action” as a core point of 

convergence among all theories of motivation
 �� Targeting motivated behavior, emotion, and 

cognitive orientation
 �� Organized by multidimensional constructs of 

engagement and disaffection
 �� Place to begin integrating current motivational 

theories and studies
2. �Highlights “energy in action” as a manifestation of 

motivation
 �� As a site of learning and development; as a mediator 

of self and context
 �� As an entry point for teachers’ observation and 

understanding of student motivation
 �� As messages to the developing self and academic 

identity
3. �Encourages a more wholistic examination of 

academic motivation
 �� Highlights involvement of multiple psychological 

processes (i.e., self-appraisals)
 �� Points to utility of umbrella constructs like 

academic identity
 �� Suggests broadening of action component to 

consider motivational resilience
How insights about motivation can strengthen work on 
engagement
1. �Highlights core components of engagement with 

learning activities as “energy in action”
 �� Provides evidence that interactions with educational 

activities are engines of learning and development
 �� Offers coherent definitions of behavioral, emotional, 

and cognitive dimensions of “energy in action”
 �� Needs disaffection, which also incorporates 

multiple dimensions
2. �Helps differentiate components within the 

meta-construct of engagement and allows each to be 
more fully realized

 �� Distinguishes action from self, context, perceived 
context, and outcomes

 �� Highlights the central role of self-appraisals and 
how they can be used to derive contextual 
provisions that support action

 �� Encourages consideration of engagement as part of 
arc of motivational resilience

3. �Offers a common framework for models of 
engagement as a “meta-construct”

 �� Highlights the sequential functioning of their 
components as a recursive causal process

 �� Views alternative theories of engagement as nested
 �� Suggests ways in which multiple models can be 

integrated
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els of student motivation based on the field as a 
whole, even though that is what they would need 
in order to do their parts in supporting its devel-
opment. Hence, the strengths of work on aca-
demic motivation are its deep roots in multiple 
generative traditions and its rich body of well-
researched theories. Its corresponding limitations 
are its overarching fragmentation and lack of 
integration and coherence.

�The Field of Student Engagement

The field of student engagement (Eccles, 2016; 
Fredricks et al., 2004; Jimerson et al., 2003; aka 
school engagement, Fredricks et al., 2004) stems 
from multiple traditions, most centrally the study 
of school participation and dropout (i.e., Finn, 
1989; Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Mosher & 

McGowan, 1985; Newmann, 1991). It is younger, 
inherently domain specific, and focuses largely 
on the educational arena, although arguments 
have been advanced for expanding it into other 
domains (e.g., Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Wang & 
Hofkens, 2020). At its most general, student 
engagement refers to the quality of students’ par-
ticipation, involvement, and connections to 
schooling (Christenson et  al., 2012; Fredricks 
et al., 2004; Fredricks et al., 2019). Research in 
this area has exploded over the last two decades, 
based on its three interlocking strengths. First, 
engagement is a strong predictor of key academic 
outcomes, including student learning, perfor-
mance, and achievement, as well as retention and 
graduation (e.g., Lei et  al., 2018; Upadyaya & 
Salmela-Aro, 2013). Second, engagement also 
exerts a protective effect, buffering students from 
many of the typical risks of adolescence, includ-
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ing dropout and delinquency (e.g., Li & Lerner, 
2011; Virtanen et  al., 2021; Wang & Fredricks, 
2014). Second, unlike most of the status predic-
tors of academic outcomes (like gender, socio-
economic status, and ethnicity), engagement has 
proven to be a malleable state that can be influ-
enced by many factors under the control of 
schools and parents. This makes it an ideal target 
for intervention efforts (Appleton et  al., 2008; 
Fredricks, 2014; Fredricks et al., 2019; Lawson 
& Lawson, 2013). Third, some features of 
engagement are visible in the classroom. In fact, 
its antithesis, student disengagement or disaffec-
tion, is a major stressor for teachers (e.g., 
Fredricks, 2014). As a result, educators and 
school leaders immediately understand its impor-
tance (Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

As work on the construct has progressed, how-
ever, its limitations have also become increasingly 
clear. Disagreements persist about the core mean-
ing of “engagement,” as well as its dimensions, its 
opposite (described with terms like withdrawal, 
disengagement, disaffection, or burnout), and per-
haps, most importantly, its boundaries, that is, 
specification of the features that should be consid-
ered indicators of engagement proper versus its 
facilitators or consequences (Azevedo, 2015; 
Boekaerts, 2016; Fredricks et al., 2016; Lawson & 
Lawson, 2013; Sinatra et al., 2014; Sinclair et al., 
2003; Wang,  Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, 
Fredricks, et  al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huber, 
2019; Wong & Liem, 2021). Leaders in the field 
rightly worry that haziness about central constructs 
is slowing conceptual and empirical progress 
(Fredricks et  al., 2016; Reschly & Christenson, 
2012). A thicket of different constructs and defini-
tions has grown up around the term itself. Lack of 
clarity creates downstream problems for measure-
ment; results from studies using different opera-
tionalizations cannot be integrated. Ambiguity 
also impedes the construction of the kinds of 
multi-step process-oriented theories that are 
needed to guide explanatory research and inter-
vention efforts.

If the field of motivation can be likened to an 
archipelago of isolated islands of understanding, 
the corresponding metaphor for the field of 
engagement, also pictured in Fig. 1, is that of a 

single high-value island surrounded by a fence 
with a sign that says “Only engagement con-
structs beyond this point.” Many researchers 
want to claim real estate on that island, so to gain 
entry they are renaming all the constructs in the 
neighborhood—including those studied as ante-
cedents, psychological mediators, and other 
action components—as “engagement.” At this 
point, the island is so crowded that the field “runs 
the risk of explaining almost everything related 
to students’ experiences in school, and as a result 
not really explaining anything at all” (Fredricks 
et al., 2016, p. 2). Educators who are attracted to 
the potential inherent in the construct find it dif-
ficult to construct comprehensible mental models 
of the area as a whole. In sum, the strengths of 
student engagement as a field are its wholistic 
appreciation for factors from many levels that 
contribute to school success, combined with its 
focus on a malleable observable process that is a 
primary engine of academic functioning. Its cor-
responding shortcomings are its overarching con-
fusion about the core construct itself and 
uncertainty about its place in a coherent explana-
tory model.

�Basics of Motivational Theories 
and Conceptualizations of Student 
Engagement

In order to understand how work from each area 
can help strengthen the other, it is useful to first 
consider the underlying structure of theories in 
these fields.

�Theories of Academic Motivation

The field is populated by precise and well-
researched theories, nine of which are summa-
rized in Table 2 (for overviews, see Brophy, 2013; 
Schunk et  al., 2012; Wentzel & Miele, 2016; 
Wigfield et  al., 2015). This table illustrates the 
richness and density of the field. Most explana-
tory theories of academic motivation, because 
they provide process-oriented accounts of moti-
vated action, are horizontal and work with at least 
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Table 2  Synopses of nine major theories of motivation in school (in alphabetical order)

1. � Achievement goal theory (Urdan & Kaplan, 2020): Students’ views of the purpose or reasons for engaging in 
school-related tasks: whether they are focused on learning and self-improvement, or instead on demonstrating 
their abilities (if they are considered high) or protecting their abilities (if they are considered low), producing 
different patterns of effort, engagement, preference for challenge, and responses to failure or criticism

2. � Attribution theory (Graham, 2020): Explanations for the causes of academic performances (like effort, ability, 
task difficulty, or chance) that differ on their internality, controllability, and stability, and that act as filters 
through which the meaning of success and failure are interpreted, and so shape their effects on emotional 
reactions and subsequent actions. Interpersonal version, too, involving causal explanations for other people’s 
behavior that act as filters when interpreting their meaning, and so shape responses

3. � Effectance and intrinsic motivation (Gottfried, 1985; White, 1959): Innate inborn desire to produce effects; 
underlies human curiosity, interest in novelty, desire to seek out opportunities to explore, experiment, and figure 
out how to make things happen, without any expectation of reward or reinforcement; includes a joyful response 
to feelings of efficacy and dejection in the face of impotence

4. � Expectancy-value theory (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020): Multiplicative combination of how confident an individual 
is in his/her ability to succeed on a task mixed with how important, useful, or enjoyable the individual perceives 
the task to be (derived from a variety of societal, familial, and interpersonal sources, individual perceptions, and 
previous experiences) that together influence subsequent achievement choices, engagement, effort, persistence, 
and performance on these tasks

5. � Learned helplessness and mastery (Seligman, 1975): Prolonged exposure to non-contingency or failure 
produces motivational, emotional, and cognitive deficits, especially when explanations for the failure rely on 
causes that are internal, stable, and global

6. � Mindsets (Dweck, 2017): Assumptions about whether the nature of one’s attributes (like ability and personality) 
are stable and cannot be changed or instead can develop and improve through the application of effort, practice, 
and the acquisition of effective strategies; shapes preference for challenge, willingness to exert effort, reactions 
to obstacles and setbacks, and interpretations of struggles, criticism, and others’ successes

7. � Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020): Strong organismic position on intrinsic human needs as 
the source of energy and development, especially the need to experience oneself as the author of one’s own 
actions. Integrated theories of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, showing how extrinsic motivations can be 
internalized and regulated autonomously. Also incorporated a theory of the differential functions of rewards: as 
controlling or as informational

8. � Self-efficacy (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020): Judgments of personal capacity to enact effective actions (based on 
successful performances, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and physiological reactions) that, combined 
with judgments about action-outcome connections, influence motivational outcomes (task choice, effort, 
persistence), learning, achievement, and self-regulation.

9. � Self-system model of motivational development (Connell & Wellborn, 1991): Students come with the desire to 
feel connected to others, effective in their interactions, and the source of their own actions; when needs are met 
at school, students are energized to participate constructively, which promotes learning and development; when 
needs are not met, students become disaffected

Adapted from Skinner (2019) with permission

four basic functional steps: (1) context, (2) self, 
(3) action, and (4) outcomes (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991). Theories typically posit that: 
(1) social contexts, including pedagogical, inter-
personal, and curricular contexts, shape (2) stu-
dents’ motivationally relevant psychological 
processes, typically referred to as self-system 
processes, self-appraisals, self-perceptions, or 
social cognitions. These psychological processes 
underlie and fuel (3) students’ motivationally rel-
evant patterns of action, including their choice, 
effort, participation, emotional reactions, and 
self-regulation; which in turn provide one path-

way through which social contexts and self-
appraisals influence (4) important educational 
outcomes, such as learning, academic function-
ing, achievement, and development. Both action 
and academic outcomes, in turn, feed back to 
influence subsequent contextual responses and 
shape developing self-systems and other psycho-
logical processes. Taken together, these feedfor-
ward and feedback effects comprise a 
“motivational dynamic” hypothesized to contrib-
ute to short- and long-term academic develop-
ment (Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Reeve, 2012; 
Skinner & Pitzer, 2012).
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This common underlying structure can be 
used to graph any explanatory motivational the-
ory. Figure  2 illustrates this notion with three 
theories: expectancy-value theory (Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2020), attribution theory (Graham, 2020), 
and self-efficacy theory (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 
2020). Each conceptualization takes a different 
set of appraisals (for which theories are typically 
named) as its target. To show that these self-
appraisals have motivational power, each theory 
also specifies their consequences for motivated 
actions, and through these for academic out-
comes. These well-documented causally effica-
cious functions qualify each as a major theory of 
motivation and as directly relevant to the achieve-
ment domain. All major theories have also under-
taken a careful analysis of the antecedents of 

their target self-appraisals, focusing on social, 
contextual, and personal factors that shape the 
construction and revision of self-systems. These 
portions of theories have also been tested empiri-
cally and figure prominently in efforts to design 
programmatic interventions and educational 
reforms (e.g., Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007).

Prioritizing self-appraisals  As seen in Fig. 1, 
motivational theories are most centrally con-
cerned with the self-systems or self-appraisals 
for which core theories are named (e.g., expec-
tancies and values, attributions, self-efficacy, 
achievement goals, mindsets). These comprise 
the theories’ unwavering conceptual and empiri-
cal commitments, their flags. Because many 
researchers have their eyes primarily on these tar-
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get self-appraisals, it is easy to see why each 
theory keeps to its own island, where those cog-
nitive constructions rule. To some extent, these 
divisions are also strengthened by underlying 
meta-theoretical differences. Some theories (e.g., 
self-efficacy) view self-appraisals as temporary 
assessments arising from local interactions and 
experiences. Other theories (most notably self-
determination theory) posit that self-systems 
(i.e., sense of relatedness, perceived competence, 
or autonomy orientations) are much more: They 
arise from, reflect, and are organized around fun-
damental organismic psychological needs (Ryan 
& Deci, 2017, 2020). In sum, explanatory theo-
ries of motivation comprise process-oriented 
accounts that privilege their target self-appraisals 

while also including social contexts, action, and 
outcomes.

�Conceptualizations of Student 
Engagement

The field is populated by a variety of overlapping 
conceptualizations and theories of engagement, 
about a dozen of which are summarized in 
Table 3 (for overviews, see Appleton et al., 2008; 
Christenson et  al., 2012; Lawson & Lawson, 
2013; Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, 
Fredricks, et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 
2019; Wong & Liem, 2021). Theories of engage-
ment also have their own underlying structure, 

Table 3  Synopses of 11 theories and conceptualizations of student engagement (in alphabetical order)

1. � Check & Connect (Reschly & Christenson, 2012): Model of context, engagement, and outcomes underlying a 
structured mentoring intervention designed to promote student success and engagement at school and with 
learning. School, family, and peer contexts shape four aspects of engagement: (a) affective (belonging/
identification, connectedness), (b) cognitive (self-regulation, relevance, value), (c) behavioral (attendance, 
participation, disciplinary incidents), and (d) academic (time-on-task, credits earned, homework, class grades), 
which in turn influence proximal learning and distal outcomes (e.g., graduation, college enrollment, 
employment)

2. � Dual Component Framework of Student Engagement (Wong & Liem, 2021): Differentiates (a) learning 
engagement (psychological state of activity during learning tasks when students exert effort, are emotionally 
activated and absorbed) versus learning disengagement (state of inactivity during learning tasks when students 
feel deactivated, withdraw effort, and are distracted); from (b) school engagement (students’ state of connection 
with the school community, characterized by relational attachment to people at school, cooperative participation 
in school activities, and psychological identification as a member of the school) versus school disengagement 
(state of alienation entailing a sense of disconnection from the school community, characterized by relational 
detachment, resistant participation, and psychological disidentification)

3. � Engagement in Academic Work (Newmann, 1991): “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,” fostered by a need for competence, a sense of school membership, and the opportunity to participate 
in authentic academic work

4. � Integrative Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model (Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019): A dynamic model of 
engagement as energized, sustained, and directed actions toward learning (versus disengagement, that is, 
withdrawal from and avoidance of learning), which is shaped by students’ developmental competencies (e.g., 
cognitive and socioemotional skills) and self-appraisals (e.g., self-efficacy, task value, and mindsets). These in 
turn are influenced by external factors, including social position and family characteristics, cultural milieu, 
family, school, and peer context, and the nature of academic work. Engagement influences resilience 
mechanisms (coping, appraisal, and social support) as well as educational and developmental outcomes (e.g., 
achievement, educational aspirations, behavioral problems, psychological adjustment, retention, and college 
enrollment)

5. � Motivation and Engagement Wheel (Martin, 2007): A use-inspired integrative framework comprising four 
higher-order dimensions: (a) adaptive cognitions/motivation (self-efficacy, valuing, mastery orientation), (b) 
adaptive behaviors/engagement (planning, task management, persistence), (c) impeding/maladaptive 
cognitions/motivation (anxiety, failure avoidance, uncertain control), and (d) maladaptive behaviors/engagement 
(self-handicapping, disengagement)
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Table 3  (continued)

  6. � Participation-Attachment-Commitment-Membership Model (Furlong et al., 2003): Engagement as a 
developmental continuum that follows the progression from (a) participation (i.e., behavioral engagement in 
the classroom, extracurricular, and school environment), which facilitates the formation of (b) interpersonal 
attachments with people in the school (i.e., affective engagement—bonding, attachment, belonging—toward 
school, teachers, and peers), which leads students to develop (c) a sense of personal commitment to the school 
community (i.e., cognitive engagement or identification with school), and ultimately incorporating (d) school 
membership as part of their self-identity

  7. � Participation-Identification (Finn, 1989): Early engagement and academic success lead students to bond with 
school (develop feelings of valuing and belonging), and engage with school more deeply as they progress 
through their academic careers (from simple attendance and compliance to active initiation and ownership to 
participation in extracurricular and then self-governance activities)

  8. � School/Student Engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004): Multidimensional construct tapping students’ commitment 
to, or investment in, school and school activities, including three different but related forms: (a) behavioral 
(i.e., participation, involvement in academic and social or extracurricular activities, positive conduct, effort, 
persistence, concentration, and attention), (b) emotional (affective responses to teachers, classmates, 
academics, and school), and (c) cognitive (investment in learning, thoughtfulness and willingness to exert the 
effort necessary to comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills)

  9. � Schoolwork Engagement Versus Burnout Model (Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012): Derived from the concept of 
work engagement in occupational psychology, an enduring state of work-related fulfillment characterized by 
energy (feelings of vigor during school-related tasks), dedication (positive cognitive attitude and sense of 
significance toward schoolwork), and absorption (full attention and concentration while working); versus 
burnout (i.e., exhaustion due to study demands, a cynical attitude toward school, and feelings of inadequacy as 
a student)

10. �Self-Determination Model of Engagement (Reeve, 2012): Extent of a student’s active involvement in a learning 
activity, comprised of four interrelated aspects: (a) behavioral (concentration, attention, and effort), (b) 
emotional (task-facilitating emotions such as interest and the absence of task-withdrawing emotions such as 
distress), (c) cognitive (use of strategic and sophisticated learning strategies, seeking conceptual understanding 
rather than surface knowledge, and active self-regulation), and (d) agentic engagement (students’ constructive 
contribution into the flow of the instruction they receive by intentionally and somewhat proactively trying to 
personalize and otherwise enrich what is to be learned)

11. �Transactional View of Student Engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 2013): Engagement as a dynamic, social, and 
synergistic process defined by a host of recursive elements including (a) acts of engagement (various states of 
experience of individuals as they participate in discrete activities at particular moments in time, including 
emotional, behavioral, cognitive, agentic as well as attentional, positional, and social-cultural features of 
engagement), (b) benefits/competencies (and/or consequences) of engagement (social-cultural, cognitive, 
affective, behavioral, academic, extracurricular), (c) conditions and contexts of engagement (surrounding 
organizational conditions and ecologies, including population demography, organizational ecology, and social 
geography), and (d) dispositions and drivers of engagement (students’ perceptions of the “will” and “skill” they 
bring to activity, including social agency, interests, prior experiences, identities, motivations, attachments, 
future aspirations, initiative, investment)

largely vertical to date, which can be represented 
in two ways (see also Martin, 2012). The first 
focuses on the objects of engagement or exactly 
what students are engaged with (see also Wong 
& Liem, 2021). As depicted in Fig. 3, broad defi-
nitions of engagement suggest a nested hierar-
chy. At the top would be engagement with school 
as an example of participation in larger prosocial 
institutions, such as extended family, church, 
and community organizations (e.g., Lawson & 
Lawson, 2013). This kind of multi-arena engage-
ment both marks and promotes healthy develop-

ment and wellbeing for youth, and also protects 
them from risky behaviors that otherwise can 
emerge during adolescence. Nested within this 
broad umbrella is student engagement itself, 
which encompasses participation in school as an 
organization, including involvement in extracur-
ricular activities, clubs, sports teams, student 
government, and so on. Student engagement 
both reflects and fosters students’ retention, 
graduation, and educational aspirations, and 
protects adolescents from alienation and 
dropout.
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Fig. 3  A hierarchical perspective on engagement with school that depicts four nested levels of conceptualizations, 
starting at the highest level with engagement with school as one among many prosocial contexts, and ending with 
moment-to-moment engagement with learning activities. (Adapted from Skinner & Pitzer, 2012, with permission)

At the third level, nested within the larger 
school, is classroom engagement, which includes 
involvement with a community of learners in a 
specific class or classes. Here social partners 
include teachers, friends, and other classmates, as 
well as the curriculum. Finally, at the lowest level 
is academic engagement with learning activities 
themselves; here social partners are educational 

tasks or schoolwork. High-quality engagement of 
this kind promotes deep understanding and mas-
tery. (For additional levels, see Azevedo, 2015; 
Lawson, 2017; or Martin, 2012.) Some confusion 
in the field is the result of misspecification about 
where in the hierarchy particular constructs and 
measures are located (Fredricks et  al., 2011, 
2016; Sinatra et al., 2014; Wong & Liem, 2021).
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Prioritizing Action  The second way that the 
field of engagement is structured can be seen by 
looking down into the construct itself and identi-
fying its subcomponents (Wong & Liem, 2021). 
Scholars seem to agree that engagement is multi-
dimensional and incorporates components that 
are affective/emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 
(Fredricks et al., 2004). However, that seems to 
be where agreement ends. One way of making 
sense of the heterogeneity among conceptualiza-
tions is to divide them into two main branches, 
which we label: (1) engagement as “energy in 
action,” which views engagement as a multidi-
mensional action construct, and (2) engagement 
as a “meta-construct,” which views engagement 
as an umbrella for a variety of different constructs 
(see also Wong & Liem, 2021). These branches 
understand the internal structure of engagement 
in two very different ways, and both can trace 
their lineages back more than 30  years (e.g., 
Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Finn, 1989; 
Newmann, 1991).

Engagement as energy in action  For many edu-
cational and motivational theorists (e.g., Lam 
et al., 2012; Reeve, 2012; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012; 
Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, 
et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019), the 
most important way of defining academic engage-
ment is as “energy in action” (Russell et  al., 
2005)—as pictured in Fig. 3 at the lowest level in 
the hierarchy. From this perspective, the core of 
the construct is high-quality participation in edu-
cational activities, which is why it is also called 
“engagement in learning” (Wang, Degol, & 
Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019; 
Wang, Tian, & Huebner,  2019) or “learning 
engagement” (Wong & Liem, 2021). Hence, 
behavioral engagement includes on-task 
behavior, effort, exertion, attention, and hard 
work (examples from survey items: “When I’m 
in class, I listen very carefully,” “In my class, this 
student works as hard as he/she can”). Emotional 
engagement focuses on affective states, like 
enthusiasm, enjoyment, excitement, interest, 
curiosity, and fun, experienced during participa-

tion in learning activities (e.g., “I am interested in 
the work at school,” “When we start something 
new in class, this student is enthusiastic”). 
Cognitive engagement comprises “heads-on” 
investment, commitment, and absorption during 
interactions with learning activities where stu-
dents think deeply about ideas and make meaning 
of the material presented to them (Blumenfeld 
et al., 2006; Greene, 2015; e.g., “If I don’t under-
stand what I read, I go back and read it over 
again,” “I try to connect what we are learning 
now to things I know already”).

These three dimensions—all facets of energy 
in action—are inherent aspects of the learning 
process (Boekaerts, 2016), which is why this 
kind of engagement is considered a necessary 
condition for learning and a robust predictor of 
academic performance. These three dimensions 
have their own internal dynamics, which helps 
explain why profiles of engagement are greater 
than the sum of their parts (Eccles & Wang, 2012; 
Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Reeve, 2012). 
Behavioral and cognitive engagement power 
progress in learning. Emotional states provide 
energy that activates and sustains ongoing behav-
ioral and cognitive involvement (Pekrun & 
Linnenbrink-Garcia, chapter “Academic 
Emotions and Student Engagement”, this vol-
ume; Skinner et al., 2008). The puzzlement, dis-
covery, and aha! experiences inherent in cognitive 
engagement funnel effortful enthusiastic involve-
ment toward deep understanding and mastery. As 
Wang and colleagues (2019) explain in their 
recent integrative review,

[E]ngagement provides a holistic lens for under-
standing how children interact with learning activi-
ties, with distinct behavioral, emotional-affective, 
and cognitive components forming a multidimen-
sional engagement profile for each child (Fredricks 
et  al., 2004; Wang & Degol, 2014). At its core, 
engagement involves making a concerted effort 
toward a goal and employing the necessary tactics 
to achieve that goal. Engagement is also the linch-
pin connecting energy, purpose, and enjoyment. 
Hence, children who are engaged not only are able 
to recover after setbacks and accomplish their 
goals but also are more likely to find these tasks to 
be satisfying. (p. 1087)
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Engagement as a meta-construct  The second 
branch of the field entails conceptualizations of 
engagement from higher up in the hierarchy, typ-
ically at the second level in Fig. 3. These formu-
lations trace their roots to concerns with dropout 
as a protracted process of withdrawal from 
school, interventions for at-risk students, and 
school reform efforts (e.g., Finn, 1989; Finn & 
Voelkl, 1993; Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Fredricks 
et  al., 2004; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). 
Scholars aimed to critique simplistic and static 
notions of dropout as a one-time event that hap-
pens to at-risk students. They wanted to broaden 
then current views—in terms of both time hori-
zons and intervention levers—explaining that 
“engagement is more than just time-on-task” and 
“school success is more than just staying in 
school” (Reschly & Christenson, 2012). If 
“energy in action” is described as a single multi-
dimensional construct, this branch can be 
described as a “meta-construct” that includes 
multiple different constructs under its umbrella.

One way to examine the alternatives formu-
lated as part of this branch is to ignore terminol-
ogy and consider the different constructs (i.e., 
theoretical concepts) that theories incorporate. 
Most of them retain the behavioral subcompo-
nent of energy in action described previously, 
which incorporates effortful constructive partici-
pation in educational activities. In many ways, 
this dimension anchors the entire field because it 
gives engagement its claim to fame as a robust 
predictor of crucial academic outcomes like 
learning and performance. In some formulations, 
“participation” also extends to activities outside 
of schoolwork (such as extracurricular sports, 
clubs, or band); the quality of students’ participa-
tion is considered to unfold sequentially and sig-
nify progressively greater connection to school 
(Finn, 1989; Finn & Zimmer, 2012). In other for-
mulations, participation incorporates other aca-
demic markers, like grades, and credit hours 
earned; and in yet others, it is distinguished from 
mere attendance, compliance with classroom 
norms, and lack of behavior problems (see 
Table 3).

To this core, alternative conceptualizations of 
engagement add different components. For 
example, participation-identification models add 
the construct of “identification” (Finn & Zimmer, 
2012; Voelkl, 2012), defined as a positive bond 
with school that includes (1) belonging or “feel-
ings of being a significant member of the school 
community, having a sense of inclusion in 
school…” and (2) valuing or the “recognition of 
school as both a social institution and a tool for 
facilitating personal development” (Voelkl, 1997, 
p. 296). Some formulations include a component 
focused on investment (called cognitive engage-
ment in conceptualizations of engagement as 
energy in action described previously); others 
also add future aspirations. However, it is also 
relatively common for researchers to incorporate 
self-regulated learning (e.g., Wang & Eccles, 
2012) and some conceptualizations have added 
students’ perceptions of close relationships with 
people at school, including teachers, classmates, 
and peers (e.g., Furlong et al., 2003).

Much confusion has been created because 
conceptualizations and measures use a variety of 
different labels to refer to all of these constructs 
(Azevedo, 2015; Boekaerts, 2016; Fredricks 
et al., 2016; Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012; Sinatra et al., 2014; Sinclair 
et al., 2003; Wong & Liem, 2021). For example, 
effort is typically part of “behavioral engage-
ment” (Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, 
Fredricks, et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 
2019), but some consider it “cognitive engage-
ment” (Eccles, 2016), because effort is often 
mental in nature. Identification, which includes 
belonging and valuing, has been called “affective 
engagement” (Voelkl, 2012); but “belonging” has 
also been referred to as “school membership,” 
“bonding,” “school connectedness,” or “attach-
ment.” In some formulations, belonging and 
value are considered “psychological engage-
ment” (since they reflect psychological pro-
cesses; Appleton et  al., 2006, now renamed as 
“affective engagement”) and in others, “cognitive 
engagement” (because they are cognitive con-
structions or representations; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012). In some conceptualizations, 
close relationships are called “bonding” or 
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“attachment” (e.g., Furlong et al., 2003), and in 
others “emotional engagement” or “social 
engagement” (e.g., Linnenbrink-Garcia et  al., 
2011). In some formulations, “cognitive engage-
ment” comprises investment (e.g., Fredricks 
et  al., 2004); in others self-regulated learning 
(e.g., Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012); and in yet 
others, future aspirations (e.g., Appleton et  al., 
2006; see Table 3).

In sum, to the core idea of high-quality partici-
pation in academic work, these higher-level more 
elaborated conceptualizations of engagement as a 
meta-construct use a variety of labels (i.e., stu-
dent, school, behavioral, affective, emotional, 
cognitive, academic, psychological, and social 
engagement) to add a range of different compo-
nents, including participation in extracurricular 
activities; psychological processes like belong-
ing, membership, bonding, connectedness, 
attachment, value, relevance, and educational 
aspirations; strategies of self-regulated learning; 
positive and negative reactions to and relation-
ships with teachers, classmates, peers, and fam-
ily; and attendance, credit hours, and grades. 
Building on these ideas, the remainder of this 
chapter explores ways that insights and knowl-
edge from each field can help clarify, enrich, and 
fill in gaps for the other.

�What the Field of Student 
Engagement Offers Work 
on Academic Motivation

As enumerated in Table 1, we first explore three 
ways that conceptualizations of engagement can 
support efforts to create a more integrated and 
coherent account of academic motivation as a 
whole. For this task, we focus first on the branch 
that conceptualizes engagement as “energy in 
action,” arguing that it: (1) identifies a core point 
of convergence for all theories of motivation; and 
(2) highlights the central role of action in pro-
cesses of motivation. We then turn to conceptual-
izations of “engagement as a meta-construct” and 
show how they (3) encourage a more wholistic 
and comprehensive conceptualization of aca-
demic motivation.

	1.	 Engagement as “energy in action” provides a 
core point of convergence for theories of 
motivation.
The limitations of the field of motivation are 

visualized in Fig. 4, which lists the primary con-
structs of all the explanatory theories listed in 
Table 2 according to the four process steps identi-
fied previously (i.e., context, self, action, out-
come). This figure illustrates the field’s overall 
lack of coherence. This wall of constructs is what 
new researchers, interventionists, and educators 
face when they approach the field for the first 
time, seeking guidance for their studies, pro-
grams, or classrooms. A second glance at Fig. 4, 
however, also suggests much potential for inte-
gration among theories. Within each block of 
constructs, both overlap and distinctiveness are 
apparent. Because most motivational theories are 
centered on their designated self-appraisals, it 
may seem logical for integrative efforts to begin 
with them. However, because these represent the 
die-hard commitments of each mainland theory, 
this column of constructs is where theorists are 
most likely to insist upon exceedingly fine 
distinctions.

A potentially less controversial starting place 
might be inside the common ground staked out 
by engagement as “energy in action.” Listed in 
Fig. 4 under “action,” these constructs could also 
be called “motivated actions” because they can 
be considered the observable manifestations of 
motivation (Martin, 2009; Reeve, 2012; Skinner, 
Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009; Wang, 
Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 
2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019;   Wigfield 
et  al., 2015;  Wong & Liem, 2021). “Action” is 
defined here as a complex construct that, follow-
ing the long European tradition of action theory 
(e.g., Brandtstädter, 2006; Heckhausen & 
Heckhausen, 2018), entails not only goal-directed 
behavior, but also intentions, emotions, and cog-
nitions. All motivational theories target such 
actions; these manifestations tie core self-
appraisals to the larger field of motivation. From 
this perspective, engagement can serve as a cru-
cial point of convergence for motivational theo-
ries because they all have as one of their target 
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Anxiety, Attention,
Avoidance, Boredom,

Choice, Curiosity
Concentration, Effort
Energetic, Enjoyment
Enthusiasm, Exertion
Frustration, Giving up
Guilt, Hopelessness

Initiation, Interest, Joy
Optimism, Participation
Passivity, Perseverance
Persistence, Pressure,

Pride, Resentment,
Resignation, Sadness,

Shame, Striving
Task involvement

Tenacity, Willingness
Withdrawal

DEVELOPMENT

(in alphabetical order )
Ability beliefs

Academic competence
Academic motivation
Achievement goals
Affect toward school

Attributions, style
Autonomy, Competence
Conceptions of Ability

Expectancies
Educational goals & aspirations

Goal orientations
Perceived ability

Perceived competence
Perceived control

Relatedness
Sense of Belonging

Sense of Relatedness
School identification

Self-efficacy
Valuing of school

Values

Appraisals 
Self-systems

Self-perceptions
Social cognitions

Fig. 4  A compendium of constructs utilized by major theories of academic motivation, organized according to (1) the 
contextual factors that shape motivation, (2) the self-system appraisals that underlie motivation, (3) expressions of 
motivated action, and (4) outcomes of motivational processes. (Adapted from Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & 
Wellborn, 2009 with permission)

outcomes the kinds of actions studied under this 
conceptualization of engagement.

To illustrate this idea, Table  4 lists multiple 
major motivational theories and identifies the 
motivated actions targeted by each (see Skinner, 
Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009; 
Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009 for details; 
or Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Christenson et al., 
2012, especially Part II, for multiple examples). 
These motivated actions include precisely the 
same behaviors (action, initiation, effort exertion, 
persistence), emotions (enthusiasm, interest, dis-
couragement, boredom), and cognitive orienta-
tions (preference for challenge, flexibility of 
action, absorption) that are considered hallmarks 
of engagement as energy in action. Motivation is 
not identical with these actions; it is underneath 
them, providing the energy, desire, and passion 

that galvanize them, guide their direction, and 
endow them with durability and persistence 
(Reeve, 2012). Sometimes motivation is enacted 
(i.e., realized on the plane of action) and some-
times not, but engagement, as defined by this 
branch, is a motivational process. It is not only a 
motivational process, in that engagement can also 
mark regulatory processes (Filsecker & Kerres, 
2014; Wong & Liem, 2021), especially in the 
absence of spontaneous motivation (Ryan & 
Deci, 2020). However, high-quality engagement 
signals motivation—its manifestation on the 
plane of action (Reeve, 2012). Thus, engagement 
as energy in action provides common ground for 
all explanatory theories of motivation and can 
serve as a starting point for their integration.
	2.	 Engagement highlights the plane of action as 

crucial for theories of motivation.
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Engagement as motivated action serves many 
functions in theories of motivation. As pictured in 
Fig. 5, engagement and disaffection are primary 
mediators between the self-appraisals privileged 
in motivational theories and the achievement out-
comes that demonstrate their importance to the 
academic domain. In fact, because engagement is 
not only a central outcome of motivational 
appraisals, but also a necessary condition for 
learning (i.e., students can learn from an educa-
tional task only if they engage with it), it can be 
considered a primary pathway for motivationally 
relevant processes. Moreover, as shown in Fig. 5, 
engagement is important to motivation because it 
can serve as a gateway to other actions—like 
choice and perseverance—that are also central to 
motivational theories. That is, enthusiastic heads-

on participation in particular educational activi-
ties may lead students, when they have a choice, 
to select those subjects they have found to be 
engaging in the past. Or, engagement may serve 
as an energetic resource when students encounter 
academic challenges, providing momentum for 
constructive self-regulation and adaptive coping, 
so students can persist or re-engage.

Engagement and disaffection also serve social 
functions. They may provide portals through 
which teachers and others get a glimpse into stu-
dents’ inner motivational workings. In other 
words, engagement may be an entry point for 
teachers’ observation and understanding of stu-
dent motivation. If teachers and parents use 
engagement to make decisions about whether 
students are “motivated” or “unmotivated,” and 

Table 4  Motivational theories and examples of the constructs that correspond to engagement and disaffection

Motivational theory (in 
alphabetical order)

Examples of behavioral 
engagement

Examples of emotional 
engagement

Examples of engaged 
orientation

Achievement goal 
orientations (Urdan & 
Kaplan, 2020)

Effort, exertion, 
persistence, task 
involvement, 
procrastination

Enthusiasm, enjoyment, 
anxiety

Selection of challenging 
tasks

Causal attributions 
(Graham, 2020)

Effort, persistence vs. 
giving up, withdrawal

Joy, anger, pride, shame, 
guilt

Effectance motivation 
(Harter, 1978; White, 
1959)

Energized participation Enthusiasm, joy Preference for challenge

Expectancy-value 
(Wigfield & Eccles, 2020)

Achievement strivings, 
effort exertion, persistence

Intrinsic motivation 
(Gottfried, 1985; Gottfried 
et al., 2001)

Task involvement, 
persistence

Enjoyment, interest, 
curiosity

Preference for 
challenging, difficult, 
novel tasks

Learned helplessness 
(Abramson et al. 1978; 
Peterson et al., 1993; 
Seligman, 1975)

Passivity, apathy, 
avoidance, giving up, 
failure to respond

Sadness, dejection Hopelessness

Mastery (Dweck & 
Molden, 2005)

Effort, persistence, 
concentration

Determination, 
enthusiasm, enjoyment

Preference for challenge, 
hypothesis testing, 
optimism

Self-determination (Reeve, 
2012)

Participation, persistence 
vs. withdrawal

Enthusiastic, joyful, 
energetic vs. anxious, 
angry, rote

Willing, flexible, 
spontaneous vs. rigid, 
pressured

Self-efficacy (Schunk & 
Mullen, 2012)

Initiation of action, 
expenditure of effort, 
performance attempts

Anxiety, resignation

Self-system model of 
motivational development 
(Connell & Wellborn, 
1991)

Effort, hard work, 
persistence vs. withdrawal, 
passivity

Enthusiasm, interest, 
liking vs. boredom, 
sadness, frustration

Attention, concentration, 
preference for challenge, 
beyond the call

Adapted from Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009 with permission
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2. Engagement as
PATHWAY.

Student 
Experience of 
CONTEXT

Nature of 
ACADEMIC 

WORK

SELF
Appraisals, 
Perceptions

ENGAGEMENT
and

DISAFFECTION

SELECTION
Contexts, 

Activities, and 
Tasks

Adaptive 
Self-regulation 
and COPING

Learning 
DEVELOPMENT

Academic 
Success

3. Engagement as
GUIDANCE.

5. Engagement as
MESSAGE.

4. Engagement as
MOMENTUM.

6. Engagement as
REALIZATION.

1. Engagement as
ENGINE.

CONTEXT
Parents, Teachers, 

Peers, School, 
Neighborhood, 

Community

Fig. 5  Six functions of engagement and disaffection in motivational processes: (1) as a necessary condition for learn-
ing; (2) as a mediator of the effects of actual contexts, students’ experiences, and views of the self on academic success; 
(3) as contributors to students’ choices about contexts and activities; (4) as energetic resources for constructive coping 
and self-regulation; (5) as motivational communications that evoke reactions from social partners; and (6) as ongoing 
information that shapes the developing self. (Adapted from Skinner, 2016, with permission)

to diagnose and treat motivational problems, then 
a deeper analysis of the actual connections 
between engaged states and underlying motiva-
tional processes would be very useful. Accurate 
mappings could help practitioners formulate 
responses in ways that are more effective in 
counteracting student disaffection and fostering 
engagement (Furrer et  al., 2014). Engagement 
may also play an important role in shaping stu-
dents’ own self-appraisals. Motivational theories 
exploring this possibility can build on 
participation-identification models that examine 
how the interactions between students and learn-
ing activities embodied in engagement (as well as 
resultant learning and academic success) carry 
messages to students about their belonging and 
the value of the larger school enterprise. 
Belonging/relatedness and value are two of the 
self-appraisals central to motivational theories, 
suggesting that high-quality engagement may 
also convey messages to students about other 
aspects of their academic identities, such as their 

self-efficacy, autonomy, mastery goals, or mind-
sets. In fact, situative meta-theories (e.g., Nolen 
et  al., 2015), which assume that beliefs and 
behaviors emerge from people’s participation in 
social, cultural, and historical contexts or sys-
tems, insist that these patterns of culturally medi-
ated activity are the primary grist from which 
identities are co-constructed. Identifying engage-
ment as an outcome of all motivational theories 
highlights the many common pathways along 
which motivational influences flow.
	3.	 Engagement as a meta-construct encourages 

a more wholistic examination of academic 
motivation.
The meta-construct of engagement (see Fig. 1) 

serves as an umbrella for a range of actions, psy-
chological processes, and contextual affordances 
that contribute to students’ short-term investment 
and commitment to school, and their long-term 
retention, graduation, and readiness for second-
ary education and employment. This wholistic 
quest reminds theorists that all motivational theo-
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ries (e.g., Table 2) and all motivational constructs 
(e.g., Fig. 4) are parts of the same puzzle. This 
insight can encourage researchers to formulate 
more integrative models that extend beyond 
motivated actions (i.e., engagement) to include 
the self and contextual constructs. We note that 
efforts at integration are not likely to be under-
taken by leaders in the field, nor should they be 
expected to. Many of them are leaders by virtue 
of their pursuit of the application of their chosen 
theories in the educational domain. It is for others 
(e.g., those who wish to design comprehensive 
interventions or help teachers construct compre-
hensible working models) to grapple with the 
task of integrating the field as a whole (e.g., 
Anderman, 2020; Dweck, 2017; Ford, 1992; 
Martin, 2009, 2012; Pintrich, 2003; Skinner, in 
press; Wigfield & Koenka, 2020).

Once it is ready, the field can turn its attention 
to the block of constructs in Fig. 4 under the head-
ing of “Self,” and begin to identify themes or fami-
lies of constructs and then sort motivationally 
relevant psychological processes into these cate-
gories. Even if distinctions among these family 
members are initially sharpened (e.g., theorists 
may highlight subtle differences between “expec-
tancies of success,” “self-efficacy,” and “perceived 
competence”), the broader families or themes, 
while at a coarser grain size, may provide suffi-
cient resolution for educators, parents, or interven-
tionists to make sense of their general tenor and 
function in students’ motivation (Anderman, 2020; 
Martin, 2009; Skinner, in press).

Theoreticians can then work backward from 
these themes to locate the range of contextual 
attributes and practices that communicate mes-
sages to students about each of them 
(e.g., Lin-Siegler et al., 2016; Wentzel & Skinner, 
in press). A good example of how to do this can 
be found in work on mindsets, where researchers 
have located the communiques about fixed versus 
growth mindsets embodied by a variety of peda-
gogical, management, and interpersonal prac-
tices (Dweck & Yeager, 2019). An important 
lesson learned from this research is that students 
are influenced less by what teachers and parents 

think (i.e., their own mindsets) and more by what 
they do (i.e., practices and behaviors; Haimovitz 
& Dweck, 2017), a lesson relevant to achieve-
ment goal theorists who tend to prioritize the 
achievement goals held by social partners rather 
than their behaviors.

Finally, the centrality of engagement in moti-
vational theories also encourages researchers to 
begin to distinguish and organize other facets of 
“action.” It is possible to highlight categories of 
motivationally relevant action that are not parts 
of academic engagement—like choice, initiation, 
self-regulation, coping, tenacity, and persistence. 
As these constructs are teased out from multiple 
motivational theories (and the blocks of con-
structs in Fig. 4), and with the help of action the-
ory, it is possible to view these actions as 
representing a series of steps through which stu-
dents seek out, encounter, engage, manage, and 
deal with learning activities over time. One pos-
sible sequence has been described as motiva-
tional resilience and vulnerability (e.g., Skinner 
et  al., 2020): Students’ (1) choices and prefer-
ence for challenging activities and coursework 
place them in settings with affordances for 
advanced learning, which supports (2) high-
quality ongoing engagement that, when they (3) 
encounter problems and setbacks in their school-
work, can minimize (4) emotional reactivity and 
other negative reactions. As a result, students 
have greater access to (5) constructive ways of 
coping and regulating their behaviors, emotions, 
and cognitions that allow them to (6) rebound 
and (7) re-engage with and persist in demanding 
academic work. All of these action steps, and not 
just the ones focused on engagement, can be used 
as points of convergence for motivational theo-
ries. Their analysis not only reveals common 
constructs, but also differentiates motivational 
theories according to the step(s) that each priori-
tizes. From a bird’s eye view, conceptualizations 
of engagement help motivational theorists see 
that the field, which we have argued looks like an 
archipelago made up of isolated islands of under-
standing, is actually connected to the same solid 
ground.
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�What the Field of Academic 
Motivation Offers Work on Student 
Engagement

As summarized in Table 1, there are three ways 
insights from motivational theories may be help-
ful to engagement as researchers make progress 
in clarifying conceptualizations and building out 
more complete explanatory models: (1) theories 
of motivation confirm the power of engagement 
as “energy in action”; (2) they help differentiate 
components within the meta-construct of engage-
ment and allow each to be more fully realized; 
and (3) they suggest a common horizontal struc-
ture for theories of engagement that highlight the 
sequential functioning of their components as a 
dynamic and recursive explanatory process. 
Many of these ideas have been articulated already 
by other engagement researchers (e.g., Wong & 
Liem, 2021), especially those who, like us, are 
working at the intersection of motivation and 
engagement (e.g., Connell & Wellborn, 1991; 
Eccles, 2016; Reeve, 2012; Wang, Degol, & 
Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019; 
Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019).
	1.	 Theories of motivation encourage conceptu-

alizations of engagement to distinguish and 
prioritize “energy in action.”
Motivational theories have a strong opinion 

about where the “bang” in the student engage-
ment “buck” is located. It is centered on defini-
tions of engagement as “energy in action” 
(Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Reeve, 2012; 
Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 
2009; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009 
Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, 
et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019), also 
referred to as “academic engagement” to specify 
that the objects are curricular or academic tasks. 
From a motivational perspective, these emotion-
ally charged heads-on participatory actions rep-
resent a force powerful enough to fuel learning 
and counteract dropout and other risky adoles-
cent behaviors (e.g., Reeve, 2012; Skinner & 
Pitzer, 2012). This suggests that engagement 
researchers can begin to clarify core definitions 
by wading into the pile of constructs surrounding 
their meta-construct and extract those that target 

the plane of action, that is, the quality of students’ 
participation in educational activities (Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012; Newmann, 1991; Reeve, 2012). 
Two recent integrative reviews target exactly this 
component, which researchers label “engage-
ment in learning” (Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; 
Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & 
Huebner, 2019) and “learning engagement” 
(Wong & Liem, 2021). As made clear by defini-
tions that use phrases such as “participation,” 
“interact with learning activities,” and “state of 
activity/inactivity,” these are action constructs: 
They represent students’ actual interactions with 
educational tasks and activities on the plane of 
action.

Motivational theories help draw lines around 
this component because it represents “patterns of 
motivated action.” Moreover, the empirical base 
accumulated by motivational researchers pro-
vides robust evidence that this component of 
engagement serves the important functions enu-
merated in Fig.  5. They are: (1) necessary 
conditions for learning; (2) mediators of the 
effects of actual and perceived contexts and stu-
dents’ views of the self on their academic suc-
cess; (3) contributors to students’ choices about 
contexts and activities; (4) resources for adaptive 
coping and self-regulation; (5) motivational com-
munications that evoke reactions from social 
partners; and (6) ongoing information that shapes 
the developing self.

Antithesis of engagement  Motivational theo-
ries also encourage conceptualizations to incor-
porate the opposite of engagement, variously 
labeled as withdrawal, disengagement, burnout, 
alienation, switching off, or disaffection (Connell 
& Wellborn, 1991; Fredricks, 2014; Hascher & 
Hadjar, 2018; Martin, 2012; Wong & Liem, 
2021). Perhaps because the field arose as a reac-
tion to researchers’ narrow focus on risk and 
dropout, conceptualizations of engagement seem 
uncertain about whether to include a “dark side” 
(Salmela-Aro et al., 2016). The field of motiva-
tion, which has always considered lack or loss of 
motivation as prime material for its theories, 
highlights the benefits of conceptualizations that 
extend into this territory. Theoretically, they are 
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richer. Disaffection is more than lack of engage-
ment. Measures that incorporate both have shown 
that the two are distinguishable but closely 
related and that each adds predictive power over 
and above the other (e.g., Martin et  al., 2011; 
Salmela-Aro et al., 2016; Skinner, Kindermann, 
Connell, & Wellborn, 2009; Skinner, Kindermann, 
& Furrer, 2009; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019). 
Such conceptualizations give researchers and 
interventionists the flexibility to consider them 
separately or in combination, and to be explicit 
about whether contextual and psychological fac-
tors are hypothesized to foster engagement, 
counteract disaffection, or both. Concepts and 
measures that capture both encourage explicit 
consideration of how to reach both goals, as well 
as providing information about the location of 
problems should interventions fall short in bol-
stering engagement or in reducing disaffection. 
These broader views also suggest that there are 
multiple profiles that combine different features 
of engagement and disaffection (e.g., Wang & 
Peck, 2013), and these alternatives can be used to 
diagnose targeted remedies that may not be the 
same for all students (Furrer et  al., 2014). For 
example, students whose academic engagement 
is faltering due to boredom need different kinds 
of supports than students who are cognitively 
overwhelmed by task demands or those experi-
encing anxiety or academic burnout. Hence, 
assessments of disaffection may be useful in 
designing multi-pronged programs that create 
differentiated pathways back to engagement.

If the field heeds this advice, conceptualiza-
tions of disaffection would mirror the internal 
structure of engagement as energy in action 
(Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 
2009; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009; 
Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, 
et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019; Wong 
& Liem, 2021). Behavioral disaffection entails 
passivity and lack of effort or exertion as well as 
more active off-task or disruptive behavior; emo-
tional disaffection ranges from the most common 
deactivating academic emotion, boredom, to 
worry, sadness, discouragement, irritation, and 
frustration while working on academic tasks; and 

cognitive disaffection includes inattention, mind-
wandering, lack of concentration, and thoughts 
of escape. All three dimensions of disaffection 
are active parts of internal causal dynamics. 
Deactivating emotions can exert a downward 
pressure on behavioral participation, sapping 
energy and will, and, if they occupy working 
memory, can interfere with cognitive engage-
ment. Cognitive disaffection potentially under-
mines behavioral participation and aggravates 
negative emotions. Together these create a multi-
dimensional profile of disaffection that can add 
depth, scope, and power to engagement, and 
enable more well-rounded and nuanced accounts 
of patterns of action.
	2.	 Motivational theories help differentiate com-

ponents within the meta-construct of engage-
ment, and suggest ways individual components 
can be enriched with insights from work on 
motivation and regulation
Motivational theories can help conceptualiza-

tions of engagement find a useful place for all the 
components that have been nominated to date as 
part of the meta-construct. Using the horizontal 
structure underlying theories of motivation (see 
Fig.  2), constructs can be sorted according to 
whether they correspond to “context,” “self,” 
“action,” or “outcomes.” First, constructs relevant 
to the behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
dimensions of “energy in action” can be grouped 
as parts of a component labeled “action.” Then a 
second set, including constructs like valuing, 
belonging, identification, and self-efficacy, can 
be grouped as parts of a component relevant to 
“self.” Motivational theories insist that these self-
appraisals (aka self-perceptions, self-system pro-
cesses, self-relevant representations, or internal 
working models) should be distinguished from 
actions. They represent internal psychological 
processes or social cognitions that influence 
action readiness or actions themselves. As docu-
mented by motivational research over many 
decades, individuals use these appraisals to inter-
pret past exchanges and guide future action 
(Brophy, 2013; Schunk et  al., 2012; Wentzel & 
Miele, 2016; Wigfield et al., 2015).

Constructs within this component could also 
collectively be called “identification” or “aca-
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demic identity.” As described by participation-
identification models, also over many decades, 
these are the psychological processes whose 
development is influenced by academic success 
and patterns of action. In conceptualizations of 
engagement as “energy in action,” action compo-
nents are indicators of engagement, whereas con-
structs in the self-component are facilitators (e.g., 
Skinner, 2016; Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; 
Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & 
Huebner, 2019). In conceptualizations of engage-
ment as a meta-construct, both action and self-
constructs fall under the umbrella of engagement. 
They are both indicators; contexts are the facilita-
tors (e.g., Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Whether 
or not self-appraisals are considered parts of 
engagement, however, conceptualizations must 
distinguish between self and action if studies are 
to examine whether and how these two processes 
are (reciprocally) causally related.

Those aspects of the meta-construct of engage-
ment that reflect actual external conditions can be 
grouped together as parts of a third component 
labeled “Context.” Sometimes called “engage-
ment contexts” (e.g., Furlong et al., 2003), inter-
personal contexts are marked by the quality of 
students’ actual relationships with teachers, 
classmates, friends, and other social partners at 
school. Contexts also include pedagogical, disci-
plinary, climate, and even discriminatory prac-
tices. Aspects of “Context” are observable, since 
they reflect what is actually going on in the class-
room or other relevant settings, and can be 
assessed via observations in the classroom (e.g., 
Pianta & Hamre, 2009) or other settings where 
engagement takes place. A component labeled 
“Perceived Context” can hold constructs that 
reflect students’ subjective take on these objec-
tive contextual affordances, messages, and inter-
actions. This component would include, for 
example, students’ perceptions of whether their 
teachers and peers like and care about them. 
These can be contrasted with actual contextual 
conditions (i.e., whether teachers or peers really 
do like a specific student) and self-appraisals 
(i.e., whether a student feels she belongs and is 
worthy of love). Compared to actual contextual 
conditions that can be mapped with observations, 

these experiential constructs can be captured 
only via self-reports because they reflect the 
cumulative meaning students make out of their 
actual experiences in particular social and physi-
cal environments.

Finally, the proximal and distal consequences 
of engagement can be included as parts of the 
component labeled “Outcomes,” ranging from 
actual learning, grades, and achievement to 
development of competencies and attitudes, 
retention, graduation, enrollment in college, 
employment, and productive citizenry; as well as 
all the risks averted, such as dropout, delin-
quency, and gang involvement. Differentiating 
the components of engagement allows research-
ers to consider each one more carefully or to call 
on motivational and volitional research that has 
already done so.

Central role of self  Motivational theories pri-
oritize self-appraisals, since these psychological 
processes are at the heart of their theories. Hence, 
the field encourages work on engagement to take 
seriously the task of determining the social cog-
nitions that are most important in influencing the 
action components of engagement, rather than 
just declaring them a priori as parts of the meta-
construct of engagement. As shown in Table  3, 
current conceptualizations already include some 
important psychological processes—like belong-
ing and valuing. Explanatory theories of engage-
ment can test and build out on these, or scrutinize 
research on motivation, which has accumulated 
relatively detailed bodies of evidence about such 
appraisal processes.

These are some of the most powerful predic-
tors of student engagement as energy in action, 
but for theories of engagement, they represent 
something more—they can help researchers sys-
tematically derive the causally efficacious con-
textual factors that will serve as levers in 
successful interventions designed to promote 
engagement. As explained by Lin-Siegler and 
colleagues, this step is part of “a promising but 
underexplored approach to improving students’ 
motivation and learning in schools: the design 
and implementation of psychologically informed 
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instructional activities to change students’ atti-
tudes and beliefs” (Lin-Siegler et  al., 2016, 
p.  295). Just as engagement serves as a portal 
through which teachers can view student motiva-
tion, so too can the motivational messages con-
tained in self-appraisals act as diagnostic tools 
for interventionists (and teachers and parents) in 
formulating strategies to bolster engagement.

Without a full understanding of these media-
tional processes, engagement researchers are left 
to search for direct contextual effects or to rely on 
generically “good” contexts characterized by 
high-quality relationships and best pedagogical 
and management practices. It is always a good 
idea to promote generically positive contextual 
conditions, of course, but a focus on specific self-
appraisals allows educators and interventionists 
to think more broadly and deeply. For example, 
the focus on a sense of belonging has galvanized 
educators from pre-Kindergarten to college to 
think about the messages their institutional prac-
tices send, especially to students from underrep-
resented and minoritized backgrounds, where the 
default implicit communication is “You are not 
welcome here” (see Galindo, Brown, & Lee, 
chapter “Expanding an Equity Understanding of 
Student Engagement: The Macro (Social) and 
Micro (School) Contexts”, this volume). Coming 
to grips with the thousands of ways these mes-
sages are transmitted, ranging from enrollment 
processes, to the languages of signs in the hall, to 
the contents of curricula and discipline practices, 
has enabled schools to begin a culture shift 
guided by the goal of reversing those default 
messages for all students. At this point, motiva-
tional theories can provide a menu of options for 
self-appraisals that could be relevant to explana-
tory theories of engagement; a list of examples is 
included in the “Self” block in Fig. 4. As motiva-
tional theorists identify core families of self-
appraisals (e.g., Dweck, 2017; Ford, 1992; 
Martin, 2009: Skinner, in press), this menu of 
options should become clearer and more focused.

Richer views of the action components of 
engagement  The field of motivation has found 
it productive to incorporate insights from work 
on regulation, deepening its understanding, for 

example, of what happens when the “fire” of 
intrinsic motivation dims (e.g., Reeve, 2012; 
Ryan & Deci, 2020) or academic tasks become 
too demanding (e.g., Skinner & Saxton, 2019, 
2020). Motivational theories have returned the 
favor, showing, for example, how normative 
losses in motivation can help explain why the use 
of certain self-regulatory strategies declines 
across adolescence even though cognitive and 
meta-cognitive capacities are advancing (e.g., 
Karabenick & Newman, 2013; Van der Veen & 
Peetsma, 2009). The two areas share a common 
interest in targets on the plane of action (i.e., par-
ticipation in activities for which there is no intrin-
sic motivation, self-regulated learning, adaptive 
help-seeking, academic coping) and both under-
stand that these processes all have underpinnings 
that are both motivational and regulatory.

Such cross-area fertilization suggests that 
research on regulation may also hold keys to 
understanding the roots of engagement (Cleary & 
Liu, chapter “Using Self-Regulated Learning 
(SRL) Assessment Data to Promote Regulatory 
Engagement in Learning and Performance 
Contexts”, this volume; Cleary & Zimmerman, 
2012; Filsecker & Kerres, 2014; Fredricks et al., 
2004; Schunk & Mullen, 2012). These examples 
also indicate where in episodes of engagement 
such regulatory processes are likely to matter 
most: when motivational processes falter or when 
the actions of engagement need to be managed 
intentionally (Boekaerts, 2016). Following this 
train of thought, processes of self-regulation are 
likely to be activated when students are con-
fronted by uncertainty (e.g., key choice points), 
lack of motivation (e.g., boredom), or demands 
that overwhelm their automatic responses (e.g., 
challenges, setbacks, problems). If self-regulatory 
capacities and autonomous motivation are avail-
able, students should show tenacity (i.e., durabil-
ity in engagement) as well as strategies of 
adaptive coping that allow them to re-engage 
constructively. To explore these possibilities, 
however, conceptualizations of engagement will 
first have to extract self-regulated learning from 
inside the meta-construct itself (Boekaerts, 
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2016), where it has often been considered part of 
cognitive engagement.

From this perspective, as mentioned previ-
ously, engagement would be considered both a 
motivational and a regulatory process (Boekaerts, 
2016; Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012; Filsecker & 
Kerres, 2014; Schunk & Mullen, 2012), with the 
idea that these two subprocesses are continuously 
in play, and it is the balance between the two that 
gives engagement its vigor, quality, and tenacity. 
Just as with research on motivation, conceptual-
izations of engagement may wish to consider its 
role in the arc of motivational resilience (e.g., 
Skinner et  al., 2020), where motivated actions 
like choice may create differential opportunities 
for high-quality engagement; and regulatory 
strategies (e.g., self-regulated learning, help-

seeking, coping) may help explain how engage-
ment can be sustained during demanding 
academic activities. Moreover, when engagement 
falters, this umbrella construct also focuses on 
how it can be regained through processes both 
regulatory and motivational, called buoyancy, 
bounce back, or re-engagement.
	3.	 Motivational theories offer a view of meta-

constructs of engagement that highlight the 
sequential functioning of their components as 
a dynamic recursive causal process
The structure that underlines explanatory the-

ories of motivation can also be used to map meta-
constructs of engagement. This notion is 
illustrated in Fig. 6 with three prominent models: 
the Participation-Identification model (Finn, 
1989; Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Finn & Voelkl, 
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sequent self-appraisals. The utility of this schematic is illustrated by diagraming three major theories of engagement
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1993; Voelkl, 2012), the Check & Connect model 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012), and the 
Par t ic ipat ion-Attachment-Commitment-
Membership model (Furlong et  al., 2003). 
However, these components could be used to 
map any of the models of engagement summa-
rized in Table  3. Of special note are the many 
direct and indirect feedforward and feedback 
arrows that connect components in these models. 
These arrows indicate that such connections are 
not “part-whole” relationships (as implied by the 
term “meta-construct”), but instead reflect 
“cause-effect” relationships that indicate explan-
atory processes. Such differentiation allows 
engagement researchers to think through whether 
their models can best be described as “conceptu-
alizations” of engagement—which refer to defi-
nitions and dimensions of a single construct (like 
academic or learning engagement)—or as full-
blown “theories” of engagement, which not only 

specify target phenomena, but also antecedents, 
consequences, and mediators. Many “meta-
constructs,” when unpacked, likely represent 
explanatory theories in their own right.

Mapping meta-constructs of engagement  This 
underlying framework might also provide a basis 
for beginning to integrate different perspectives 
on engagement. A general model of multi-
component theories of engagement—what Wong 
and Liem (2021) referred to as “mixed models” 
because they include both learning and school 
engagement—is depicted in Fig.  7 (see also 
Wang, Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, 
et al., 2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019). It has 
as its core “engagement in action,” also called 
academic engagement (Connell & Wellborn, 
1991), engagement in learning (Wang, Degol, & 
Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 2019; 
Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019), or learning 

School
Engagement

Student
Engagement

Behavioral

Emo�onal

Cogni�ve

Learning

Drop-out

Failure

PERCEPTIONS
of Context

Feelings of Closeness
with Teachers & Peers

Connection
Liking

SELF

Identification
Belonging
Valuing

Perceived Competence
Efficacy

And so on…

ENGAGEMENT
vs.

Disaffection

ENGAGEMENT DISAFFECTION

ACADEMIC
SUCCESS

Retention

Completion

Graduation

Protection from

Delinquency

Grades

Achievement

Self ACTION OutcomeContext

CONTEXT
Relationships with
Teachers & Peers
Learning Context 

Management Context
And so on…

Cogni�ve

Emo�onal

Behavioral

Academic/ Learning 
Engagement

Fig. 7  A visual representation of how the structure underlying motivational theories can help differentiate components 
of engagement into multi-step process-oriented explanatory theories
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engagement (Wong & Liem, 2021). Although we 
hesitate to state anything definitive about how 
engagement terms have been parsed (based on 
widespread inconsistencies), it might be possible 
to speculate that some theories that incorporate 
self-appraisals refer to their meta-constructs as 
“student engagement” (e.g., Reschly  & 
Christenson, 2012), whereas theories that also 
incorporate contextual conditions, like the qual-
ity of interpersonal relationships with people at 
school, refer to their meta-constructs as “school 
engagement” (e.g., Wong & Liem, 2021).

Nested models  From a bird’s eye view, motiva-
tional theories can help the field of engagement see 
more clearly that, living on their island are two 
camps with competing proposals for how to build 
out that high-value real estate (Wong & Liem, 
2021). On the one hand, engagement can be viewed 
as “energy in action,” that is, defined as a pattern of 
action during learning activities, complemented by 
disaffection, where both have behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive facets. This multidimensional 
construct has its own internal dynamics among 
these subcomponents (e.g., the effects of emotional 
disaffection on behavioral engagement), and also 
calls on underlying motivational and regulatory 
processes to explain its emergence, quality, direc-
tion, and durability on the plane of action. This kind 
of engagement is one component of a larger explan-
atory theory, which could be called the external 
dynamics of engagement, because it contains ele-
ments outside of engagement proper, specifically, 
self-appraisals, experienced and actual contextual 
conditions, and learning outcomes (see Fig. 6 for 
similar mappings of other theories, such as Reschly 
& Christenson, 2012). These internal and external 
dynamics explain the recursive processes that influ-
ence its functioning and development (e.g., Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012; Green et al., 2012; Martin et al., 
2017; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019). Consistent 
with other scholars (e.g., Connell & Wellborn, 
1991; Lam et  al., 2012; Reeve, 2012; Wang, 
Degol, & Henry, 2019; Wang, Fredricks, et  al., 
2019; Wang, Tian, & Huebner, 2019), that is the 
perspective we use in our own research.

On the other hand, there is a larger and more 
wholistic understanding of engagement as a 
meta-construct (Christenson et  al., 2012; 
Fredricks et al., 2004), of which students’ enthu-
siastic participation in learning activities is only a 
narrow and visible slice. From this perspective, 
psychological processes, like sense of belonging, 
valuing school, and identifying with its goals, are 
not predictors; they are additional slices, as are 
close and caring relationships with members of 
the school community. These are all considered 
parts of the internal dynamics of engagement. 
Engagement at all these levels is a cumulative 
process, and without this “glue” (Lawson & 
Lawson, 2013) at multiple levels of school, a stu-
dent’s future can be considered at risk. Here, 
external dynamics are the contexts, both institu-
tional (e.g., teacher working conditions, principal 
leadership, school district supports) and societal 
(e.g., teaching training, parental involvement), 
that promote or impede the task of creating a 
school culture where this kind of engagement is 
the right of every student.

Motivational theories suggest that some of the 
confusion in the area of engagement, while cur-
rently causing real problems, may reflect rela-
tively superficial disagreements. On the one 
hand, scholars are using the term engagement for 
the more complex multifaceted whole (i.e., the 
entire engagement system) as well as for some or 
all of its parts. On the other, scholars are attempt-
ing to find labels that involve the term “engage-
ment” (i.e., behavioral, affective, emotional, 
cognitive, academic, psychological, or social 
engagement) for constructs that refer to “con-
text,” “perceived context,” “self,” and “action.” It 
would be possible to conceptualize engagement 
in a way that allows for both, as long as research-
ers use terminology that clarifies the differences 
between them. This would allow conceptualiza-
tions of engagement as energy in action to be 
fully nested within larger explanatory theories of 
engagement as a meta-construct, in ways that 
would also allow a seamless integration with 
motivational theories.
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�Promoting Youth Competence 
and Positive Development: Three 
Lessons Located at the Intersection 
of Engagement and Motivation

To contribute to the focus of this Handbook and 
to highlight the potential synergy between 
engagement and motivation, we close by select-
ing three insights taken from the intersection 
between these fields, and show how they can con-
tribute to efforts to promote youth competence 
and positive development. These synergistic 
ideas entail: (1) a focus on motivational resil-
ience as a protective factor and powerful develop-
mental force for youth; (2) the notion of academic 
identity as a lever for strengthening competence 
and resilience; and (3) a broader consideration of 
contexts as complex social ecologies that include 
multiple microsystems and social partners (e.g., 
parents, teachers, and peers) as well as the peda-
gogical practices, management strategies, and 
community connections at school.

Motivational resilience as a target of interven-
tion Efforts  The organizational construct of 
motivational resilience, defined broadly as “pat-
terns of action that allow students to construc-
tively deal with, overcome, recover, and learn 
from encounters with academic challenges, 
obstacles, and failures” (Skinner et  al., 2020, 
p. 290), brings together work from the areas of 
engagement, motivation, and regulation (e.g., 
self-regulated learning, academic coping) within 
a frame of everyday academic resilience and 
buoyancy (Martin & Marsh, 2009; Skinner & 
Pitzer, 2012; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). As 
described previously, motivational resilience rep-
resents students’ desire to choose and undertake 
challenging tasks, to fully engage, and, when 
they encounter difficulties, to cope thoughtfully 
and strategically (e.g., via problem-solving or 
seeking help), allowing them to rebound, recover, 
and re-engage. Such competencies can be con-
trasted with the state of motivational vulnerabil-
ity, when students avoid challenge, become 
disaffected, and so are more likely to encounter 
difficulties and react to them with negative emo-
tions, contributing to reliance on maladaptive 

ways of coping or dysregulation (e.g., conceal-
ment or blaming others), and so making it more 
likely they will give up or disengage.

A focus on motivational resilience allows 
interventions to target these patterns of action as 
important protective factors, while drawing on 
explanatory research from the many areas that 
share an interest in motivational resilience (e.g., 
mindsets, engagement, self-regulation, help-
seeking, academic coping, and buoyancy). These 
areas of work have all identified social contextual 
factors and practices that support students’ deal-
ings with problems and setbacks, and the 
umbrella construct encourages interventionists 
and practitioners to bring them all together in one 
place in order to design learning contexts that 
promote resilience (e.g., Fredricks et  al., 2019; 
Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007). Such supports may 
be especially important during the years of late 
childhood and the run up to the transition to mid-
dle school, which some students experience as 
challenging and stressful. Motivational resilience 
can set students up with the tools they will need 
to deal effectively with these new demands, while 
strengthening their competencies in multiple 
areas, both academic and non-academic. 
Moreover, motivational resilience (like its sub-
component engagement) unfolds on the plane of 
action, which means that it is visible to parents 
and practitioners—if they know what they are 
looking for. Such access allows them to monitor 
their efforts to support students, and to fine tune 
or pull back their own actions or task characteris-
tics (e.g., difficulty level) based on whether they 
are enabling resilience (e.g., engagement or help-
seeking) or pushing students toward responses 
that indicate more vulnerability (e.g., self-
deprecation or desistance).

Academic identity as a Lever for Promoting 
Competence and Resilience  While constructs 
of motivational resilience underscore the impor-
tant role of actions on the ground, theories of 
both engagement and motivation highlight the 
internal working models students are construct-
ing based on these interactions and encounters, 
which engagement researchers sometimes con-
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sider as parts of engagement and which motiva-
tional researchers prioritize as their target 
self-appraisals. As shown in Figs. 1 and 4, moti-
vational theories offer a menu of such appraisals, 
and as seen in Figs. 6 and 7, theories of engage-
ment encourage interventionists to consider these 
processes wholistically instead of in isolation. 
Both areas suggest that these self-appraisals 
reflect students’ “academic identities,” which are 
central to youth because they are part of the larger 
identity project early adolescents undertake dur-
ing this developmental period (Erikson, 1950). 
Both motivation and engagement can nominate 
themes around which to organize the many self-
appraisals at play in their theories. For example, 
engagement theories highlight the theme of 
“belonging” (e.g., attachment, bonding, related-
ness, connectedness) while motivation theories 
suggest “mastery” (e.g., self-efficacy, perceived 
competence, mastery learning orientations, 
mindsets). Self-determination theory incorpo-
rates both of these self-appraisals while high-
lighting the theme of “autonomy” (authenticity, 
authorship, purpose, relevance). Taken together, 
these themes suggest that interventions will pro-
mote positive youth development to the extent 
they support all students in constructing views of 
themselves as competent, authentic, well-
respected, and valued members of a purpose-
driven learning community.

Such appraisals and identities are key to inter-
vention efforts because they represent the mean-
ing students make of their experiences at home 
and at school (Spencer, 2006). As a result, they 
are crucial phenomenological mediators between 
external environmental events and the actions 
students take. They also provide essential infor-
mation to practitioners and interventionists as 
they try to transform environments to become 
more supportive. No matter how well intentioned, 
it is students’ interpretations of their experiences 
that will have the last word about the effects of 
interventions. But they can be hard to access: 
Such indicators of the student experience are 
largely internal and so invisible unless social 
contexts ask students directly or bring out their 
views in honest conversation. The questions that 

underlie these themes (e.g., “Am I welcome 
here?” “Do I have what it takes to do well?” 
“What is our purpose here?”) can be used to eval-
uate (current or future) programs, practices, and 
contextual features for the messages they com-
municate to students about these core aspects of 
their identities. Especially important is the design 
of social contexts that send positive messages 
about all these questions at the same time, and do 
not create trade-offs between, for example, mas-
tery and belonging to a specific (ethnic, gender, 
or peer) group. Such appraisals are key levers in 
promoting competence, resilience, and positive 
development. Some theories also posit that these 
self-appraisals are more than cognitive construc-
tions—they derive their energetic power because 
they represent the extent to which students’ fun-
damental psychological needs are being met in 
the school or classroom context (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991; Reeve, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 
2017).

Complex social ecologies of positive youth 
development  Theories of engagement and moti-
vation concur that the social contexts that support 
students’ development are multi-level, nested, 
and embedded in higher-order societal systems 
of social hierarchy, resources, and constraints 
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). These 
can be called the complex social ecologies of 
engagement and motivation (e.g., Lawson & 
Lawson, 2013; Skinner et  al., in press). From 
such conceptualizations of the context, theories 
from both fields prioritize interpersonal relation-
ships—the social contexts provided by families 
and parents, teachers and school personnel, peers, 
classmates, and friends. All have been implicated 
in the development of engagement (e.g., 
Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013) and motivation 
(Wentzel & Ramani, 2016; Wigfield et al., 2015), 
and these relationships seem to provide both the 
glue and the “proximal processes” (or repeated 
daily social interactions; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006) that shape all aspects of function-
ing and development.

Pattern-centered approaches suggest that the 
relationships and interactions with these many 
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kinds of social partners can be considered 
together to create wholistic ecologies, niches, 
“lifespaces” (Roeser & Peck, 2003), or “worlds” 
(Phelan et al., 1998) that differ among students in 
the supports, resources, and affordances they pro-
vide. There are many different ways in which 
these microsystems (e.g., family, schools, neigh-
borhoods) and the social partners and relation-
ships they contain (e.g., parents, teachers, peers) 
can be organized and work together (Skinner 
et al., in press). The concept of “niche” may be 
especially important in describing the social 
ecologies to which many students from minori-
tized and racialized groups are relegated (Spencer, 
2006). Macrosystem factors that create poverty 
and marginalization divert resources and force 
risk into all the microsystems youth inhabit, and 
so must be transformed together to create social 
ecologies that support the positive development 
of competence and resilience of all youth (see 
Galindo, Brown, & Lee, chapter “Expanding an 
Equity Understanding of Student Engagement: 
The Macro (Social) and Micro (School) 
Contexts”, this volume).

�Conclusion

The goal of this chapter is to help unlock the pos-
itive synergy between engagement and motiva-
tion. Our read of both fields is that what is 
currently holding them back from this goal is the 
same thing: their successes. The field of motiva-
tion has been wildly successful in creating pre-
cise and exquisite theories and research on 
academic motivation; so generative, in fact, that 
each of these theories has created its own isolated 
local climate and ecology. Hence, the current 
archipelago, and the field’s next task: integration. 
The field of engagement, in contrast, has gotten 
its arms around a wildly powerful idea, so power-
ful, in fact, that it is now overrun with an abun-
dance of constructs, definitions, and measures; in 
this exuberance; however, the roots of these ideas 
are no longer clear or even visible. Hence, the 
current overcrowded island, and the field’s next 
task: differentiation.

We believe that the solutions to both fields’ 
biggest problems are also the same: a sober 
reconsideration of their own gaps, blind spots, 
and areas for improvement. These reflections call 
for a bird’s eye view, some aerial reconnaissance 
that will reveal that the isolated islands of moti-
vational theories are all connected to the territory 
encompassed by engagement as well as other 
core action constructs. In addition, some of these 
islands are closer to each other than motivational 
theories seem to realize; they may even share 
common territory. Moreover, the crowd on the 
high-value real estate claimed by engagement 
can be thinned by moving some occupants, spe-
cifically those that refer to sets of self-relevant 
beliefs, qualities of interpersonal relationships 
and contexts, and strategies of self-regulated 
learning. However, they should not be moved 
far—just to neighboring territory, so they can be 
connected by hypothesized causal bridges tested 
for their efficacy in leading to and from engage-
ment as energy in action. Some of these occu-
pants will find themselves on islands already 
inhabited by theories of motivation and self-
regulation. Taken together, we envision a thriving 
interdisciplinary domain, encouraging rich cross-
border cooperation, migration, and deep mutual 
learning. As part of these reflections and recon-
naissance, we think that each field will naturally 
come to see the other as a friendly and helpful 
neighbor—an ally, advocate, and trusted source 
of insights and advice. We believe that together, 
work at the intersection of these fields has much 
to offer future conceptual, empirical, and applied 
efforts, as illustrated by the joint insights they 
provide about the study and promotion of compe-
tence and positive youth development. We hope 
that the respect and admiration we hold for both 
fields are evident in our attempts to aid in this 
forward movement.
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Abstract

In this chapter, we examine the relations 
between constructs found within expectancy-
value theory (EVT), now called situated 
expectancy-value theory (SEVT), and engage-
ment dimensions. We first discuss the various 
definitions of the five proposed dimensions of 
engagement and discuss how some of these 
definitions share overlap with how constructs 
in SEVT are defined. We then provide an over-
view of EVT, the constructs that are central to 
predicting achievement-related outcomes, and 
the reason and implications of renaming it 
SEVT. After reflecting on the comments and 
issues raised by Eccles and Wang (2012) in 
the first edition of this Handbook, we summa-
rize work that has examined the relations 
between students’ expectancies, values, and 

engagement. Our summary of this research 
allowed the first author to provide a formal 
proposal for where the various dimensions of 
engagement and disaffection might fit within 
the SEVT model. We follow this with a dis-
cussion of how the various dimensions of 
engagement can promote positive student out-
comes, such as achievement, course inten-
tions, and well-being. Finally, we provide 
several important future directions for 
researchers to consider to further progress the 
study of student engagement.

As illustrated by the various chapters of this 
Handbook, over the last 30 years many research-
ers have studied student engagement. This surge 
of interest in the study of student engagement has 
been accompanied by researchers varying in their 
conceptualizations and operationalizations of 
what it means for a student to be engaged. At the 
same time, there also has been much work on the 
nature and development of students’ motivation. 
Additionally, some researchers have connected 
these two research areas and discuss how engage-
ment and motivation relate to each other and vari-
ous outcomes (Fredricks et al., 2018; Gladstone, 
2020).

One theoretical model that has connected stu-
dents’ motivation and engagement is Eccles and 
colleagues’ expectancy-value theory (EVT), now 
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called situated expectancy-value theory (SEVT). 
This model has been an influential one in the 
field, guiding much work on the development of 
motivation and how individuals’ motivation 
impacts their performance on and engagement 
with different tasks, activities, or domains along 
with choices of which activities to continue 
(Eccles, 1993, 2005; Eccles (Parsons) et  al., 
1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 2020; Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2020). SEVT posits that individuals’ 
expectancies for success, or how well they think 
they will do on an upcoming activity, and valuing 
of it, the purposes or incentives for engaging in it, 
are the strongest proximal predictors of both per-
formance and choice. Individuals’ expectancies 
and values are influenced by various other self-
beliefs, affective reactions to achievement out-
comes, and a host of social, socialization, and 
cultural factors. As discussed in more detail later, 
Eccles and Wigfield changed the name of the 
theory to SEVT to emphasize the central role the 
particular situations individuals are in have in 
their choices and their performance.

In the first edition of this Handbook, Eccles 
and Wang (2012) provided a commentary on the 
set of chapters discussing “what is student 
engagement.” In their commentary, they pro-
vided a brief overview of EVT before comment-
ing on the different chapters. However, in that 
edition, there was not a chapter on EVT in the 
set of chapters linking engagement and motiva-
tion. In this chapter, we provide a more detailed 
discussion of SEVT and provide proposals for 
how engagement “fits” into the theoretical 
model.

�Purpose of this Chapter

We begin this chapter by discussing definitions of 
the major proposed dimensions of engagement: 
behavioral, cognitive, emotional or affective, 
agentic, and social. We then present an overview 
of EVT and the implications of renaming it 
SEVT. From there, we turn to a consideration of 
issues Eccles and Wang (2012) raised in their 
discussion of how motivation and engagement 
relate, and summarize the work examining how 
students’ expectancies and values relate to their 

engagement. The next section presents a formal 
proposal for placing the different dimensions of 
engagement into the SEVT model, to illustrate 
the complex interplay of the two constructs. We 
close with a brief discussion of how (from the 
perspective of this chapter) engagement relates to 
positive student outcomes and recommendations 
for future research.

�Defining Student Engagement

At least since Fredricks et al.’s (2004) landmark 
review, there is a general consensus that student 
engagement is comprised of at least three dimen-
sions: behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
engagement. However, there is growing evidence 
that student engagement also includes an agentic 
engagement dimension (Reeve, 2012) and a 
social engagement dimension (Wang et  al., 
2016). In this section, we will briefly summarize 
some of the most widely used definitions of the 
various dimensions of student engagement. We 
will then discuss how some of these definitions 
and dimensions share considerable overlap with 
constructs found within expectancy-value theory 
(EVT).

�Behavioral Engagement
Behavioral engagement is one of the most easily 
observable dimensions of engagement and has 
become one of the most frequently studied 
dimensions of student engagement. Researchers 
have defined behavioral engagement in different 
ways. Finn’s (1989) interest in student engage-
ment was premised on understanding and pre-
venting student dropout and ensuring students 
graduated from high school. Because Finn was 
interested in understanding how engagement 
may predict the likelihood of students continuing 
their education, Finn’s original definition of 
behavioral engagement emphasized students’ 
participation in various activities. Finn stated 
that students’ behavioral engagement included 
four separate components: (1) responding to 
school requirements (e.g., teacher’s instructions); 
(2) participating in and taking the initiative in 
class-related activities; (3) being involved in 
extracurricular activities; and (4) setting goals.
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Skinner and colleagues provide a different 
definition and model of engagement that they 
derived from their self-system model of moti-
vational development grounded in self-
determination theory (Connell & Wellborn, 
1991; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012; Skinner & 
Wellborn, 1997). In this model, Skinner and 
colleagues purposefully contrast engagement 
and disaffection as disaffection is not necessar-
ily the absence of engagement (Skinner & 
Belmont, 1993; Skinner et  al., 2008; Skinner 
et  al., 2009). Skinner and colleagues defined 
behavioral engagement as students’ positive 
effort, attention, and involvement in school. In 
contrast, they defined behavioral disaffection as 
students giving up, being distracted, and unpre-
pared for class. Thus, behavioral disaffection is 
maladaptive in terms of student development in 
the classroom compared to behavioral 
engagement,

Martin (2007, 2009, 2010) developed the 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel to integrate 
motivation and engagement. Martin developed 
this model based on Pintrich’s (2003) thinking, 
who emphasized the importance of creating a 
model that integrates themes from multiple theo-
retical frameworks. Martin’s Motivation and 
Engagement Wheel represents adaptive and mal-
adaptive behavior and cognition. Thus, Martin 
conceptualized and divided behavioral engage-
ment into adaptive and maladaptive dimensions. 
Martin defines adaptive behavioral engagement as 
students being persistent and staying on task, 
whereas maladaptive behavioral engagement 
comprises students purposefully not putting forth 
effort (see also Martin, chapter “The Role of 
Academic Engagement in Students’ Educational 
Development: Insights from Load Reduction 
Instruction and the 4M Academic Engagement 
Framework”, this volume).

Martin’s (2007) conceptualization of behav-
ioral engagement is very similar to Skinner and 
colleagues’ (Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Skinner 
et al., 2008, 2009). These definitions emphasize 
the importance of students participating in vari-
ous school and classroom activities as an indica-
tor that they are behaviorally engaged. Later, we 
will discuss how students’ motivation, as defined 

by EVT, may help lead to students being behav-
iorally engaged in the classroom.

�Cognitive Engagement
There is a general consensus among researchers 
studying engagement that cognitive engagement 
is an important dimension of student engage-
ment. However, as discussed by Sinatra et  al. 
(2015), the definition of cognitive engagement is 
not clear. There are two broad ways in which 
researchers have defined cognitive engagement: 
(a) beliefs and values about the importance of 
school and learning (Appleton et  al., 2006; 
Martin, 2007); (b) self-regulation, strategy use, 
goals, and exerting effort (Appleton et al., 2006; 
Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Corno & Mandinach, 
1983; Greene, 2015; Martin, 2007; Meece et al., 
1988; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Zimmerman & 
Martinez-Pons, 1988).

To further illustrate this, Appleton et al. (2006) 
define cognitive engagement in terms of students’ 
valuing of learning, their self-regulation, and their 
goal setting. According to Appleton and colleagues, 
students’ valuing of learning includes how impor-
tant and relevant a student thinks what they are 
learning is to their future. As will be discussed later, 
this definition overlaps considerably with some 
task value constructs found within EVT. They fur-
ther describe self-regulation in terms of actions 
such as whether a student checks over their home-
work and define goal setting in terms of how 
important students perceive school to be to their 
future goals. Similar to Appleton and colleagues, 
Martin (2007) defines adaptive cognitive engage-
ment in terms of students’ valuing of academic 
tasks, having a mastery goal orientation, and high 
self-efficacy toward school. On the other hand, 
Martin defines maladaptive cognitive engagement 
as students engaging in maladaptive processes such 
as self-handicapping or not studying until the last 
minute to have a reason if they fail at a task.

Regarding the second conceptualization, 
Greene (2015) defined cognitive engagement as 
students’ use of cognitive strategies, self-
regulation, and exerting mental effort. Greene 
further conceptualizes cognitive engagement by 
contrasting deep versus shallow engagement. 
Deep engagement involves using prior knowl-
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edge and strategies to learn new material, and 
shallow engagement involves rote processing and 
more simple strategies, such as memorization. 
Greene’s definition of cognitive engagement is 
similar to the construct of self-regulation because 
Greene derived her definition from Pintrich and 
De Groot’s (1990) conceptualization of cognitive 
engagement, which was called self-regulated 
learning strategies, and from Zimmerman and 
Martinez-Pons’ (1988) work on self-regulation 
and goal setting.

We agree with Sinatra et al. (2015) about the 
lack of definitional clarity of cognitive engage-
ment. Further adding to this confusion is that 
some of these definitions overlap with definitions 
of constructs found within EVT, and some share 
similarities with definitions of behavioral engage-
ment (i.e., emphasizing effort). We discuss below 
how some also share similarities with definitions 
of emotional engagement.

�Emotional Engagement
Emotional engagement, or sometimes referred to 
as affective engagement, is generally conceptual-
ized as comprised of positive and negative feel-
ings toward school, teachers, and peers (Fredricks 
et al., 2004). Skinner and colleagues (2008, 2009; 
Skinner and Wellborn (1997)) include positive 
and negative dimensions of emotional engage-
ment. They describe emotional engagement as 
students’ enthusiasm, pride, interest, and enjoy-
ment in school and emotional disaffection as stu-
dents’ boredom, frustration, anxiety, and 
disinterest in school.

However, other researchers define emotional 
engagement in terms of students’ identification 
with school, teachers, peers, and/or academics 
(Appleton et al., 2006; Finn, 1989). Finn (1989, 
2006) has further suggested that identification is 
an appropriate way to capture student’s emo-
tional engagement because if students feel they 
belong in the school and value it, they are much 
more likely to remain engaged when things do 
not go as planned. The emphasis on the perceived 
value of school does share similarities with how 
Appleton et al. (2006) and Martin (2007) define 
cognitive engagement and as mentioned 
previously, share a clear overlap with task value 
constructs found within SEVT. As we will dis-

cuss in later sections, the definition used for emo-
tional engagement can have implications for how 
it relates to and is predicted by constructs found 
within SEVT.

�Agentic Engagement
Reeve and his colleagues have proposed agentic 
engagement as another important dimension of 
student engagement and define it as individuals 
trying to actively enrich their learning experi-
ences and taking responsibility for them (Reeve, 
2012; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Reeve & Jang, 
chapter “Agentic Engagement”, this volume). 
Example activities include students expressing 
their opinions in class and letting the teacher 
know when something is interesting to them. 
Reeve (2012) argued for the inclusion of agentic 
engagement as a core dimension of student 
engagement because students who are engaged 
do not only react to the learning activity but also 
are proactive with the learning activity, meaning 
they take agency over their learning.

Reeve (2013) demonstrated that agentic 
engagement is conceptually distinct from behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement 
through confirmatory factor analysis. Patall et al. 
(2019) extended Reeve’s work on agentic engage-
ment by examining agentic engagement and 
motivation (i.e., need satisfaction) in science 
among US high school students. They found evi-
dence that agentic engagement can be a powerful 
pathway for enhancing students’ motivation but 
that it is also important to take into account teach-
ers’ support for motivation. However, compared 
to the other three dimensions, the work on agen-
tic engagement is limited and little is still known 
about how agentic engagement relates to impor-
tant outcomes in students outside of Korea. 
Further, there is limited work on how prominent 
motivation constructs, such as those found within 
EVT, predict agentic engagement. Interestingly, 
Eccles and Wang (2012) discussed the impor-
tance of agency for motivation in their commen-
tary in the first edition of this Handbook. They 
mentioned that they believed motivation would 
be highest when the demands of the task fit well 
with students’ sense of agency, in this case their 
expectancies of success and their values. 
Therefore, it is possible that agentic engagement 
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and students’ expectancies for success are related. 
In later sections, we will discuss how agentic 
engagement may be related to constructs found 
within EVT.

�Social Engagement
Social engagement is another proposed dimen-
sion of engagement, but less research has been 
done on this dimension, so it is not as established 
as behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engage-
ment. Finn and Zimmer (2012) provided the first 
definition of social engagement, and it shared 
considerable overlap with behavioral engage-
ment. They defined social engagement in terms 
of the extent to which students follow classroom 
rules or the social norms of the classroom. Due 
to this overlap with behavioral engagement, 
Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia (2012) refer to 
social engagement as social-behavioral engage-
ment. Their definition of social-behavioral 
engagement includes students having high-
quality social relationships with their peers; such 
relationships can positively impact students’ 
learning. These high-quality relationships 
include students working cohesively together 
and supporting one another.

Fredricks et  al. (2016) interviewed students 
and teachers to determine how they conceptual-
ize engagement in math and science courses, and 
one theme that emerged was a social component. 
Thus, they developed a definition of social 
engagement that emphasizes the quality of stu-
dents’ social interactions with their peers and 
teachers. These interactions include students 
working with their peers and whether they 
enjoyed working with their peers.

Now that we have discussed the various defini-
tions of the proposed dimensions of engagement, 
we will turn to an overview of expectancy-value 
theory.

�From Expectancy-Value Theory 
to Situated Expectancy-Value Theory

In this section, we present a detailed overview of 
expectancy-value theory and Eccles and 
Wigfield’s (2020) recent renaming of it to SEVT. 

We define key constructs in the model and then 
discuss the implications of changing its name 
from EVT to SEVT. Figure 1 presents the most 
recent version of the model.

�Eccles (Parsons) et al.’s Expectancy-
Value Theory of Performance 
and Choice
In expectancy-value models, individuals’ expec-
tancies for success and valuing of the activities 
they do are key predictors of performance and 
choice. Eccles (Parsons) et  al. (1983) initially 
developed their expectancy-value model to help 
explain gender differences in adolescents’ 
achievement choices, such as why girls do not 
take as many advanced high school math courses 
or pursue math and science careers. Researchers 
basing their work in this model have shown that 
students’ expectancies and values indeed do pre-
dict their choices in a variety of domains. 
Researchers using this model have also looked at 
the developmental course of individuals’ expec-
tancies and values and other constructs in the 
model (e.g., Durik et  al., 2006; Gaspard et  al., 
2020; Jacobs et al., 2002). We focus here on the 
right side of the model (Fig. 1), beginning with 
the box containing affective memories, because 
that is where engagement constructs can be 
located. For discussion of the left (socialization) 
side of the model, see Eccles (1993) and Simpkins 
et al. (2015). We start by defining key terms in the 
boxes on the right side of the model.

�Definitions of Key Terms in the Model
Expectancies for Success and Self-Concept of 
Ability  Building on earlier work by Atkinson 
(1957), Bandura (1977), Lewin (1938), and 
Tolman (1932), Eccles (Parsons) et  al. (1983) 
defined expectancies for success as children’s 
beliefs about how well they will do on an 
upcoming task (e.g., how well do you think you 
will do in math next year?). They distinguished 
expectancies for success from the individual’s 
self-concept of abilities (SCAs). These latter 
beliefs refer to children’s domain-specific 
assessment of their current competence or abil-
ity, both in terms of their assessments of their 
own ability and how they think they compare to 
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Fig. 1  Eccles and Wigfield’s (2020) situated expectancy-value model of achievement choices

other students and other achievement domains. 
Although SCAs and expectations for success 
are theoretically distinct, they strongly overlap 
empirically and thus are often treated as a single 
construct in statistical analyses (Eccles & 
Wigfield, 1995).

Subjective Task Values  Eccles and her col-
leagues defined values with respect to the quali-
ties of different achievement tasks and how those 
qualities influence the individual’s desire to do 
the tasks (Eccles, 2005; Eccles (Parsons) et  al., 
1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, 2020). Further, in 
EVT, task values are subjective because various 
individuals assign different values to the same 
activity; math achievement is valuable to some 
students but not to others. We, therefore, use the 
label subjective task values (STVs) in discussing 
them throughout this article.

Eccles (Parsons) et  al. (1983) initially pro-
posed three components of task value—attain-
ment value, intrinsic or interest value, and utility 
value—and described perceived cost as an impor-

tant influence on overall task value. They defined 
attainment value as the personal importance of 
doing well on a given task. More recently, Eccles 
(2005, 2009) has discussed attainment value in 
relation to different activities to individuals’ 
social and personal identities and the extent to 
which tasks allow or do not allow them to express 
or confirm important aspects of self.

Intrinsic value is the enjoyment one gains 
from doing the task. This component is similar in 
certain respects to notions of intrinsic motivation 
and interest (see Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Ryan 
& Deci, 2009, 2016; Schiefele, 2009), but it is 
more specific because of its focus on tasks or 
domains (see Eccles, 2005, and Wigfield et  al., 
2017, for discussion of distinctions among these 
constructs). When children intrinsically value an 
activity, they often become deeply engaged in it 
and can persist at it for a long time. This charac-
teristic of engagement also typifies engagement 
in tasks with a high positive attainment value.

Utility value or usefulness refers to how a task 
fits into an individual’s present or future plans, 
such as taking a math class to fulfill a require-
ment for a science degree. In certain respects, 
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utility value is similar to extrinsic motivation 
because when doing an activity out of utility 
value, the activity is a means to an end rather than 
an end in itself (see Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
However, the activity also can reflect important 
goals that the person holds deeply, such as attain-
ing a certain occupation, which means it can con-
nect closely to attainment value. Gaspard et  al. 
(2015) expanded the attainment and utility value 
constructs initially defined by Eccles (Parsons) 
et  al. by proposing subcomponents of it (e.g., 
utility for future life, utility for job).

Eccles (Parsons) et  al. (1983) conceptual-
ized cost as what is lost or given up or suffered 
when doing any particular task. Engaging in 
any specific task or activity has costs as well as 
benefits. If an activity “costs” too much, the 
individual likely will not do it (see also Eccles, 
1984, 2005; Wigfield & Eccles, 2020). Eccles 
(Parsons) et  al. initially described different 
kinds or types of costs: Individuals’ perceptions 
of how much effort they would need to exert to 
complete a task and whether it is worth doing 
so (effort cost), how much engaging in one 
activity means that other valued activities can-
not be done (e.g., Do I do my math homework 
or check Instagram?), and the emotional or psy-
chological costs of pursuing the task, particu-
larly the cost of failure (e.g., Will taking this 
advanced course make me feel emotionally 
drained?). Research on cost has burgeoned in 
the last several years, and researchers have both 
proposed new dimensions of cost and devel-
oped new measures of it. Wigfield and Eccles 
(2020) and Wigfield et  al. (2017) provide 
detailed reviews of this work, including discus-
sion of a proposal made by Barron and 
Hulleman (2015) that the theory be renamed 
expectancy-value-cost theory.

Eccles and Wang (2012) stated that task val-
ues both lead to engagement and are influenced 
by the kinds of activities in which one engages; 
we return to this point below.

Affective Memories  Eccles (Parsons) et  al. 
(1983) primarily focused on three aspects of 
affective memories. First were basic conditioning 
effects; when people succeed on something, they 

have positive emotional/affective reactions to 
that activity; when they fail, their emotional reac-
tions are negative (see also Pekrun, 2009; Weiner, 
1985). These affective memories can accumulate, 
leading individuals to value or de-value different 
activities. Second, negative affective reactions 
can produce anxiety, which also dissuades indi-
viduals from engaging in the tasks or activities 
causing anxiety. As we will see, these affective 
reactions can connect quite directly to emotional 
engagement and the other aspects of engagement 
as well. Third, individuals’ interpretations of the 
outcomes they experience are key to the affective 
reactions they have. Eccles (Parsons) et al. (1983) 
connected these “objective” experiences to the 
kinds of attributions individuals make about the 
reasons why they did well or poorly (Weiner, 
1985). When individuals attribute success to abil-
ity and effort, they have positive affective reac-
tions. When they attribute failure to lack of 
ability, however, affective reactions can be nega-
tive and debilitating.

�From EVT to SEVT: Rationale 
and Implications

There are some key reasons why Eccles and 
Wigfield (2020) decided to change the name of 
the theory and implications that emerge from this 
change. First and most importantly, they wanted 
to emphasize that the processes in the model are 
dynamic, and the relations among the constructs 
in the model are both developmental (that is, they 
change over time) and situationally sensitive 
(that is, influenced by the immediate situation). 
With respect to the “situative” aspect, they stated, 
“In the EVT model we have always considered 
the situation’s impact on children’s developing 
motivation to be an important aspect of the 
model… further, we believe all aspects of the 
model are situative, even if the model (in Fig. 1) 
does not fully capture that” (p. 101859). Second, 
concerning decisions individuals make, they 
stated, “Each person will arrive at each decision 
point with their own set of available options that 
operate either in the moment or over longer time 
frames. They will only be familiar with a very 
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limited subset of all possible behaviors and 
options. They will only have a small subset of the 
skills and resources that could be drawn on in 
enacting whatever decision they make. Both their 
own view and the view of those around them of 
what is going on and the available options will be 
limited” (p. 101859). Third, the dynamic aspect 
of the model is illustrated by the connections 
between performance and choice shown at the far 
right in the model, back to beliefs and processes 
at the far left. Relations among the constructs in 
different parts of the model are recursive rather 
than unidirectional and linear. These implications 
all impact how expectancies and values relate to 
engagement—the topic we turn to next.

�Connecting SEVT to Engagement: 
Issues, Findings, and a Formal 
Proposal

We begin this section with a discussion of some 
of the points Eccles and Wang (2012) raised in 
their commentary on several chapters on engage-
ment in the first edition of this Handbook: (a) 
challenges for the field regarding definitions of 
engagement and its relation to motivation; (b) 
specific ways in which constructs from EVT link 
to engagement; and (c) how the “fit” between stu-
dents’ developing needs and the educational cir-
cumstances that they are in can impact their 
motivation and engagement.

Eccles and Wang (2012) pointed out that the 
first challenge for the field is defining engage-
ment clearly and indicating its different levels 
(the individual, the classroom, the school). The 
second challenge they noted is how broadly or 
narrowly engagement is defined; in making this 
comment, they noted that the authors of the chap-
ters they discussed took different approaches to 
this issue. Third and what we will elaborate on in 
this section, they discussed the relations of moti-
vation and engagement, beginning by stating that 
in the motivation literature, researchers have dis-
cussed how children’s motivation is comprised of 
a variety of components or aspects and that these 
components of motivation influence students’ 
achievement in different ways. These motivation 

components are influenced by a variety of 
personal, social, and cultural factors, and the 
components of children’s motivation show differ-
ent patterns of change across childhood and 
adolescence.

From there, Eccles and Wang (2012) linked 
motivation to engagement, initially stating that 
(apparently) at the general level, the links are 
clear and straightforward: motivation leads to 
behavior (or engagement), which leads to 
learning/performance. But then they pointed out 
that if affective engagement is substituted for 
behavioral engagement, then the links get harder 
to keep distinct, with engagement preceding 
motivation in some models (see in particular Finn 
& Zimmer, 2012). This challenge is compounded 
further when one takes developmental, iterative 
approaches to both motivation and engagement, 
with motivation leading to some forms of engage-
ment, which enhances performance, which can 
then boost subsequent motivation. Further, and 
again as we noted in our discussion of the defini-
tions of the different engagement components, as 
researchers define different aspects of motivation 
and different types and subtypes of engagement 
then questions can arise regarding which con-
structs might fit better under the engagement 
umbrella, and which in motivation. Clarifying 
this has important implications not just for our 
understanding of motivation and engagement but 
also for our understanding of whether interven-
tions designed to increase engagement (or moti-
vation) indeed do so and pinpoint the reasons for 
the effects, or the lack thereof.

Eccles and Wang (2012) then moved to a dis-
cussion of how engagement relates to the con-
structs in EVT, now SEVT, that we discussed in 
the previous section. They first discussed how 
Eccles and colleagues’ purpose in developing 
the model, “to explain individual and group dif-
ferences in individuals’ decisions to engage in, 
and the extent of their engagement in, various 
achievement-related activities” (p. 141), relates 
to the engagement literature. They first noted 
that the EVT (now SEVT) model always 
included notions of engagement given its focus 
on activity (e.g., in which activities I should 
engage in), persistence, and performance. That 
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is, they see these forms of engagement as out-
comes of children’s developing expectancies for 
success and subjective task values. They further 
stated (or Eccles, 2012, stated) that she sees 
emotional engagement either as a precursor to 
cognitive and behavioral engagement or as emo-
tional reactions to doing different tasks/being 
engaged in different tasks.

Building further on this latter point, Eccles 
and Wang (2012) noted that they believe that the 
role of affective reactions and memories, which 
are also determinants of subjective task value, 
may be one aspect of EVT that overlaps the most 
with engagement. In Eccles (Parsons) et  al.’s 
(1983) chapter that initially described the model 
and in subsequent writings, Eccles and col-
leagues described how children’s successes or 
failures/challenges at different achievement 
activities produce affective reactions (see also 
Weiner, 1985). Depending upon their consis-
tency, these can grow into relatively positive or 
negative affect toward those activities (e.g., “I 
HATE history”). As depicted in the model in 
Fig. 1, these affective reactions impact children’s 
developing task values—their interest in the 
activity, its importance to them, and utility, as 
well as the activity’s perceived cost. Ultimately, 
the extent to which these affective reactions and 
values are incorporated into individuals’ broader 
sense of themselves can lead students to identify 
with the settings in which the activities occur 
(such as schools), or disidentify, in ways Finn 
(1989; Finn & Zimmer, 2012) describes. We 
would add that given the bidirectional links of an 
individual’s task values and expectancies for suc-
cess, affective memories also can impact chil-
dren’s developing expectancies. Finally, because 
the model has recursive paths back to the left side 
of the model, engagement leads to the boxes at 
the left side of the model, and after more perfor-
mance outcomes, to new affective memories 
about different school tasks, activities, and even 
broader outcomes like beliefs about and identifi-
cation with schooling.

Eccles and Wang (2012) also discussed how 
Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) extension of the EVT 
model in their stage-environment fit theory could 

impact how we think about students’ engagement. 
Eccles and Midgley discussed that the “fit” 
between students’ developing motivational beliefs, 
values, goals, and needs and the school environ-
ments they face could strongly impact their moti-
vation and engagement. Eccles and Midgley 
discussed how many junior high schools/middle 
schools do not meet students’ developing needs 
for autonomy and control, among other things. 
The broader point here is that researchers need to 
consider not only individuals’ own motivation and 
engagement but also how the situations they are in 
either facilitate or debilitate both.

�Relations of Students’ Competence-
Related Beliefs and Values to Their 
Engagement

There is a growing body of work examining how 
students’ competence-related beliefs and subjec-
tive task values and student engagement relate. 
Wang and Eccles (2013) examined how middle 
school students’ perceptions of the school envi-
ronment, motivation, and engagement (behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive) related over 
time. They used adapted versions of Finn and 
Voelkl’s (1993) measure, Pintrich’s (2000) mea-
sure, and Skinner and Wellborn’s (1994) mea-
sures to assess students’ behavioral engagement 
with five items (e.g., “How often do you partici-
pate in class discussion actively?”), emotional 
engagement with six items (e.g., “I find school-
work interesting.”), and cognitive engagement 
with five items (e.g., “How often do you make 
academic plans for solving problems?”). They 
found that adolescents who highly valued school 
(comprised of attainment and intrinsic value) 
also reported being behaviorally, cognitively, 
and emotionally engaged in school. Further, they 
found that students’ self-concept of ability 
beliefs were stronger predictors of behavioral 
and cognitive engagement in school than their 
subjective task value of school. However, stu-
dents’ subjective task value was a stronger pre-
dictor of their emotional engagement than their 
self-concept of ability beliefs in school.
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Marchand and Gutierrez (2016) examined 
how graduate students’ attainment, intrinsic, and 
utility value for their introductory research meth-
ods course predicted their self-reported perceived 
cognitive and behavioral engagement for the 
course. They measured cognitive engagement 
using Greene and colleagues’ (2004) measure of 
meaningful strategy use (e.g., “Before a quiz or 
exam, I plan out how I will study.”) and measured 
behavioral engagement using an adapted version 
of Skinner et al.’s (2008) behavioral engagement 
scale (e.g., “I work as hard as I can in my research 
methods course.”). They found each of the com-
ponents of task value, measured at mid-semester 
using Eccles and Wigfield’s (1995) scale, pre-
dicted their semester-end reports of behavioral 
and cognitive engagement (β  =  0.20− 0.23, 
p  <  0.05). However, they did not examine how 
competence-related beliefs may have predicted 
students’ behavioral and cognitive engagement in 
their research methods course.

Further building upon this work, Guo et  al. 
(2016) examined how adolescents attainment 
value, intrinsic value, utility value, cost, and self-
concept of ability beliefs predicted teacher-
reported behavioral engagement. 
Teacher-reported behavioral engagement was 
measured using a scale comprised of one item 
measuring students classroom engagement (e.g., 
This student participates in math lessons as well 
as he/she can) and one item measuring student 
effort (e.g., This student works on all of his/her 
tasks and homework thoroughly). Task values 
and cost were measured using Gaspard et  al. 
(2015) value facets questionnaire and self-
concept of ability beliefs were measured using 
the German adaptation (Schwanzer et al., 2005) 
of the Self-Description Questionnaire III (Marsh 
et al., 2005). They found that students attainment 
value (β  =  0.23, p  <  0.001), intrinsic value 
(β  =  0.22, p  <  0.001), and perceptions of low 
cost1 (β = 0.22, p < 0.05) positively and uniquely 
predicted teacher-reported behavioral engage-

1 Low cost was measured by reverse coding items from 
Perez and colleagues (2014) and Wigfield and Eccles 
(2002) that measured opportunity cost, effort required, 
and emotional cost.

ment, but utility value did not (β = 0.01, p < 0.05). 
Students self-concept of ability beliefs predicted 
their behavioral engagement when subjective 
task value was controlled for in the analyses 
(β = 0.29, p < 0.001).

In another study, Fredricks et al. (2018), using 
a mixed-methods design, examined how attain-
ment value, utility value, and expectancies for 
success predicted 7th–12th graders’ engagement 
in math and science. They assessed students’ 
behavioral (e.g., “I put effort into math/science”), 
emotional (e.g., “I look forward to math/science 
class”), cognitive (e.g., “I think about different 
ways to solve a problem”), and social engage-
ment (e.g., “I build on others’ ideas”) using the 
Math and Science Engagement Scales (see Wang 
et al., 2016, for more information). Students’ task 
values and expectancies for success were mea-
sured using Trautwein et  al.’s  (2012) scales of 
students’ value and expectancy beliefs. They 
found that students’ attainment value predicted 
their behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and social 
engagement in math and science classes 
(β = 0.18 − 0.35, p < 0.001). Their utility value 
predicted math (β = 0.13, p < 0.001) and science 
behavioral engagement (β = 0.12, p < 0.001), sci-
ence cognitive engagement (β = 0.11, p < 0.001), 
and science social engagement (β  =  0.08, 
p < 0.05). Students’ expectancies for success pre-
dicted their math (β = 0.20, p < 0.001) and sci-
ence behavioral engagement (β = 0.21, p < 0.001), 
math (β = 0.30, p < 0.001) and science emotional 
engagement (β  =  0.31, p  <  0.001), and science 
cognitive engagement (β  =  0.23, p  <  0.001). 
Through qualitative interviews, they found that 
participants reported feeling more engaged when 
they saw the relevance of what they were doing in 
their math and science class and how it could be 
applied to their lives outside of class, when they 
were able to demonstrate their ability to their 
teachers, when they perceived they had the skills 
to solve challenging problems, and when they 
felt they could be successful in their math and 
science classes.

In summary, these studies show that different-
aged individuals’ expectancies for success, self-
concept of ability, and the different aspects of 
their subjective task value relate to different types 
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of engagement. In general, the correlations/pre-
dictive relations of self-concept of ability or 
expectancies to engagement appear somewhat 
stronger than those of the different aspects of 
subjective task value, although the researchers in 
the studies just described did not test for the sig-
nificance of these differences. For the most part 
the various aspects of subjective task value relate 
to engagement in about the same way, except for 
utility value in Guo et al.’s (2016) study.

To date, research examining the links between 
EVT constructs and student engagement is lim-
ited in that researchers have (for the most part) 
only examined certain aspects of students’ values 
and certain aspects of engagement and have not 
included all subjective task values and proposed 
engagement dimensions. This is particularly true 
for perceived cost, which remains understudied 
in terms of its relationship with the various 
engagement dimensions. Further, researchers 
have predominately examined how competence-
related beliefs and subjective task values are 
associated with and predict dimensions of 
engagement and have not examined in much 
detail how these constructs relate over time.

Gladstone (2020) conducted a study to begin 
to fill these gaps. She examined how undergradu-
ate students’ competence-related beliefs and 
multiple facets of students’ subjective task values 
(i.e., attainment, intrinsic, utility, utility for 
future, task effort cost, outside effort cost, loss of 
valued alternatives, and emotional costs) are 
associated with and predict all five proposed 
dimensions of student engagement and behav-
ioral and emotional disaffection in math and sci-
ence courses. Undergraduate students’ behavioral 
(eight items; e.g., “I stay focused.”), cognitive 
(eight items; e.g., “I think about different ways to 
solve a problem.”), emotional (ten items; e.g., “I 
look forward to science/math class.”), and social 
engagement (seven items; e.g., “I try to work 
with others who can help me in science/math.”) 
were measured using Wang et al.’s (2016) Math 
and Science Engagement Scales. Agentic engage-
ment was measured with five items using an 
adapted version of Reeve’s (2013) Agentic 
Engagement Scale (e.g., “During class, I ask 
questions.” [see Reeve & Jang, chapter “Agentic 

Engagement”, this volume]). Behavioral (e.g., 
“When I’m in class, I just act like I’m working.”) 
and emotional disaffection (e.g., “When I’m in 
class, I feel worried.”) were measured with five 
items each using an adapted version of Skinner 
et  al.’s (2009) Engagement versus Disaffection 
with Learning Scale. Gladstone further examined 
whether these constructs related reciprocally or 
not and whether engagement dimensions might 
mediate the relationship between motivational 
beliefs, values, and domain-specific achievement 
as measured by students’ final grade in the math 
or science course they reported on.

Gladstone (2020) found that undergraduate 
students’ competence-related beliefs, attainment 
value, utility value, utility for future life, and 
intrinsic value were positively associated with 
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement 
(* ˆ . . , .� � � �0 22 0 56 0 001p ); cost perceptions 
(measured as task, effort, emotional, and loss of 
valued alternative) were negatively associated 
with them and ranged from 
* ˆ ˆ. . .� �� � � � �� �0 17 0 69 0 001to p . Students’ 
competence-related beliefs, attainment value, 
utility value, utility for future, and intrinsic value 
were negatively associated with behavioral and 
emotional disaffection and ranged from 
* ˆ ˆ. . .� �� � � � �� �0 12 0 71 0 01to p ; cost percep-
tions were positively associated with them 
(* ˆ . . , .� � � �0 12 0 85 0 001p ).

Gladstone (2020) also examined how different 
demographic variables  related to engagement 
dimensions. She found that students who  self-
identified as Asian or Asian American perceived 
themselves to be more agentic 
(* ˆ . , .� � �0 10 0 032p ). Much of the work done 
on agentic engagement, including scale develop-
ment and validity, was conducted in Asian coun-
tries (Reeve, 2013; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; see 
Patall et al., 2019, for an exception). Thus, agen-
tic engagement may be particularly relevant to 
students who identify as Asian or identify as 
someone from an Eastern culture. Clearly, more 
work is needed on agentic engagement in other 
groups.

Another important issue Gladstone (2020) 
investigated is where the different engagement 
dimensions might fit within the SEVT model. To 
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do so she first examined, using cross-lagged 
panel analyses, how students’ competence-
related beliefs and subjective task values predict 
engagement dimensions and vice versa over time. 
Gladstone (2020) found several significant unidi-
rectional paths from motivation constructs to 
engagement dimensions and vice versa, indicat-
ing that motivation is not always the driving force 
of engagement, and that engagement can some-
times be the driving force of motivation among 
older students. To illustrate this, Gladstone found 
that emotional engagement (i.e., students’ posi-
tive emotional reactions to teachers, peers, and 
classroom activities as well as their valuing of 
learning and interest in their math/science class) 
was more predictive of SEVT constructs than 
vice versa. This suggests, at least among college 
students in STEM classes, that emotional engage-
ment may be one driving force of students’ moti-
vational beliefs and subjective task values rather 
than the other way around. She also found a num-
ber of reciprocal effects, in which both SEVT 
variables and engagement dimension at time one 
were significant predictors of the other at time 
two, for the following pairs of variables: stu-
dents’ intrinsic value and behavioral disaffection, 
utility value and behavioral disaffection, utility 
for future life and emotional disaffection, and 
finally for utility for future life and social engage-
ment. These findings illustrate the complex inter-
play between different aspects of motivation and 
engagement. Future research should continue to 
examine the complexities of these relationships 
and whether this finding remains among younger 
students who may not have as much autonomy to 
choose in which courses to enroll.

Gladstone (2020) also began to address where 
the different engagement dimensions might fit 
within the SEVT model by examining whether 
the dimensions of engagement mediate the rela-
tions of student’s motivational beliefs and subjec-
tive task  values to achievement. Examining 
whether engagement could be a mediator was 
important because researchers have treated 
engagement dimensions as both an outcome and 
a predictor of academic achievement (Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012). Therefore, when examining 
the SEVT model, it is important to consider 

whether engagement dimensions should go into 
the “Achievement-Related Choices and 
Performance” box (as Eccles has suggested in 
personal communications with the first author 
and in her commentary with Wang in the first edi-
tion of this Handbook), or if engagement may 
mediate the relationship between students’ moti-
vational beliefs,  subjective task values, and 
achievement.

Interestingly, Gladstone (2020) found that stu-
dents’ behavioral (i.e., students’ involvement in 
math/science class-based activities) and cogni-
tive engagement (i.e., students’ use of deep cog-
nitive strategies in order to understand what is 
being taught in their math/science class) medi-
ated the relations of all the SEVT constructs to 
domain-specific grades, except for that between 
competence-related beliefs and grades. Much 
previous work shows that competence-related 
beliefs directly predict students’ achievement 
outcomes (such as test scores and GPA; Durik 
et  al., 2006; Eccles [Parsons] et  al., 1983; Guo 
et  al., 2016; Meece et  al., 1990; Tonks et  al., 
2017; Wigfield et al., 2015). Gladstone’s findings 
illustrate a mechanism by which their subjective 
task values impact grades: they foster behavioral 
and emotional engagement.

Gladstone (2020) also found that students’ 
emotional engagement was a significant mediator 
of many of the relations between students’ sub-
jective  task values and their grades. She argued 
that because in Eccles (Parsons) et  al.’s (1983) 
model affect is included in the “Individual’s 
Affective Reactions and Memories” box, which 
precedes subjective task value, emotional engage-
ment should be considered a precursor rather 
than as a consequence of motivational beliefs and 
values.

Social engagement, agentic engagement, and 
behavioral disaffection were not significant 
mediators of the relations between students’ 
competence beliefs and subjective task values to 
their grades. These results suggest that (at least 
among college students) these variables may not 
be strong predictors of achievement (although 
see Wang et  al., 2016, who showed that social 
engagement was a significant negative predictor 
of math and science achievement among high 
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school students). There is limited evidence that 
agentic engagement relates to achievement. 
Reeve (2013) found that agentic engagement is 
uniquely predictive of course achievement among 
college students enrolled in an education course 
in Seoul, South Korea. The differences in the 
results of these studies could be due to subject 
area differences and the population used for each 
study (US sample compared to South Korean 
sample; undergraduates compared to middle and 
high school students).

�A Proposal for Placing Engagement 
and Disaffection into SEVT

So, given these results, where might we position 
the various dimensions of engagement into the 
SEVT model? As noted above, in recent conver-
sations, Eccles stated that she has always con-
sidered engagement to be an outcome that 
belongs in the achievement-related choices box 
(see Fig. 1). There also is consensus in the moti-
vational literature that in general engagement 
should be considered an outcome of motivation. 
However, results from more recent work dis-
cussed in this chapter suggest that there might be 
an alternative and more nuanced model that con-
siders the unique dimensions that make up stu-
dent engagement, as these different dimensions 
have been found to be predictors and mediators 
of various other achievement-related outcomes. 
Therefore, in Fig. 2, we provide a version of the 
SEVT model that includes suggested placements 
for the various dimensions of engagement. Given 
that research has found that individuals’ subjec-
tive task values consistently predict their behav-
ioral and cognitive engagement and mediate the 
relations of subjective  task value and STEM 
achievement, the first author suggests placing 
behavioral and cognitive engagement in their 
own box in between the “Subjective Task 
Values” box and the “Achievement-Related 
Choices and Performance” box. Because emo-
tional engagement predicts the motivational 
beliefs and subjective task  values in SEVT, it 
could be placed in the “Affective Reactions and 
Memories” box, along with a double-headed 

across-time arrow from that box to the “Subjective 
Task Value” box to account for the mediation 
effects.

Gladstone also proposes that the limited 
research on social engagement in relation to the 
SEVT constructs suggests it should be placed 
in its own box with arrows coming from 
“Expectation of Success” and “Subjective Task 
Value” but not an arrow from its own box to the 
“Achievement-Related Choices and 
Performance” box. Finally, we are uncertain 
whether agentic engagement should be incor-
porated into the model given its self-
determination theory roots. However, if it were 
to be, Gladstone suggests that agentic engage-
ment should be placed in its own box with an 
arrow coming from the “Expectation of 
Success” box but not an arrow from its own box 
to the “Achievement-Related Choices and 
Performance” box as agentic engagement was 
not a significant mediator of the relationships 
between competence-related beliefs, subjec-
tive task values, and domain-specific grades.

Turning to Skinner and colleagues’ (Skinner 
& Pitzer, 2012) behavioral and emotional disaf-
fection constructs, both conceivably could be put 
into the SEVT model. Behavioral disaffection 
might be best placed within its own box with 
arrows leading to it from the “Expectation of 
Success” box and the “Subjective Task Value” 
box. Given the overlap of emotional disaffection, 
Gladstone (2020) found, we propose that emo-
tional disaffection and emotional cost are essen-
tially the same things, and therefore we would 
include emotional disaffection in the “Subjective 
Task Value” box.

The authors all agree that further empirical 
work is needed to test these suggestions. The 
studies’ designs need to be longitudinal and 
include students varying in age, cultural back-
ground, and school domain.

�Engagement and Positive 
Developmental Outcomes

A major reason student engagement has become 
such a popular construct to study is that it relates 
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Fig. 2  Gladstone proposal for placing engagement and disaffection dimensions into the SEVT model

to various positive outcomes. Because we are 
most interested in achievement motivation from 
the perspective of SEVT, we have focused pri-
marily on the outcomes of achievement and 
choice to continue taking different school sub-
jects. Students who are engaged in their school-
work are more likely to have high achievement 
and continue pursuing an education (Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012; Fredricks et  al., 2004; Wang & 
Eccles, 2013). Of course, there are other positive 
developmental outcomes associated with 
engagement; we briefly discuss how the various 
dimensions of engagement relate to positive 
outcomes.

Wang et  al. (2016) examined how different 
aspects of math and science engagement related 
to STEM achievement and career aspirations. 
They found that general engagement was the 
strongest positive predictor of math and science 
achievement and career aspirations. However, 
each of the four engagement factors differentially 
predicted math and science achievement and 
career aspirations. They found that behavioral 
engagement was the strongest predictor of math 
and science achievement. Interestingly, it was a 
statistically significant negative predictor of math 
and science career aspirations. Emotional 
engagement was the only dimension that was a 
significant positive predictor of math and science 
career aspirations. Cognitive engagement did not 

predict either math or science achievement and 
cognitive engagement was surprisingly a statisti-
cally significant negative predictor of students’ 
math career aspirations. Students’ social engage-
ment was a statistically significant negative pre-
dictor of their math and science achievement and 
a non-significant negative predictor of their math 
and science career aspirations.

The research examining the relationship 
between agentic engagement and positive out-
comes continues to grow, although still limited 
(Reeve & Jang, chapter “Agentic Engagement”, 
this volume). Reeve (2013) tested the predictive 
validity of agentic engagement. To do this, Reeve 
included five items from the Engagement versus 
Disaffection with Learning measure (Skinner 
et al., 2009) to measure behavioral engagement 
(e.g., “I pay attention in this class.”) and five 
items from this scale to measure emotional 
engagement (e.g., “This class is fun.”). Reeve 
also measured cognitive engagement using four 
items from the Metacognitive Strategies 
Questionnaire (Wolters, 2004; e.g., “When I 
study for this class, I try to connect what I am 
learning with my own experiences.”). Reeve 
found that Korean college students’ agentic 
engagement predicted their course-specific 
grades when controlling for students’ behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional engagement. These 
results provide some evidence that agentic 
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engagement can be a unique predictor of stu-
dents’ academic achievement.

More recently, Patall et al. (2019) built upon 
Reeve’s (2013) work and conducted a study using 
the same measures as above and found that agen-
tic engagement predicts positive outcomes in sci-
ence for US high school students. Their 
longitudinal analyses showed that agentic 
engagement predicted an increase in perceived 
teacher autonomy support, need satisfaction, and 
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engage-
ment. They further found through mediation 
analyses that agentic engagement can dynami-
cally shape the classroom environment by emerg-
ing from an autonomy-supportive context to 
predict subsequent motivation in the course.

Because behavioral and emotional disaffec-
tion each represent negative dimensions of 
engagement, one would expect that the presence 
of either of these dimensions would result in neg-
ative academic outcomes. In their chapter in the 
first edition of this Handbook, Skinner and Pitzer 
(2012) discussed how behavioral and emotional 
disaffection could lead to negative achievement 
outcomes, which then have implications for their 
developing motivation (see also Martin, 2012, for 
discussion of this point). Gladstone (2020) found 
some evidence of this when she examined the 
reciprocal relationships between motivational 
beliefs, values, and disaffection. Gladstone found 
that behavioral and emotional disaffection at the 
start of the semester was a negative predictor of 
some of the subjective task values at the end of 
the semester. These results demonstrate the 
importance of how interventions at the beginning 
of the semester could help promote the develop-
ment of positive engagement rather than 
disaffection.

More broadly, researchers have found that 
engagement predicts students’ well-being. 
Salmela-Aro and Read (2017) found that engaged 
students reported the most positive well-being, 
whereas students experiencing burnout, which 
can be considered disengagement, had the lowest 
reported well-being. Salmela-Aro and Read mea-
sured engagement using the schoolwork engage-
ment scale (e.g., “I am enthusiastic about my 
studies”; Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012), which 

was adapted from the Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Further, Watt et al. 
(2019) examined how different motivational pro-
files among adolescents in mathematics and sci-
ence were related to academic outcomes, 
including well-being. They identified three dif-
ferent profiles among tenth grade students’ 
expectancies, values, and perceived costs for 
mathematics and science. They found that stu-
dents in what they called the “Positively Engaged” 
profile (i.e., high perceived talent, intrinsic and 
utility values, and low costs) had more pro-
nounced positive well-being compared to stu-
dents in the “Struggling Ambitious” (i.e., high 
perceived talent, intrinsic and utility values, and 
costs) and “Disengaged” (i.e., low perceived tal-
ent, intrinsic and utility values, and high costs) 
profiles.

Although this work shows important links 
between engagement and different outcomes, 
more work is needed to examine which aspects 
of engagement relate to which developmental 
outcomes. We close this chapter with some sug-
gestions for future research in this and other 
areas.

�Future Directions

We have made suggestions for future research 
throughout this chapter; in this section, we high-
light what we think are the most crucial next 
steps in research in this area.

First, given the conceptual/definitional and, in 
some cases, empirical overlap of motivation and 
engagement, more work is needed to continue to 
examine how distinct they are as constructs. This 
is particularly true for certain of the proposed 
dimensions of engagement and some of the vari-
ables in SEVT, such as cost and emotional disaf-
fection, but it can be extended to other constructs 
as well. Looking at relations over time in these 
constructs and subconstructs will help clarify 
how they relate to each other, and which may 
take “causal priority.”

More specifically, longitudinal research is 
needed to understand better the dynamic and 
reciprocal relationship between motivational 
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beliefs, values, and dimensions of engagement. 
Although Gladstone (2020) found some evidence 
of a dynamic relationship between motivational 
beliefs, subjective task values, and dimensions of 
engagement and disaffection among college stu-
dents, these relationships were examined over 
two time points. Additional time points would 
have allowed for stronger conclusions about their 
reciprocal relations. Future research should 
examine the relationship between motivational 
beliefs, subjective task  values, and engagement 
dimensions across multiple age groups and time 
points to better understand when motivation is 
the driving force of engagement and when 
engagement may lead to subsequent motivation. 
This will also help clarify whether engagement, 
or dimensions of engagement, fully mediates the 
relationship between motivation and 
achievement-related outcomes.

We also think it is important for future 
research to examine the relationships between 
motivational beliefs, subjective task values, and 
dimensions of engagement developmentally. We 
know there are declines in many students’ moti-
vational beliefs and values as students move 
through school (see Wigfield et  al., 2015, for 
review). To date there is little research on how 
these declines relate to or impact changes in 
engagement. Mahatmya et  al. (2012) discussed 
in the first edition of this Handbook how there 
are opportunities and challenges that are unique 
to different developmental periods, and these 
differences can lead to nuanced differences in 
the development of engagement and its relations 
to outcomes. Important developmental questions 
to explore include: Are there important differ-
ences in the relationship between motivation and 
engagement in different grades? What do these 
relationships look like during major transition 
periods, such as middle school to high school? 
Will motivation interventions aimed at slowing 
down the typical decline we see in motivation 
across the school years have implications for 
developing engagement?

As in many areas of research, we still do not 
know a great deal about possible gender, race, 
and ethnic differences in the relations of motiva-
tion and engagement. Relatedly, we know little 
about factors in the school environment that 

inhibit and support the development of motiva-
tion and engagement among students from 
different gender, racial, and ethnic backgrounds 
(Bingham & Okagaki, 2012). We suggest that it 
is particularly important to examine the factors 
that promote or reduce the positive development 
of student motivation and engagement among 
students from marginalized groups that may 
experience discrimination (See Galindo et  al., 
chapter “Expanding an Equity Understanding of 
Student Engagement: The Macro (Social) and 
Micro (School) Contexts”, this volume).

Much of the research examining the relation-
ships between motivational beliefs, values, and 
engagement dimensions we discussed here has 
focused on science and mathematics domains. 
Future research is needed to know how these 
relationships may be similar or different in other 
domains, such as History or Language Arts. 
Science and mathematics domains are highly ste-
reotyped domains, and so one might expect that 
females and students from typically marginalized 
groups who are more likely to experience nega-
tive stereotypes in these courses may have differ-
ing levels of motivation and engagement in other 
domains. This could have implications for where 
engagement dimensions should be placed within 
the SEVT model given that constructs found 
within SEVT focus on the level of the task.

Finally, future work should continue to exam-
ine the relationships between motivational 
beliefs, subjective task  values, and agentic and 
social engagement because there is much less 
research examining how motivation is related to 
and predicts these more recently proposed 
dimensions.

�Conclusion

In this chapter, we reviewed work on the relations 
between students’ expectancies, subjective 
task values, and the five proposed dimensions of 
engagement. As is clear from our chapter and the 
other chapters in this Handbook, students’ 
engagement is an important precursor for aca-
demic outcomes and many other outcomes as 
well. Finding ways to promote the positive devel-
opment of engagement will be important to 
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ensure the success of all students. We want to end 
this chapter by suggesting that one way to help 
ensure success for all of our students is by con-
tinuing collaborative efforts among motivation 
and engagement researchers. This Handbook is 
an excellent step toward convergence and sharing 
of ideas among motivation and engagement 
researchers, which will eventually develop more 
fruitful interventions to help our students achieve. 
The next step will be for engagement and motiva-
tion researchers to seek out opportunities to work 
in tandem so that more progress can be made 
across the two fields of study rather than working 
in separate camps.
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Abstract

To piece empirical studies on student engage-
ment together, this chapter uses the framework 
presented in the Study Demands-Resources 
(SD-R) model. The SD-R model offers a com-
prehensive view on engagement, demands, 
resources, and outcomes, and on the interplay 
of various antecedents. Unlike previous frame-
works, the SD-R model endorses the duality 
of the contextual, personal, and social features 
(i.e., demands and resources), and the follow-
ing processes leading from engagement to 
high motivation, performance, and well-being 
(i.e., motivational process) or from student 
burnout and exhaustion to decreased well-
being (i.e., energy-depleting process), and 
thus highlights the synergistic relationships 
among the different features of the model. In 
addition, this chapter sheds light on the role of 
socio-emotional skills as resources of student 
engagement. Moreover, some future direc-
tions in the field of engagement research using 
the SD-R framework will be addressed.

�Introduction

Engagement in the academic domain, particu-
larly student engagement, has been described as 
academic engagement (Furrer & Skinner, 2003), 
agentic engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011), stu-
dent engagement (Christenson et  al., 2012), 
school engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004), and 
schoolwork engagement (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2012). Researchers have been inter-
ested in how and why students focus at school, 
invest in their studies, how students behave and 
interact with peers and other people around them 
while learning, and how students learn in diverse 
educational activities and settings over time. 
Because engagement is a core mechanism of 
knowledge building in and out of educational 
contexts (Howard-Jones et  al., 2018), engage-
ment has been called the “holy grail of learning” 
(Sinatra et al., 2015).

�Conceptualization of Engagement

Student engagement has mostly been conceptual-
ized as a multidimensional construct (Christenson 
et  al., 2012; Schmidt et  al., 2018; Wang et  al., 
2015, 2019a). The main dimensions of engage-
ment have included emotional engagement (feel-
ings about school, learning, and/or a task; 
Fredricks et  al., 2004), cognitive engagement 
(mental effort and strategies employed while 
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learning; Wang et al., 2019b), behavioral engage-
ment (observable participation in activities; Wang 
et  al., 2019b), social engagement (cooperation 
with others; Wang & Hofkens, 2019; Tuovinen 
et al., 2020), and agentic engagement (students’ 
active contribution in shaping their academic 
activities; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). During the past 
decade, the most dominant perspective on 
engagement has been the concept of multidimen-
sional engagement, aspects of which include 
emotions, cognitions, and behaviors (Fredricks 
et  al., 2004; for an overview, see Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2021a). This multidimensional perspective 
has advanced our understanding of the complex 
nature of engagement.

Emotional engagement encompasses the posi-
tive affective reactions attributed to school activi-
ties, such as flow experiences, enjoyment, and 
happiness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2015). Cognitive engage-
ment refers to the degree to which students invest 
in their learning, exert the effort needed to under-
stand complex ideas and master difficult skills, 
and show a desire to go beyond the requirements, 
including willingness to expend the effort 
required to do high-quality work (Fredricks et al., 
2004; Wang et al., 2019a).

Behavioral engagement refers to productive 
and proactive participation in academic activi-
ties, whereas behavioral disengagement is mani-
fested in giving up schoolwork (Fredricks et al., 
2004; Wang et  al., 2019a). Behavioral engage-
ment refers to the degree to which students par-
ticipate in academic, social, and extracurricular 
activities at school. Students with high behav-
ioral engagement do their best in their classwork 
and homework, turn in assignments on time, 
show positive school and classroom behavior, 
and maintain good attendance.

Agentic engagement refers to engagement 
that includes agency. In agentic engagement, stu-
dents are involved in shaping their experience of 
a task, acting either independently or as co-agents 
(Salmela-Aro, 2009) with their peers and other 
people involved in the learning process (see 
Reeve & Jang, chapter “Agentic Engagement”, 
this volume). For individual students, agency can 
influence the internal dynamics of engagement, 

for example self-regulating the co-actions 
between emotion, motivation, and action (Schunk 
& Zimmerman, 2012). In addition, new literature 
is emerging on social engagement (Tuovinen 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019b), which refers to 
students’ engagement in social processes at 
school.

In line with the work engagement literature, 
student engagement has also been conceptualized 
as energy, dedication, and absorption in 
studies/school (i.e., schoolwork engagement, 
Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2012). In general, 
energy is characterized by high levels of vigor in 
the learning process, and a willingness to invest 
effort in learning. Dedication, in turn, refers to 
being strongly involved in schoolwork and per-
ceiving it as meaningful, and experiencing a sense 
of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, and chal-
lenge. Absorption is characterized by high con-
centration on learning, whereby time passes 
quickly. Recent research has also described 
energy, dedication, and absorption as correspon-
dents of widely used emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral components of engagement (Upadyaya 
& Salmela-Aro, 2013a; Wong & Liem, 2021; see 
also Salmela-Aro et al., 2016). However, the most 
significant feature of this conceptual approach is 
that it emphasizes students’ deep engagement in 
an activity; for example, instead of classroom 
participation, the approach examines students 
being deeply engrossed in an activity.

�The Role of School Burnout

In addition to school engagement, the SD-R 
framework takes into account students’ experi-
ences of exhaustion, cynicism, and feelings of 
inadequacy in their studies, defined as symptoms 
of school burnout (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2014). School is a central context in adolescents’ 
lives. In fact, school can be seen as the primary 
workplace of adolescents, characterized as it is 
by features similar to those in adult workplaces, 
such as standard tasks and activities, deadlines, 
work responsibility, and feedback routines 
(Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Salmela-Aro, 2009). As 
in adult workplaces, adolescents contend with 
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experiences that induce anxiety or stress, thereby 
impairing their well-being. Recently, based on 
the rationale that school is a place where students 
work (Salmela-Aro & Tynkkynen, 2012), the 
concept of burnout has been extended to the 
school and education contexts (Salmela-Aro, 
2017; Walburg, 2014). School burnout as a new 
research topic has quickly gained international 
attention during the last decade, testifying to its 
perceived relevance across countries (e.g., 
Herrmann et al., 2019; May et al., 2015; Yang & 
Chen, 2016). School burnout can be observed 
among students in countries with different educa-
tional systems and academic policies, indicating 
that it is neither a culturally nor geographically 
restricted phenomenon (Walburg, 2014).

School burnout can be defined as a school-
related syndrome with three components: exhaus-
tion, negative cynical attitude toward school, and 
feelings of inadequacy as a student, referring, 
respectively, to the emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral components of school burnout 
(Salmela-Aro et  al., 2009, 2017). Exhaustion 
refers to being tired, ruminating on school-related 
issues, and experiencing sleep problems; cyni-
cism refers to an indifferent or distal attitude 
toward studying in general, a loss of interest in 
studying, and not seeing studying as meaningful; 
and sense of inadequacy as a student refers to a 
diminished feeling of academic competence, 
achievement, and accomplishment. A recent 
study revealed that about two-thirds of high 
school students suffer from school-related stress 
or even burnout (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2020).

Whereas some studies have approached 
engagement as the opposite of burnout, a large 
number of studies have suggested that burnout 
should be perceived as a separate and distinct 
psychological process that makes a unique con-
tribution to academic learning (Salmela-Aro, 
2017). Research using person-oriented approach 
has challenged the assumption of engagement 
and burnout as opposite poles of the same con-
struct by showing that engagement co-exists with 
high exhaustion and amotivation (Salmela-Aro 
et  al., 2016, 2018; Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-
Aro, 2014). For example, 30% of higher educa-

tion students simultaneously experience high 
engagement and exhaustion especially during the 
first 2 years of their studies (Salmela-Aro et al., 
2018). Even engaged-exhausted students often 
have resources and do well in their studies; they 
feel more stressed with possible failures 
(Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro, 2014). Latest 
research using growth modeling also showed that 
engagement increases, rather than reduces, the 
likelihood of being exhausted (Junker et  al., 
2021). These findings imply that burnout is not 
simply the opposite of engagement, but it is a dis-
tinct psychological factor that contributes inde-
pendently to academic and psychological 
outcomes: a student can be engaged and burned-
out at the same time.

�Study Demands-Resources Model

Originally, the conceptualization of demands-
resources stems from the literature on occupa-
tional psychology and work engagement (Bakker 
et  al., 2003; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; 
Demerouti et  al., 2001), and has successfully 
been used to describe students’ engagement 
while learning (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; 
Schaufeli et al., 2002; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 
2013a). Study Demands-Resources (SD-R) 
model conceptualizes engagement and burnout 
as positive and negative aspects of students’ 
school-related well-being and psychological 
functioning (Klusmann et  al., 2008). However, 
absence of one aspect does not necessarily indi-
cate the presence of other, that is, students with-
out burnout symptoms do not necessarily 
experience high engagement (see also Klusmann 
et  al., 2008), and different combinations of 
engagement and burnout indicate more complex-
ity related to students’ well-being and socio-
emotional skills (Salmela-Aro et al., 2021b). In 
addition, the SD-R model proposes a motiva-
tional process, which leads from resources to 
engagement and well-being, and an energetic 
process originating from high demands and lead-
ing to wearing out and burnout. As mentioned 
above, school can be seen as the main environ-
ment for students’ achievements, performing 
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daily tasks and assignments, and collaborating 
with peers; and thus the school demands-
resources model can integrate the energetic and 
motivational processes by combining simultane-
ous engagement and burnout among students 
(Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014).

Although there are a few contextual models of 
engagement in the literature (Lam et  al., 2012; 
Skinner & Pitzer, 2012; Wang et al., 2019a), the 
SD-R model has several unique contributions and 
offers a more comprehensive framework on the 
contextual, personal, and social influences. The 
first unique feature of the SD-R model lies on the 
understanding of the duality of the pathways 
between various demands, resources, and student 
engagement, unlike previous models that mostly 
focus on the promotive factors (Lam et al., 2012; 
Wang et al., 2019a). The SD-R model describes 
various psychological, social, and environmental 
demands and resources that can either hinder or 
promote engagement. Demands are factors that 
often challenge students to learn and to engage in 
school (e.g., difficult assignments) or factors that 
may hinder learning and engagement (e.g., study-
related stress), while resources are factors that 
typically support students’ learning and engage-
ment (e.g., teacher support; Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2014). Both demands and resources 
encompass factors that are present at multiple 
levels such as situational (e.g., demands and 
resources related to the learning situation or char-
acteristics of a task), intra-individual (e.g., psy-
chological demands and resources), and 
interindividual levels (e.g., social demands and 
resources), and at the school level (e.g., environ-
mental demands and resources). Concerning the 
various types of demands and resources, SD-R 
model uniquely posits that, apart from the inde-
pendent effects of demands and resources, inter-
action between them plays an influential role in 
engagement and study-related burnout. When 
demands overtake resources, it is more likely to 
lead to the energy-depleting process of wearing 
out to occur leading to burnout and decreases in 
well-being, even if the level of resources is rela-
tively high (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Also, in 
highly demanding situations, a strong support 
from the environment can promote students to 

engage in learning (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). 
In some complicated situations, high demands 
and wealthy resources may lead to increases or 
decreases in engagement in the long run (Salmela-
Aro, 2017; Salmela-Aro et al., 2016). Therefore, 
SD-R model does not only cover different levels 
of antecedents but also suggests synergistic rela-
tionships between them that further determine 
engagement and burnout.

In this chapter, we propose an expanded SD-R 
model on the basis of the previous SD-R model 
(presented by Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). 
According to the expanded model (see Fig.  1), 
high levels of school, family, social, and personal 
demands are often positively related to school 
burnout, whereas high levels of school, family, 
social, and personal resources are associated with 
student engagement (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2014).

In the following section, using the SD-R 
model, we will review demands and resources 
presented in previous literature in association 
with student engagement. First, school, family, 
social (teachers and peers), and personal demands 
are reviewed, followed by school, family, social 
(teachers and peers), and personal resources and 
reserves.

�Demands

School Demands  Numerous school-related fac-
tors, such as harsh school climate or large school 
size, can act as demands and hinder engagement. 
In addition, during challenging periods, such as 
school transitions, engagement often decreases 
drastically, which may be due to various demands 
related to the school environment (Wang & 
Eccles, 2012). For example, high school has been 
described as more rigid, structured, and less 
mastery-oriented compared to middle school, 
and after the transition to high school students’ 
engagement has been found to decline (Wang & 
Eccles, 2012). Another significant school demand 
that affects adolescents’ engagement in learning 
is the lack of safety students may experience in 
the school environment. In schools where victim-
ization behaviors and violence are high, adoles-
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Fig. 1  Study Demands-Resources model

cent students’ classroom engagement (i.e., 
teacher-reported schoolwork behaviors) is often 
low (r  =  −0.24; Côté-Lussier & Fitzpatrick, 
2016), and the proportion of low performers is 
high (Herrero Romero et  al., 2019). Moreover, 
among ethnic minority students, experiences of 
racial discrimination at school impede their aca-
demic engagement (e.g., academic curiosity and 
persistence; β  =  −0.07 to −0.30; Leath et  al., 
2019; see also Galindo et al., chapter “Expanding 
an Equity Understanding of Student Engagement: 
The Macro (Social) and Micro (School) 
Contexts”, this volume).

Classroom Demands  In the classrooms, 
demands related to schoolwork and teachers’ 
instruction may prevent adolescents from engag-
ing in learning. For example, students’ percep-
tions concerning the general level of challenge in 
their assignments and obstructive behaviors by 
teachers (e.g., failing to respond to students, poor 
lesson plans) reduce students’ engagement (i.e., 
situational cognitive and emotional engagement) 
in the classroom (β = −0.11 to −0.14 under emo-
tional obstruction; Strati et al., 2017). Some class-
room activities may also manifest as demands in 
learning situations. A cross-national study among 

Finnish and US adolescents demonstrated that, 
compared to other classroom activities, students 
in science classrooms reported lower levels of 
engagement (i.e., report of being interested, 
skilled, and challenged) when they were writing, 
being tested, or listening (Inkinen et  al., 2019). 
Moreover, engagement may vary by academic 
domains and the level of challenge they present to 
each student. For example, in highly demanding 
domains such as mathematics, students report less 
behavioral/cognitive and emotional engagement 
than in less demanding domains such as physical 
education (Pöysä et al., 2018).

Family Demands  Families are embedded 
within larger structural contexts that influence 
engagement directly and indirectly through 
parental beliefs and expectations concerning 
their children (Reschly & Christenson, 2019). 
Several parental behaviors, such as parental mon-
itoring and involvement, often serve as resources 
for students’ engagement (Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2013b; Wilder, 2014). However, some 
parental behaviors may manifest as demands. For 
example, adolescents who experience harsh par-
enting behaviors often report low self-control 
capabilities, manifested as difficulties in engag-
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ing in learning (i.e., behavioral/cognitive/emo-
tional/agentic engagement; r = −0.15 to −0.24; 
Wang et al., 2018b). High pressure placed by par-
ents on their children is associated with low emo-
tional and behavioral engagement (r = −0.06 to 
−0.18; Raufelder et al., 2015).

Some family demographic factors may also 
present as demands for engagement. Immigrant 
status, low achievement, and social adversity 
have been found to be risk factors for engage-
ment (Motti-Stefanidi et  al., 2015), suggesting 
that young immigrants may disengage from 
school to protect themselves from academic fail-
ure. For example, immigrant students were found 
to disengage from their studies more often than 
their nonimmigrant/native peers (Motti-Stefanidi 
& Masten, 2013). In Finland, a cynical attitude 
toward school (i.e., cynicism), often similar to 
disengagement, has become more common 
toward the end of comprehensive education, and 
among recently immigrated boys (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2018). Li and Lerner (2011) also found that 
immigrant and minority students followed prob-
lematic behavioral and emotional engagement 
paths. Moreover, family social-economic status 
(SES) can also influence adolescents’ engage-
ment. Studies have consistently found that ado-
lescents from low SES families are less likely 
engaged in schoolwork (Park et al., 2012; Tang 
et al., 2019).

Social Demands  Social demands at school 
include poor relationships and difficult social 
situations, and may involve multiple players such 
as teachers and peers.

Teachers as Social Demands  Teachers are influ-
ential actors in determining students’ engage-
ment. Apart from the instructional and 
management demands mentioned above, socio-
emotional demands related to teachers are 
another factor affecting academic engagement. 
Hughes and Cao (2018) followed the same group 
of adolescents and teachers for 7 years, including 
during the transition to middle school. They 
found that, in general, teachers reported a decline 
in affective behaviors and an increase in conflicts 

with students. Moreover, the slope of the changes 
mattered. A positive growth in conflict predicted 
lower behavioral engagement (β  =  −0.13 to 
−0.77). Thus, this study implied that to keep stu-
dents engaged it is not enough to consider the 
initial levels of warmth and conflict but also their 
rate of change.

Peers as Social Demands  Recent research has 
sought to understand how peer contexts influence 
engagement through selection and socialization 
processes, social acceptance, and peer rejection 
processes. Students tend to adjust their engage-
ment to the levels of their peer group (Wang 
et  al., 2018b; see also Knifsend et  al., chapter 
“The Role of Peer Relationships on Academic 
and Extracurricular Engagement in School”, this 
volume). Moreover, adolescents often select 
peers who share similar levels of behavioral 
engagement (Kindermann, 2016). Peer interac-
tions among adolescents are complex and multi-
dimensional and can take many forms from best 
friend dyads to large friendship groups (e.g., Seo 
& Huang, 2012). Peer similarity extends to learn-
ing, well-being, school engagement, and aca-
demic achievement (Kindermann, 2016; Li et al., 
2011). A recent study showed how a student’s 
position in his/her ego network was associated 
with indicators of disengagement: adolescents 
who experienced social exclusion or, in some 
cases, rejection were at increased risk for school 
burnout (Rimpelä et al., 2020).

Contrary to a common belief, friendships do 
not always protect adolescents. Friendships also 
induce stress, and friend-related stress is signifi-
cantly associated with low level of cognitive and 
behavioral engagement in schoolwork (r = −0.04 
to −0.21, except one case at 0.04) and high-risk 
behaviors (Benner et al., 2020). Moreover, insta-
bility of adolescent friendship creates tensions 
between peers, thus hampering students’ 
cognitive/behavioral engagement in schoolwork 
(β = −0.17), and finally impairing their academic 
achievement (Lessard & Juvonen, 2018). 
Furthermore, victimization behaviors by peers, 
such as kicking/pushing/hitting, name calling, 
teasing, socially isolating others, are detrimental 
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to adolescents’ engagement (i.e., an aggregated 
score of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
engagement; r = −0.06, β = −0.16; Totura et al., 
2014), particularly for emotional engagement 
(Forster et al., 2019).

Personal Demands  Personal demands are indi-
vidual factors that create difficulties for adoles-
cents’ learning and engagement at school. Those 
factors may include cognitive/learning difficul-
ties, mental health problems, misconduct, or 
challenging personality traits. For example, stu-
dents with attention/deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) have been found to be less engaged in 
school (i.e., less school and peer connectedness, 
lower motivation) and more likely to be sus-
pended from school than those without ADHD 
(Zendarski et  al., 2017). For regular students 
without learning difficulties, they are also likely 
to have low levels of school engagement (i.e., 
behavioral and emotional engagement), when 
suffering from internalizing symptoms such as 
depression (β = −0.08 to −0.09; Stiles & Gudiño, 
2018), externalizing symptoms (β  =  −0.11 to 
−0.13; Stiles & Gudiño, 2018), and problem 
behaviors (β = −0.03 to −0.12; particularly for 
behavioral engagement, β  =  −0.10 to −0.12; 
Archambault et al., 2017).

Notes on Demands  As we have emphasized in 
this chapter, the relationships between demands 
and engagement/burnout are not always 
straightforward. Idiosyncratic appraisal pro-
cesses can also play an important role in deciding 
whether a demand is beneficial or detrimental. 
For example, Putwain et  al. (2017) studied stu-
dents’ reactions toward a stressful event, passing 
an important course. Their study showed that stu-
dents are more likely to learn when a demanding 
event was appraised as an opportunity than when 
it was appraised as a threat. In addition, Verkuyten 
et al. (2019) theorized that ethnic/racial minority 
students may, in certain situations, pursue aca-
demic engagement as an instrumental way to 
escape a discriminatory environment. For those 
students, being exposed to discrimination may, 
unexpectedly, promote academic engagement. 

These studies remind us that attention should 
also be paid to individuals’ perceptions and eval-
uations of specific demanding factors.

�Resources

Resources are factors that generally facilitate stu-
dent engagement and include multilayered fac-
tors that range from the school level to personal 
level.

School and Classroom Resources  Resources at 
the school level mostly refer to structural factors 
such as facilities and infrastructure, or to school 
services, instructional and management factors, 
and the psychological atmosphere. Most recent 
studies have focused on the latter group. A few 
studies have tapped into the structural aspects. 
School safety has been a prominent topic: two 
studies unanimously showed that perceived 
school safety helped students to engage in school-
work (r = 0.24; Côté-Lussier & Fitzpatrick, 2016) 
and generally in school (i.e., behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive engagement; r = 0.18–0.35; 
Storlie & Toomey, 2020). In the school context, 
students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement are associated with school emotional 
atmosphere (r = 0.33–0.44; Datu & Park, 2019), 
and teachers’ academic and emotional support 
(r  =  0.31–0.38; Liu et  al., 2018). In addition, 
teachers who provide clear instructions, con-
structive feedback, and strong guidance have 
often engaged students in terms of behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement (r = 0.30–
0.36; Jang et al., 2010). High-quality pedagogy, 
and learning tasks that incorporate hands-on 
activities and real-world applications also tend to 
keep students engaged (i.e., being momentarily 
engaged in schoolwork; Maestrales et al., 2021; 
Shernoff et al., 2016).

Family Resources  Family is an environment 
that can provide ample resources, including 
financial, cultural, social, emotional, and educa-
tional resources. Adolescents from wealthy or 
high SES families are more likely to have good 
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academic, cultural, and recreational environ-
ments thus rendering them less likely to burnout 
at school (r = −0.18 to −0.26; Luo et al., 2016). 
Parents also have a role in shaping student 
engagement. Several studies have shown that 
parental involvement, affection, monitoring, and 
support all promote student engagement with 
school (Im et  al., 2016; Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2013b; Wang & Eccles, 2012; Wilder, 
2014). Parental involvement, whether in the form 
of parents’ knowledge of school activities 
(β  =  0.21–0.32 for behavioral engagement; Im 
et  al., 2016) or parent-teacher communication 
and autonomy support (r  =  0.45–0.50 for three 
engagement components; Li et  al., 2019), has 
been found to be a significant factor increasing 
student engagement. Close and supportive rela-
tionships, including parental affection in general 
(i.e., affective support and warmth from one’s 
parents), typically increase adolescents’ engage-
ment (i.e., energy, dedication, absorption) in 
schoolwork (r  =  0.15–0.27; Upadyaya & 
Salmela-Aro, 2013b) and behavioral, emotional, 
and cognitive engagement (r  =  0.29–0.31; Sun 
et  al., 2020). Parental autonomy support may 
serve as an environmental protective factor, while 
the more sources of autonomy support one has, 
the lower one’s school burnout particularly at the 
high school (β  =  −0.12 to −0.13; Duineveld 
et  al., 2017). Multiple sources of support may 
serve adolescent students as ecological assets 
that, together with high student engagement, pro-
mote positive youth development and a successful 
school-to-work transition, which in turn is a pre-
cursor of successful career development (Lerner 
et al., 2015).

Social Resources  Social connections and relat-
edness with parents, teachers, peers, and supervi-
sors serve as sources of support for students/
young adults by promoting high engagement, 
adjustment to transitions, and positive educa-
tional and vocational success (King, 2015; 
Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013a; Wang & 
Eccles, 2012). In fact, this has been one of most 
studied themes during the past decade. Wang and 
Eccles (2012) found that social support provided 

by teachers, parents, and peers all contributed to 
students’ engagement measured by school com-
pliance, school identification, participation in 
extracurricular activities, and perceived value of 
learning. More specifically, the study demon-
strated that the effects of social support on school 
engagement differed by the sources of social sup-
port and domain of engagement. For example, 
teachers’ social support had greater impact on 
school identification and the perceived value of 
learning, whereas peer social support was stron-
ger in determining participation in extracurricu-
lar activities. King (2015) further demonstrated 
that perceived peer relatedness, in comparison to 
perceived parent and teacher relatedness, was the 
strongest factor predicting behavioral and emo-
tional engagement (r = 0.23–0.43) and disaffec-
tion (r  =  −0.22 to −0.46). However, only 
perceived parent relatedness contributed to the 
development of disaffection (β = −0.11). These 
results indicate that the complex relationships 
between multidimensional engagement and the 
ecological-social support systems that adoles-
cents have in their life merit further study.

Teachers as Social Resources  Social resources 
provided by teachers can refer to the relation-
ships between teachers and adolescents (Martin 
& Collie, 2019; Roorda et al., 2017), the support 
adolescents receive from teachers (Quin et  al., 
2018), teacher characteristics such as enthusiasm 
or affection (Keller et al., 2014), or to emotional 
support and transmission embedded in knowl-
edge instruction in classroom practices (Pöysä 
et al., 2019; Reyes et al., 2012). In one large-scale 
longitudinal study, Martin and Collie (2019) 
focused on the relative balance of positive and 
negative teacher-student relationships and their 
effects on students’ behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive engagement. They found that a positive 
teacher-student relationship was beneficial for 
three types of engagement. When positive rela-
tionships outweighed negative relationships, 
engagement increased significantly (β  =  0.13–
0.16). These effects also held for curvilinear 
associations. Thus, the results showed that there 
is no point along the curve that counteracts the 
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beneficial effect of a positive relationship. The 
message is straightforward: the better the rela-
tionship between teachers and students, the better 
their students’ engagement (i.e., behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement). Other 
studies have unanimously supported these find-
ings on the important role of teachers’ social and 
emotional support in adolescent students’ behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement (Liu 
et al., 2018; Pöysä et al., 2019; Quin et al., 2018).

Peers as Social Resources  One of the most 
researched topics in recent engagement literature 
has been peer influence (Salmela-Aro et  al., 
2021a). Many studies have examined the role of 
peer influence on student engagement and shown 
that such influences become more prominent dur-
ing adolescence. In general, good peer relation-
ships (r = 0.11–0.32; Mikami et al., 2017), quality 
friendships (r  =  0.23–0.43; King, 2015), high 
peer-nominated popularity (r = 0.07–0.11; Zhang 
et al., 2019), and a high amount of peer support 
(r = 0.09–0.12; Wang & Eccles, 2012) promote 
students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement in school and in learning. Studies 
using social-network analysis also found that 
socially active and popular students were more 
engaged (i.e., energy, dedication, absorption) in 
schoolwork and were at lower risk for burnout 
than less active and less popular students 
(Rimpelä et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2018a). Two 
adolescents were more likely to become friends if 
both were engaged in learning; this, in turn, rein-
forced their engagement in studying. This study 
thus indicates a feedback loop of peer influence 
on engagement. It may also remind us of the neg-
ative feedback loop in which adolescents whose 
friends are disengaged are also likely to disen-
gage from school, thus making it hard to escape a 
disadvantaged environment (Schwartz et  al., 
2016; see more discussions in the Demands 
section).

Personal Resources  Personal resources are 
individual factors that promote student engage-
ment and hinder burnout. Such factors include 

cognitive resources, emotional/motivational 
resources, socio-emotional skills, and personality 
traits. Many studies have focused on these factors 
during the past decade (Salmela-Aro et  al., 
2021a). For example, socio-cognitive factors 
such as achievement goal orientations (Tuominen 
et al., 2020) have been found to increase student 
engagement (i.e., energy, dedication, absorption; 
r  =  0.34–0.48) and reduce school burnout 
(r = −0.03 to −0.44). Even general well-being, 
for example, life satisfaction (Heffner & 
Antaramian, 2016) as personal affective 
resources, has been found to increase behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive student engagement 
(β = 0.24–0.28). Personal resources can also act 
as mediators on the pathways between contextual 
and social demands-resources and student 
engagement, including, for example, self-efficacy 
(r = 0.49; Sun et al., 2020) and grit/perseverance 
(r  =  0.44–0.46; Tang et  al., 2019). One recent 
large-scale study (over 60,000 secondary school 
students) also demonstrated growth goal as a per-
sonal resource can act as a mediator and a mod-
erator (Martin et  al., 2021). The study showed 
that, first, teacher’s instructional support as a 
classroom resource affects the development of 
engagement directly (i.e., behavioral and cogni-
tive engagement; Martin et  al., 2021). Second, 
students’ growth goal mediates the pathways 
between instructional support and engagement 
(indirect effect = 0.08–0.24, except for organiza-
tion and clarity; Martin et  al., 2021). The same 
study further showed that growth goal can moti-
vate the students who are from low socio-
economic status families (i.e., high family 
demands) to have better engagement than those 
from high SES families (Martin et al., 2021).

Socio-emotional Skills  The OECD (2021) has 
identified key socio-emotional skills, which 
serve as personal resources of students’ well-
being and engagement (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2020; Guo et  al., 2022). Socio-
emotional skills can be described within five 
broader clusters or “Big Five” domains, each of 
them referring to a set of underlying socio-emo-
tional skills. These five domains include task 
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performance (e.g., persistence, self-control, 
grit), emotional regulation (e.g., optimism, stress 
resistance, academic buoyancy), engaging with 
others (e.g., social engagement, belongingness, 
lack of loneliness), collaboration (e.g., coopera-
tion, trust), and open-mindedness (e.g., curios-
ity, creativity; Kankaraš et  al., 2019; OECD, 
2021). Relying on self-report measures, recent 
research has shown that socio-emotional skills 
support engagement in schoolwork (i.e., energy, 
dedication, absorption; r = 0.20–0.36) and pro-
tect against burnout (r = −0.03 to −0.56) among 
high school students (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2020). In addition, changes in schoolwork 
engagement (i.e., energy, dedication, absorption) 
and school burnout during COVID-19 were 
associated with changes in socio-emotional 
skills (Salmela-Aro et  al., 2021b). Especially, 
increases in schoolwork engagement are associ-
ated with increases in curiosity, grit, and aca-
demic buoyancy, whereas decreases in school 
burnout are associated with decreases in social 
engagement and belongingness, and increases in 
loneliness (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2020; 
Salmela-Aro et  al., 2021b). Moreover, besides 
serving as important personal resources, the role 
of socio-emotional skills is especially high-
lighted during school transitions when demands 
related to socio-emotional regulation increase 
and students need to navigate through changing 
school environments (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2020), as well as during challenging societal 
times, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
drastically changed the educational environment 
of millions of students worldwide (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2021b).

�Interaction and Accumulation 
of Demands and Resources

As we described earlier, one of the strengths of 
the SD-R model is its contribution to theorizing 
on the multiplicative effects of demands and 
resources in affecting engagement. These effects, 
however, have largely been neglected in other 
models (Lam et  al., 2012; Wang et  al., 2019a). 
Recent research has witnessed a broad range of 

studies in search of synergistic effects between 
demands and resources. For example, students’ 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement 
were better in classrooms where teachers pro-
vided more structure (e.g., imposing high expec-
tation, providing strong guidance) and more 
autonomy support (r  =  0.33–0.44; Hospel & 
Galand, 2016). These results illustrate a boosting 
effect that often occurs between two resources, 
when one resource boosts the effect of the other 
resource (here structure and autonomy support) 
leading to high engagement. Similarly, buffering 
effects often occur when one resource buffers 
against the negative impact of demands on aca-
demic well-being. For instance, a study with high 
school students found that both emotional intel-
ligence and teachers’ emotional support can 
reduce the level of burnout (r = −0.36 to −0.40; 
Romano et  al., 2020). However, when students 
simultaneously experienced academic anxiety, 
the protective role of resources was significantly 
weakened (Romano et al., 2020).

Demands-resources interaction has often been 
found in the social domain. For instance, Moses 
and Villodas (2017) studied adversity among 
adolescents (e.g., living in poverty, being mal-
treated by caregivers) and found that high-quality 
peer relationships reduced the negative effects of 
adversities on student engagement in prosocial 
activities. Similarly, among adolescents who are 
victims of bullying, the better their school cli-
mate (operationalized as good teacher-student 
relationships, student-student relationships, fair-
ness of rules, clarity of expectations, school 
safety, and respect for diversity), the more likely 
they are to have high emotional and cognitive-
behavioral engagement compared to counterparts 
in a negative school climate (Yang et al., 2018). 
In addition, parents’ racial socialization protects 
ethnic/racial minority adolescents who experi-
ence discrimination from low achievement and 
low educational aspirations (Wang & Huguley, 
2012). The aforementioned studies highlight the 
importance of further examining the multiplica-
tive effects of demands and resources. Demands-
resources interaction may occur in the same 
environment (e.g., school demands  ×  school 
resources) or spillover to different contexts (e.g., 
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family demands  ×  personal resources; personal 
resources × school demands).

When examining demands and resources it is 
important to note that demands and resources do 
not occur in vacuum but interact with each other 
and accumulate over time (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2017). Building on the conservation of resources 
(COR) theory (Hobfoll, 2001; Hobfoll et  al., 
2018), students with high initial resources tend to 
gain more resources later on (often called gain 
spirals), whereas constant high demands may 
lead to losses of one’s finite personal resources 
leading to loss spirals. Accumulation of resources 
(gain spirals) helps in building one’s resource 
reserves that serve for confronting future 
demands, whereas loss spirals may weaken exist-
ing resource reserves (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2017). Thus, people do not employ key resources 
solely as a response to demands but also in order 
to build reserves of resources for future use 
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). For example, students who 
have multiple sources of support (teachers, par-
ents, peers) show high motivation and behavioral 
engagement in science (Simpkins et  al., 2020). 
Further, students have an active role in building 
their own resources and confronting demands, 
and just as employees craft their jobs, students 
can make their studies more manageable by craft-
ing the demands and resources they have. For 
example, whenever possible, university students 
can make decisions about the amount and peri-
odic timing of their study courses, and whether 
and how much they choose to work and have 
other extracurricular activities simultaneously 
with their studies. In order to support students 
with such decisions, universities could provide 
introductory lectures on time management and 
self-care. Among younger students, parents can 
help in building a sustainable study schedule and 
environment.

�Outcomes of Engagement 
and Burnout

Both engagement and burnout have notable 
interconnections with academic and psychologi-
cal functioning (Lam et  al., 2012; Madigan & 

Curran, 2020; Wang et al., 2019a). Experiencing 
a high level of engagement (e.g., schoolwork 
engagement) is beneficial for students’ academic 
performance, well-being, and future success in 
life (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013a). Students 
scoring higher on schoolwork engagement are 
more likely to have higher GPA (e.g., r = 0.20–
0.26, Tang et  al., 2019; r  =  0.19–0.46, Wang 
et  al., 2015) and educational aspirations 
(r  =  0.26–0.32, Tang et  al., 2019), and fewer 
depressive symptoms (r = –0.03 to –0.24; Wang 
et  al., 2015). Students who experience positive 
trajectories of behavioral and emotional engage-
ment are less depressed (r = –0.12 to –0.29) and 
less likely to be involved in delinquency and 
substance abuse (r = –0.07 to –0.33), and have 
better academic outcomes (r = 0.09–0.41; Li & 
Lerner, 2011). In turn, school burnout is linked 
to negative indicators, such as high rates of sub-
stance use and problem behaviors (β  =  0.03–
0.22; Henry et  al., 2012) and psychological 
symptoms (r = 0.28–0.51; Tang et al., 2021). A 
recent meta-analysis (Madigan & Curran, 2020), 
with more than 100,000 students, showed that 
academic burnout was negatively associated 
with academic achievement (r = –0.24). In par-
ticular, feelings of inadequacy and academic 
attainment were negatively associated 
(r = –0.39).

In support of the SD-R model, longitudinal 
studies have shown that engagement spills over 
from the domain-specific school context to gen-
eral ill- and well-being (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2014). Student burnout predicts later 
depressive symptoms, whereas student engage-
ment predicts later life satisfaction (see also 
Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2017). Moreover, 
student burnout and engagement not only spill-
over to well-being but also to further educational 
choices, achievements, and pathways. 
Longitudinal studies show that student engage-
ment predicts higher grades (Kiuru et al., 2020), 
a successful transition from high school to ter-
tiary studies (Vasalampi et al., 2018) and onward 
(Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013b), and later 
satisfaction with choice of career and educa-
tional pathways (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 
2015). Student burnout, in turn, predicts involun-
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tary gap years after high school, decreases in 
educational aspirations, and a fourfold greater 
likelihood of dropping out (Bask & Salmela-
Aro, 2013). In line with the stage-environment 
fit theory (Eccles & Roeser, 2009), the risk for 
school burnout is greater when the school con-
text does not support student’s psychological 
needs.

�Conclusion

In this chapter, we propose a new framework, the 
Study Demands-Resources model, to integrate 
what we have found in the literature and to indi-
cate new directions for the field. The SD-R model 
highlights the interplay of demands and resources 
in determining engagement and burnout. This is 
important as more studies move into momentary-
level and digital/online research. In these situa-
tions, there is a need to examine the dynamic 
process of engagement and the dynamic interplay 
between environmental and individual factors. 
As we write this chapter, the world is experienc-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic that has forced mil-
lions of students to study online or at a distance. 
Remote learning will inevitably set new demands 
but will also provide new resources to support 
adolescents’ engagement. It is foreseeable that 
remote learning will be further integrated into the 
regular school day and thus have profound impli-
cations for engagement research in the future.
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Abstract

Agentic engagement is one type of engage-
ment, but it may be the most important type 
for students of the twenty-first century. 
Agentic engagement is what students say and 
do to create a more supportive learning envi-
ronment for themselves (e.g., offer their input, 
express a preference, find interesting things to 
do). Through their agency and initiative, stu-
dents personalize and upgrade the quality of 
their surrounding learning environment. This 
upgrade (e.g., teachers become more support-
ive, activities become more interesting, 
resources surface) catalyzes students’ motiva-
tional satisfactions, positive development, and 
academic progress. Given these benefits, we 
consider the possible design and implementa-
tion of student-focused agentic engagement 
interventions. We outline what a possible 
intervention might look like, and we offer our 
recommendations for how to design and 
implement such future intervention work.

To be truly educated means to be in a position to 
inquire and create on the basis of the resources 
available to you, to know where to look, to know 
how to formulate serious questions, to question 
standard doctrine, to find your own way, to shape 
the questions that are worth pursuing, and to 
develop the path to pursue them.
That means knowing and understanding many 
things, but also much more importantly than what 
you have stored in your mind, to know where to 
look, how to look, how to question, how to chal-
lenge, how to proceed independently to deal with 
the challenges that the world presents to you and 
that you develop in the course of your self-
education and inquiry and investigations in coop-
eration and in solidarity with others—that’s what 
an educational system should cultivate from kin-
dergarten to graduate school.
– Noam Chomsky

For 100 years—from Dewey to Bloom—educa-
tors have contrasted two visions for an educa-
tional system. The traditional system is 
curricular- and teacher-centric in which an expert 
presents information for students to digest, while 
a progressive system encourages students to 
question everything and think through things for 
themselves. To date, engagement scholars have 
nicely explained how to promote student engage-
ment within a traditional system. Essentially, the 
teacher presents a valued learning activity and 
then encourages students to behaviorally, emo-
tionally, and cognitively engage in that activity. 
Then, through their effort (behavioral engage-
ment), interest (emotional engagement), and 
deep information processing (cognitive engage-
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ment), students profit from that learning experi-
ence (e.g., they learn, develop skill, improve their 
performance). However, engagement scholars 
have not yet explained how to promote student 
engagement within a progressive system.

This is a major omission, as the engagement 
literature too much treats students as recipients of 
education and less as agents who, in the words of 
Chomsky, know how “to inquire and create on 
the basis of the resources available to you, to 
know where to look, to know how to formulate 
serious questions, to question standard doctrine, 
to find your own way, to shape the questions that 
are worth pursuing, and to develop the path to 
pursue them.” In this chapter, we turn our atten-
tion toward twenty-first century youth and 
twenty-first century instruction to help educators 
appreciate agentic engagement and understand 
how to catalyze and support it.

Before turning to student engagement in the 
twenty-first century, it is helpful to pause and 
assess where we see the engagement research lit-
erature today. In the first edition of this Handbook 
(Christenson et  al., 2012), we defined engage-
ment as “the extent of student’s active involve-
ment in a learning activity” (Reeve, 2012, p. 150). 
We further suggested that students displayed this 
“active involvement” in three interconnected 
ways—behaviorally (effort, persistence), emo-
tionally (interest, enjoyment), and cognitively 
(elaboration, critical thinking). Behavioral 
engagement refers to the observable action stu-
dents take to be on-task and exerting effort. It is 
typically conceptualized and measured in terms 
of students’ on-task attention, effort, and persis-
tence (Skinner et al., 2009b). Emotional engage-
ment refers to the quality of the affective 
connection students have with the task at hand. It 
is typically conceptualized and measured in 
terms of students’ interest and enjoyment 
(Skinner et  al., 2009a). Cognitive engagement 
refers to action taken to optimize one’s thinking 
processes—usually to focus one’s attention, 
understand what one is trying to learn, or to 
problem-solve through an obstacle. It is typically 
conceptualized and measured in terms of concen-
tration, attentional control, problem-solving, 

critical thinking, the use of self-regulatory strate-
gies, and the use of sophisticated and strategic 
learning strategies (e.g., elaboration; Senko & 
Miles, 2008).

Since that publication, we expanded our think-
ing to focus on engagement’s dark side—namely, 
disengagement (Jang et  al., 2016). Like others 
(Skinner et  al., 2009b), we conceptualized 
engagement and disengagement as two distinct 
classroom phenomena with behavioral disen-
gagement reflecting doing just enough to get by 
(but no more), emotional disengagement reflect-
ing task-rejecting emotions such as boredom and 
discouragement, and cognitive disengagement 
capturing mental disorganization (e.g., “I don’t 
know what to study or where to start” (Elliot 
et al., 1999, p. 563). This dual-process model is 
warranted because engagement best predicts stu-
dents’ extent of academic flourishing (e.g., learn-
ing, performance, skill development), while 
disengagement best predicts students’ extent of 
academic floundering (e.g., absenteeism, drop-
out, defiance; Jang et al., 2016).

Today, students not only react to the learning 
activities their teachers and textbooks provide 
with varying levels of behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive engagement and disengagement. 
Students of the twenty-first century are much 
more likely to proact—to create, enrich, and pur-
sue their own learning goals and their own learn-
ing activities. Learning and developing in the 
twenty-first century take place in the age of infor-
mation. Students still have their teachers and text-
books, but they further seek out information and 
resources of their own (e.g., Duolingo app), as 
well as their own teachers and role models (e.g., 
YouTube videos). The twenty-first century is not 
only the age of information; it is the age of agency. 
Empowered with a sense of agency, students iden-
tify for themselves what matters, they explore and 
influence the world around them, and they become 
authors of their own learning, development, and 
life. Because of this, we suggest that engagement 
researchers need to expand and extend their exist-
ing conceptualization of engagement and disen-
gagement as rooted not just in behavior, emotion, 
and cognition but also in agency.
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�Agent, Agency, and Agentic 
Engagement

An agent is someone who takes action to improve 
his or her circumstances and surroundings 
(Bandura, 2006, 2018). An agent initiates a 
causal, intentional change in the surrounding 
environment. In the context of education, an 
agent is someone who takes action to improve 
their learning conditions.

Agency is motivation—the motivation to 
intentionally influence and produce desired 
effects on the environment. Agency as motivation 
includes desire, intention, and a sense of purpose 
to produce intentional and strategic changes in 
the environment. This motivation is multisourced, 
as it arises from the students’ self-efficacy beliefs, 
psychological needs (autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness), intrinsic motivation, personal 
goals, and personal growth strivings (Reeve & 
Shin, 2020). For a student, agency means want-
ing and desiring to go beyond just passively 
receiving the instruction one is exposed to and, 
instead, contributing constructively into that 
instruction to improve it in some important way, 
such as by rendering it more interesting and more 
personally relevant. Agency motivation fuels 
agentic engagement.

Agentic engagement is action and behavior. 
Agentic engagement represents all those behav-
iors the student initiates to change their circum-
stances for the better (Reeve, 2013). Formally 
defined, agentic engagement is the student’s con-
structive contribution into the flow of instruction 
they receive; it is what students say and do to cre-
ate a more motivationally supportive learning 
environment for themselves (Matos et al., 2018; 
Reeve, 2013). Less formally, it is simply what 
students say and do from one moment to the next 
to improve their learning conditions. Its opposite 
is passivity (or “agentic disengagement”; Reeve 
et al., 2020b). The passive student simply receives 
and accepts “as is” whatever instruction, activi-
ties, resources, assigned goals, learning opportu-
nities, learning partners, mentors, events, and 
circumstances happen to come his or her way. In 
contrast, the agentically engaged learner is full of 
personal initiative (agency motivation) and action 

(agentic engagement) to optimize those same 
learning conditions—or to make sure that better 
conditions come his or her way.

Agentic engagement (one type of engage-
ment) is the proactive, reciprocal, and education-
ally constructive action students initiate to 
catalyze their own learning and personal devel-
opment (Bandura, 2006; Reeve, 2013). It is pro-
active in the sense the student takes action before, 
and during, a learning experience begins (e.g., 
make a suggestion, offer some input, express a 
preference) in the hope that the provider of the 
learning environment (the teacher) will adjust the 
lesson so that it more aligns with the student’s 
interests and goals. The agentically engaged stu-
dent speaks up to “make a difference” in the flow 
of instruction they receive, often by making a 
choice (selecting a book or YouTube video) or 
expressing a preference (“I’m interested in Mars! 
Can we talk about that?”).

It is reciprocal in that the student seeks a pat-
tern of teacher–student interaction in which the 
student’s input and suggestions affect and trans-
form what the teacher says, does, and provides 
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2018), just as what the teacher 
says and does affects and transforms what the 
student says and does (Sameroff, 2009). The 
agentically engaged student sees the teacher as an 
interpersonal resource and source of support to 
create highly favorable and motivationally sup-
portive learning conditions.

It is educationally constructive in that the pur-
pose of agentic engagement is to make academic 
progress (e.g., learn, develop skill, improve per-
formance; Reeve, 2013; Reeve et  al., 2020a; 
Reeve & Tseng, 2011). If the student’s input, 
suggestions, and preferences are off topic (i.e., 
not constructive toward academic progress), then 
such activity is something other than agentic 
engagement (e.g., distraction, avoidance, com-
plaining, disruption, entertainment, defiance).

To communicate the essence of agentic 
engagement and disengagement, Table  1 pro-
vides the five items to assess agentic engagement 
and the five items to assess agentic disengage-
ment from the Agentic Engagement Questionnaire 
(AEQ; Jang et al., 2016; Reeve, 2013). When the 
AEQ has been used in classroom-based research 
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Table 1  The 10-item, 2-scale Agentic Engagement 
Questionnaire (AEQ)

AEQ
Instructions. Please respond to each of the following 
statements by indicating the degree to which you agree 
or disagree with the statement as it applies to your 
experience in this particular class.

Strongly 
disagree

Agree 
and 
disagree 
equally

Strongly 
agree

Agentic engagement items
1. � I let my 

teacher know 
what I need 
and want.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. � I let my 
teacher know 
what I am 
interested in.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. � During this 
class, I 
express my 
preferences 
and opinions.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. � During class, I 
ask questions 
to help me 
learn.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5. � When I need 
something in 
this class, I’ll 
ask the teacher 
for it.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Agentic disengagement items
1. � Most of the 

time in this 
class, I am 
passive.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. � Most of the 
time in this 
class, I am 
silent and 
unresponsive.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. � During this 
class, I hide 
from the 
teacher what I 
am thinking 
about.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. �  In this class, I 
avoid asking 
any questions.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5. � In this class, I 
do only what I 
am told to 
do—nothing 
more.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Table 2  Illustrative examples of students’ agentic 
engagement

Act of agentic 
engagement Illustrative student quotation
Let the teacher know 
what you want.

“I want to learn about life on 
Mars.”

Let the teacher know 
what you are 
interested in.

“Creativity—I am interested 
in creativity.”

Express a preference. “Reading Shakespeare is 
nice, but I would prefer to 
watch the movie version. 
May we do that?”

Offer input. “Could we practice this 
language in a real setting, and 
not just memorize note 
cards?”

Make a suggestion. “A trip to the computer lab 
would be helpful; could we 
do that?”

Make a 
recommendation.

“Can we start with a 
demonstration?”

Ask for a say in what 
to do and how to do 
it.

“May we work with a 
partner?”

Generate options. “I would like to add a 
drawing to my essay; may I 
do that?”

Ask “why?” 
questions.

“Why do we need to wear 
these safety goggles?”

Ask a question to help 
you learn.

“I don’t get it; why is the 
periodic table arranged in 
these columns and rows?”

Ask for support and 
guidance.

“Could you show me how to 
do this?”
“Could you give an 
example?”

Ask the teacher for 
needed resources.

“Could we have a little more 
time?”

Recommend a goal to 
pursue.

“I want to learn all 12 cranial 
nerves.”

Personalize the 
learning experience.

“Learning about the economy 
is interesting.
Can I do a special project on 
the stock market?”

Communicate likes 
and dislikes.

“What I like most about 
painting is mixing the olors.”

(most often with Korean adolescents), it has 
shown strong psychometric properties (internal 
consistency [αs > 0.80], discriminant validity vs. 
measures of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement), and a reliable capacity to predict 
important student outcomes (e.g., achievement, 
teacher-provided autonomy support; Jang et al., 
2016; Reeve et al., 2020a). In addition, Table 2 
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provides 15 specific examples of what agenti-
cally engaged K-12 students say and do during 
classroom instruction. Each example is paired 
with an illustrative student quotation (adapted 
from Reeve & Shin, 2020).

Essentially, what agentically engaged students 
do in a classroom setting is speak up to give voice 
to their interests, preferences, priorities, and 
goals. They do this not only to change their learn-
ing conditions for the better but also to “take 
ownership over their own learning” (Mynard & 
Shelton-Strong, 2022). What this looks like out-
side of the classroom (e.g., trying to learn a for-
eign language on one’s own) involves selecting a 
preferred environment, finding peers with similar 
interests and goals, securing helpful resources, 
setting and pursuing intrinsic goals, choosing 
which activities and materials to spend time with, 
exploring one’s surroundings for new opportuni-
ties, asking competent others for guidance and 
support, finding expert role models to observe 
and emulate, developing personal standards of 
what constitutes progress, finding new technolo-
gies, prioritizing one’s time to do one thing rather 
than another, and basically taking ownership over 
one’s own learning and developing.

�Agentic Engagement Within 
the Larger Engagement Framework

Engagement has a special place in educational 
practice because of its close predictive relation to 
important educational outcomes, such as achieve-
ment and graduation (Abbott-Chapman et  al., 
2014; Ladd & Dinella, 2009). And, among the 
antecedent conditions that predict these impor-
tant educational outcomes, engagement warrants 
a special status because it is a malleable, even a 
highly malleable, predictor. For instance, when 
students experience a spike in their confidence or 
interest, a corresponding spike in engagement 
typically follows (Tsai et  al., 2008), and when 
teachers more support students’ autonomy and 
self-determination, greater engagement typically 
follows in kind (Patall et al., 2019). This means 
that engagement can rise and fall in a moment’s 
time (i.e., highly malleable), and that it is respon-

sive to gains in motivation (e.g., efficacy, interest) 
and interpersonal support (e.g., autonomy 
support).

Behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engage-
ment predict various indicators of academic 
progress, such as learning, skill, talent, grades, 
standardized test scores, and educational and 
occupational attainment (Abbott-Chapman et al., 
2014; Alexander et  al., 1993; Jang et  al., 2016; 
Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Skinner et al., 2016). But 
even after considering the contribution from 
these three engagement components, the further 
consideration of how agentically engaged the stu-
dent is adds additional predictive power to these 
positive student outcomes (Reeve et  al., 2020a; 
Reeve & Tseng, 2011). This is because, over the 
course of a semester, agentically engaged Korean 
adolescents (grades 7–12) take the action neces-
sary (see Table  2) to develop their skills and 
achievements (Reeve, 2013; Reeve et al., 2020a). 
Longitudinal studies with middle schoolers and 
high schoolers further confirm that, through their 
acts of agentic engagement, students find, create, 
or discover their own student-initiated pathway 
to academic progress, as Korean students (grades 
7–12) who are agentically engaged at the begin-
ning of the semester subsequently show increased 
end-of-semester achievement outcomes, such as 
course grades and course-specific skill develop-
ment (Reeve et  al., 2020a, 2020b)—even after 
controlling for how behaviorally, emotionally, 
and cognitively engaged they were throughout 
the semester.

When agentic engagement is added as a fourth 
dimension, the explanatory capacity of engage-
ment to predict important educational outcomes 
increases (Patall et al., 2019; Reeve, 2013; Reeve 
et al., 2020a, 2020b); Reeve & Tseng, 2011). For 
instance, in two longitudinally designed 
classroom-based studies, secondary-grade Korean 
students self-reported their course-specific behav-
ioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic engage-
ment, and these scores were used to predict their 
objectively scored course achievement (i.e., 
grades; Study 1) and end-of-semester gains in 
perceived academic progress (Study 2). In both 
studies, after accounting for the positive effects of 
students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
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engagement, students’ agentic engagement was 
able to predict and explain a significantly higher 
proportion of the variance in these two student 
outcomes (F-change and R2 change, p  <  0.001; 
Reeve et al., 2020a, 2020b)). So, agentic engage-
ment adds explanatory power to the traditional 
three-component notion of engagement.

To illustrate the (a) additive and (b) unique role 
of agentic engagement in the larger engagement 
construct, we provide Fig.  1, which is based on 
Skinner’s (2016) “Context ➔ Self ➔ Action ➔ 
Outcomes” self-system model. The “a” path shows 
engagement’s capacity to catalyze various indica-
tors of academic progress. But the figure adds an 
important new element to this “Social context ➔ 
Motivation ➔ Engagement ➔ Achievement” 
model—namely, agentic engagement. Agentic 
engagement is more important than “just another 
dimension of engagement.” Unlike behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement, agentic 
engagement catalyzes two additional important 
educational processes. These two additional effects 
(discussed next) are that agentically engaged stu-
dents recruit a more supportive learning environ-
ment for themselves (path “b”) and experienced 
greater motivational satisfactions (path “c”).

�Agentic Engagement Produces 
a More Supportive Learning 
Environment (Path “b” in Fig. 1)

The more agentically engaged students are, 
the greater longitudinal gains they report in 

how autonomy-supportive their teachers 
become (e.g., greater perspective-taking, offer 
students more interesting and personally rele-
vant learning activities; Matos et  al., 2018; 
Patall et al., 2018, 2019; Reeve, 2013; Reeve 
et  al., 2020a). When Peruvian university stu-
dents speak up to express their interests and 
preferences, they change how their teacher 
interacts with them (Matos et al., 2018). When 
students offer constructive input, then teachers 
become increasingly aware of what students 
want, need, and are interested in doing and 
therefore are better positioned to bend (i.e., 
adjust, calibrate) their lessons in those direc-
tions that are increasingly relevant to and sup-
portive of their students’ expressed interests, 
preferences, and goals. In this way, agentically 
engaged students become architects of their 
own learning environments.

In contrast, when students are quiet and 
passive during instruction—even if they are 
working hard (behaviorally), enthusiastically 
(emotionally), and smart (cognitively)—
teachers lose an important means to come to 
know and appreciate what their students want, 
are interested in, and prefer to do (or not to 
do). The more silent students are, the less 
likely it becomes that their teachers will 
become autonomy-supportive toward them. 
Thus, among Korean middle and high school 
students, student passivity (i.e., agentic disen-
gagement) begets minimal, longitudinally 
lesser autonomy-supportive teaching (Reeve 
et al., 2020b).

Context Self Action Outcomes

Teacher-Provided

Learning

Environment

Students’

Motivational

Satisfaction

Students’ Engagement Students’

Academic

Progress

b

c

a

Agentic

Engagement

Behavioral

Engagement

Emotional

Engagement

Cognitive

Engagement

Fig. 1  Three hypothesized functions of agentic engagement: Create a supportive learning environment (path “b”); 
generate motivational satisfaction (path “c”); and increase effective functioning (path “a”)
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�Agentic Engagement Produces 
Motivational Satisfactions (Path “c” 
in Fig. 1)

The more agentically engaged students are, the 
greater longitudinal gains they report in their 
course-related interest, need satisfactions (e.g., 
autonomy), and self-efficacy (Patall et al., 2019; 
Patall et al., 2022; Reeve et al., 2020a; Reeve & 
Lee, 2014). Agentically engaged students are 
more likely than their nonagentically engaged 
counterparts to take the action necessary to sat-
isfy their curiosity (e.g., ask the teacher a ques-
tion, search on the computer), develop their 
interests (e.g., volunteer for the school play, 
explore school resources), build their sense of 
competence and efficacy (e.g., search for an 
online video of a skilled performance), and attain 
their personal goals (e.g., spend their free time 
pursuing that personal goal; Jang et al., 2016). In 
this way, agentically engaged students contribute 
to their own motivational satisfactions.

Sitting passively, on the other hand, students 
do little to interact with the environment in ways 
that might otherwise yield interesting, need-
satisfying, and efficacy-building experiences. 
Being quiet, silent, and passive tends to create 
deprivation-like conditions (motivationally 
speaking) in which students become susceptible 
to experiences of autonomy dissatisfaction (e.g., 
“I don’t have a say in what I do,” “I am not pursu-
ing goals that are my own,” “I don’t feel free to be 
myself”; Bhavsar et al., 2020). Passive students 
go home at the end of the day to realize that they 
did little or nothing at school that was interesting 
or worthwhile.

Agentic disengagement does not have to be a 
chronic condition (i.e., it too is malleable). When 
teachers learn how to teach in more autonomy-
supportive ways, they become increasingly able 
to nudge agentically disengaged students out of 
their classroom passivity (Reeve et  al., 2020b). 
When agentically disengaged students (measured 
at the beginning of the academic year) are placed 
into a classroom with a highly autonomy-
supportive teacher, these students become 
increasingly able during the academic year to 
create need-satisfying learning experiences for 

themselves. These autonomy-supportive teachers 
provide learning activities in autonomy-satisfying 
ways that awaken or vitalize their Korean sec-
ondary grade level students’ need for autonomy. 
Once students experience autonomy satisfaction, 
they then begin to leave behind their passivity to 
instead speak up and show some personal initia-
tive (i.e., agentic engagement; Reeve et  al., 
2020a, 2020b).

�Implications

Recruiting greater autonomy support (path “b” in 
Fig. 1) and generating motivational satisfactions 
for oneself (path “c” in Fig.  1) are particularly 
important functions of agentic engagement. By 
recruiting support and by generating motivational 
satisfactions, agentically engaged students are 
able to create the very conditions that promote 
their own future (a) classroom engagement (and 
prevent their own future classroom disengage-
ment) and (b) agentic engagement in particular 
(and prevent their own future agentic disengage-
ment). That is, agentic engagement begets the 
very conditions for its future development and 
growth.

�What We Learned About 
Engagement Interventions by 
Conducting Autonomy-Supportive 
Teaching Interventions

We have conducted and published 20 teacher-
focused autonomy-supportive teaching interven-
tions (for the full list, see Reeve & Cheon, 2021a, 
b). What we have learned from 20 years of help-
ing K-12 teachers in several different nations 
improve their classroom motivating style offers 
some unique insights for helping students 
improve their classroom agentic engagement.

A teacher’s motivating style includes every-
thing the teacher says and does to motivate the 
students’ classroom engagement. In conducting 
these workshop-based interventions, we help 
teachers develop the skill they need to support 
students’ engagement in two core ways. The first 
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is to offer students an engagement invitation. 
Here, we help K-12 teachers learn how to provide 
instruction in a way that supports students’ intrin-
sic motivation. To do this, teachers in an experi-
mental condition develop and refine the two 
instructional behaviors: “invite students to pursue 
their personal interests” and “present learning 
activities in need-satisfying ways.” When teach-
ers learn how to do this, their students report 
greater intrinsic motivation and show greater 
classroom engagement. Teachers who offer their 
students interesting, need-satisfying things to do, 
essentially provide their students with an engage-
ment invitation (e.g., “What are you interested 
in? What would you like to do?”).

The second is to make an engagement request. 
Here, we help K-12 teachers learn how to provide 
instruction in a way that supports students’ inter-
nalization of teacher-valued behaviors, activities, 
and requirements. To do this, teachers in an 
experimental condition develop and refine the 
four instructional behaviors: “provide explana-
tory rationales for teacher requests” (e.g., “Doing 
this activity is useful because…”), “acknowledge 
and accept negative feelings” (e.g., “Okay, I 
understand…”), “rely on invitational language” 
(e.g., “You might want to consider this alterna-
tive…”), and “display patience” (i.e., listening 
and understanding, rather than directing and 
rushing in to solve the problem). When teachers 
learn how to do this, their students report greater 
value (internalization) for learning activities and 
show greater classroom engagement. Teachers 
who help students work through the internaliza-
tion process—even during relatively uninterest-
ing activities and requirements—essentially learn 
how to make an effective engagement request 
(e.g., “I am going to ask you to revise your essay. 
Why? Because…”).

Greater autonomy-supportive teaching 
enhances students’ behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive engagement (Cheon et al., 2019, 2020), 
but it also enhances students’ agentic engage-
ment in particular (Reeve et  al., 2020b). When 
students receive autonomy support day-after-day, 
agentic engagement begins to take on a life of its 

own, as students become fully capable of engag-
ing themselves in classroom learning activities—
by regulating their own attention and generating 
their own effort and persistence (behavioral 
engagement), by generating task-facilitating 
emotions such as interest and curiosity (emo-
tional engagement), by deeply processing task- 
and goal-related information, as by 
problem-solving, mental simulations, and critical 
thinking (cognitive engagement), and by speak-
ing up, showing initiative, and taking ownership 
over their own learning (agentic engagement; 
Reeve et  al., 2020b). In this way, promoting 
student-initiated agentic engagement becomes a 
third way that K-12 teachers can support their 
students’ classroom engagement (in addition to 
engagement invitations and engagement 
requests).

After conducting all these autonomy-
supportive teaching interventions, a key insight 
is that it is best for teachers to focus on students’ 
motivation, rather than on students’ engagement 
per se. When teachers focus directly on stu-
dents’ engagement (e.g., “read the book, revise 
your paper”), two problems typically occur. 
First, with a direct focus on students’ engage-
ment, teachers are at risk of slipping into a 
counterproductive controlling motivating style 
(e.g., uttering directives, offering means–end 
incentives, displaying impatience, and focusing 
only on the teacher’s priorities). Second, 
engagement is the behavioral manifestation of 
students’ underlying motivational states. So, 
teachers need to focus more on the horse (moti-
vation) and less on the cart (engagement). 
Moving the cart is what matters, but the cart 
does not move until the horse moves first. So, 
what we have learned after conducting all these 
teacher-focused interventions is that agentic 
engagement arises out of autonomous motiva-
tion, and autonomous motivation arises out of 
autonomy-supportive teaching. This suggests to 
us that engagement interventions probably work 
best by starting (intervening) on the left side of 
Fig. 1, rather than by directly targeting anything 
on the right side of Fig. 1.
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�Interventions

Successful student engagement interventions are 
surprisingly rare. There have been several suc-
cessful engagement interventions published in 
the literature, but a close inspection of many of 
these interventions reveals that they typically 
focus on “improve the social context” (e.g., pro-
vide greater teacher, school, or family support) or 
“improve student motivation” (e.g., boost stu-
dents’ efficacy, interest, goal setting) rather than 
on “improve student engagement” per se (e.g., 
Fredricks et  al., 2019). In other words, student 
engagement is often treated as a dependent mea-
sure, rather than as an independent variable that 
can be manipulated, changed, and strengthened 
(e.g., a cart, rather than a horse). This raises the 
question of the causal status of engagement. Can 
manipulated agentic engagement produce a 
causal beneficial effect? It also raises the ques-
tion of what “manipulated agentic engagement” 
might look like in the context of an intervention 
study. If one were to try to intervene to change 
(i.e., increase, enhance) students’ agentic engage-
ment, what would one do? If one were to do this, 
would such an intervention work? We discuss 
these questions next.

�Causal Status of Agentic Engagement

A prerequisite to the conduct of an intervention is 
an initial experimental study to confirm that 
manipulated agentic engagement does indeed 
produce causal benefits. The hope for a possible, 
future, student-focused agentic engagement 
intervention would be that, if students could be 
taught how to express their interests and prefer-
ences and let the teacher know what they needed, 
then they could become proactive, constructive 
“agents” (Bandura, 2006) or “origins” (deCharms, 
1976) who could enrich their own learning 
experiences.

We conducted such an experimental investiga-
tion by randomly assigning Korean university 
students to receive a brief (12-min) tutorial to 
encourage them to display agentically engaged 
behaviors during an upcoming learning activity. 

Compared to students randomly assigned to 
receive a neutral tutorial, students in the experi-
mental group did display more agentic engage-
ment during that learning activity, as scored by 
objective raters and as self-reported by the stu-
dents themselves (Reeve et al., 2021). This means 
that greater agentic engagement can be experi-
mentally manipulated (i.e., it is malleable). 
Importantly, these agentically engaged students 
recruited greater support from their teacher (i.e., 
as scored by objective raters and as self-reported 
by students), and they experienced greater moti-
vational satisfactions (i.e., autonomy satisfaction, 
task interest). Overall, what these findings mean 
is that level of agentic engagement can be manip-
ulated, and greater agentic engagement has a 
direct, causal effect on (a) creating a more (auton-
omy) supportive learning environment (path “b” 
in Fig.  1) and (b) boosting personal motivation 
(path “c” in Fig. 1).

Unfortunately, however, this brief experi-
mental manipulation did not significantly 
increase these students’ task performance (e.g., 
performance on that same task during a follow-
up assessment). This means that manipulated 
agentic engagement did not increase path “a” in 
Fig. 1. This is a major limitation because much 
of the excitement and promise of an enga
gement intervention is the idea that greater 
engagement should boost 
performance/achievement. In the only other 
experimental manipulation of agentic engage-
ment that we are aware of, Patall et al., (2022) 
conducted an experimental study in which uni-
versity students in the USA were provided with 
an online session to teach an “agentic mindset” 
(i.e., think of their motivation and the teacher’s 
motivational support as malleable and as 
responsive to agentic engagement strategies). 
The intervention did boost an agentic mindset 
(i.e., motivation) but it did not boost perfor-
mance (i.e., grades).

Apparently, what is needed in a successful 
agentic engagement intervention is to help stu-
dents learn both agency motivation and agentic 
engagement behaviors (i.e., the will and the way). 
That is, it is insufficient to teach students how to 
offer their input and make suggestions unless 
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they also have the motivation (interest, efficacy, 
goals) to energize these behaviors in the first 
place. Similarly, it is insufficient to teach students 
agency motivation unless they also have the 
behavioral repertoire capable of translating that 
motivation into effective functioning and positive 
outcomes. Thus, we suggest that a successful 
future intervention needs to help students develop 
both agentically engaged behaviors and the 
motivation to energize it (i.e., the cart and the 
horse working together).

�What Would Students Be Taught 
to Do in an Agentic Engagement 
Intervention?

The primary purpose of an agentic engagement 
intervention should be to teach students how to 
recruit a more supportive learning environment 
for themselves (path “c” in Fig. 1). That is, the 
essence of an agentic engagement intervention 
would be to encourage students to act on, 
improve, and negotiate with their learning envi-
ronment to render its interpersonal and task-
related elements more motivationally supportive.

This recommendation is rooted not only in the 
findings from the earlier-mentioned experimental 
investigation, but also in the consistent track 
record showing that students who receive instruc-
tion from an autonomy-supportive teacher thrive 
in multiple ways, including greater motivation 
(i.e., need satisfaction, intrinsic motivation, and 
internalization of school values; Reeve & Cheon, 
2021a). So, even if an agentic engagement inter-
vention “only” helped students learn how to 
recruit greater autonomy-supportive teaching, 
this benefit would also help students become 
motivationally enriched “agents” and “origins,” 
because that is what greater autonomy-supportive 
teaching does so well (Reeve & Cheon, 2021a).

�Would Such an Agentic Engagement 
Intervention Work?

For any engagement intervention to work (i.e., pro-
duce educationally important benefits), we suggest 

that engagement should not be separated from the 
motivation that produces it. This is true for behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement, and it 
is similarly true to agentic engagement. We suspect 
that agentic engagement needs to be closely aligned 
with and emanate out of an energizing motivational 
catalyst (e.g., autonomy need satisfaction, self-effi-
cacy, or a mastery goal orientation) to yield its 
gains. If students experienced gains in both their 
agency motivation and their capacity to enact agen-
tically engaged behaviors, then such an interven-
tion would likely produce educational benefits. We 
have already seen that it is not enough to promote 
agentically engaged behaviors only (Reeve et al., 
2021) or agentically engaged motivation only 
(Patall et al., 2022).

�What Do We Recommend?

We suggest that a successful agentic engagement 
intervention requires two essential components. 
First, students need help in becoming agents or 
origins in terms of their course-related motiva-
tion. That is, to energize students’ agentic 
engagement, students first need to build a motiva-
tion catalyst such as a personal goal to pursue, 
interest in the course, or an agentic mindset. 
Second, students need skill-based training in how 
to initiate agentically engaged behaviors. That is, 
students need modeling, guidance, scaffolding, 
practice, and feedback to the sort of agentic 
behaviors listed in Table  2. The order of these 
two accomplishments is probably important as 
well—first the horse, then the cart. Overall, we 
suggest a successful student-focused agentic 
engagement intervention needs to consist of two 
parts: (1) enhance students’ motivation (e.g., 
agentic mindset, need satisfaction, self-efficacy, 
personal goals), and (2) provide the skill-based 
training students will need to translate their 
agency into behaviors that actually produce aca-
demic progress.

There is a possibility that a successful agentic 
engagement intervention needs a third critical 
ingredient as well—namely, exposure to an 
autonomy-supportive teacher. Once students 
learn how to act in a highly agentically engaged 
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way, there is every reason to expect that they 
would successfully “pull” greater autonomy-
supportive teaching out of their teacher. But it is 
also possible that expressions of students’ class-
room agentic engagement might “backfire” (as 
suggested by Patall et al., 2022). When teachers 
adopt a controlling motivating style or are resis-
tant to students’ attempts to introduce agentically 
engaged behaviors into the classroom, such 
efforts may not only not support such agency but 
may actually suppress such behaviors—thereby 
producing more harm than benefits. A controlling 
teacher might take a hardline stance to suppress 
such student-initiated agency. So, while we do 
not believe that a priori access to an autonomy-
supportive teacher is necessary (because agentic 
engagement itself brings out greater autonomy-
supportive teaching), we acknowledge that access 
to an autonomy-supportive teacher is helpful—
an interaction partner who will accept, value, and 
be responsive to one’s voice, initiative, and per-
sonal strivings.

�The Role of Agentic Engagement 
in Youth Development

For every individual, development is a story wait-
ing to be told. If youth want to be the author of 
their own development and life course, it serves 
them well to become active agents who are will-
ing and able to agentically engage with all those 
environmental events that impact their develop-
ment. In the classroom, such authorship comes as 
youth speak up, express their interests and prefer-
ences, and engineer constructive changes in the 
circumstances that surround them. In doing so, 
the environment in which one develops becomes 
more interesting and supportive. During that 
developmental journey, such agency puts the 
wind at one’s back.

�Conclusion

Academic progress does not just happen. To 
make progress (e.g., learn a foreign language, 
become a better writer), students need to leave 

behind their passivity (i.e., agentic disengage-
ment) to take on the personal initiative needed to 
learn and develop skill. When students show a 
little initiative, they become constructive causal 
agents in their own learning. Because this is so, 
educators now have a proverbial green light to 
create and implement student-focused agentic 
engagement interventions.

But just as academic progress does not just 
happen, neither do successful, theoretically 
sound, methodologically rigorous, and 
classroom-applicable interventions. To spark 
such future research, we explained why we find 
existing engagement interventions a bit lacking, 
and we provided our thoughts on the causal sta-
tus of agentic engagement, what students in an 
agentic engagement would be taught to do, 
whether (and why) such an intervention would 
work to produce important student benefits, and, 
finally, what we recommend overall for the 
researcher who is considering the design and 
implementation of a future agentic engagement 
intervention.
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Academic Emotions and Student 
Engagement

Reinhard Pekrun and Lisa Linnenbrink-Garcia

Abstract

Emotions are ubiquitous in academic settings, 
and they profoundly affect students’ academic 
engagement and performance. In this chapter, 
we summarize the extant research on aca-
demic emotions and their linkages with stu-
dents’ engagement. First, we outline relevant 
concepts of academic emotion, including 
achievement, epistemic, topic, and social 
emotions. Second, we discuss the impact of 
these emotions on students’ cognitive, motiva-
tional, behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, and 
social-behavioral engagement, and on their 
academic performance. Next, we examine the 
origins of students’ academic emotions in 
terms of individual and contextual variables. 
Finally, we highlight the complexity of stu-
dents’ emotions, focusing on reciprocal causa-
tion 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 design 
and intervention 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 flow 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 motivation, concentration, and strategies 
used when taking the exam.

Empirical findings corroborate that students 
experience a wide variety of emotions when 
attending class, doing homework, and taking 
tests and exams. For example, in exploratory 
research on emotions experienced by university 
students, emotions reported frequently included 
enjoyment, hope, pride, anger, anxiety, frustra-
tion, and boredom in academic settings (Pekrun 
et al., 2002). Traditionally, these emotions did not 
receive much attention by researchers, except for 
studies on test anxiety (Zeidner, 1998) and on 
causal attributions of success and failure as ante-
cedents of emotions (Weiner, 1985). During the 
past 25 years, however, there has been growing 
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recognition that emotions are central to human 
achievement strivings. Emotions are no longer 
regarded as epiphenomena that may occur in aca-
demic settings but lack any instrumental rele-
vance. Increasingly, affect and emotions are 
recognized as being of critical importance for 
students’ academic learning, achievement, per-
sonality development, and health (Linnenbrink, 
2006; Linnenbrink-Garcia & Pekrun, 2011; 
Camacho-Morles et  al., 2021; Loderer et  al., 
2020a; Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014).

In this chapter, we consider academic emo-
tions and their functions for students’ engage-
ment. As noted by Fredricks et al. (2004), student 
engagement is multifaceted. In line with this 
view, we define student engagement as a multi-
component construct, the common denominator 
being that all the components (i.e., types of 
engagement) comprise active, energetic, 
approach-oriented involvement with academic 
tasks. We distinguish the following types of 
engagement: cognitive (attention and memory 
processes), motivational (intrinsic/extrinsic moti-
vation, achievement goals), behavioral-effort 
investment (effort and persistence), cognitive-
behavioral (strategy use and self-regulation), and 
social-behavioral (social on-task behavior). 
Given our focus on emotions as precursors to 
these forms of engagement, emotional engage-
ment (e.g., enjoyment of learning) is considered 
as an antecedent of other components of engage-
ment in this chapter.

These five categories of engagement overlap 
with the three broad categories of cognitive, 
behavioral, and emotional engagement tradition-
ally considered (Fredricks et al., 2004); however, 
we have expanded this framework to clarify the 
unique ways in which emotions relate to engage-
ment. Specifically, within Fredricks et al.’s cate-
gory of cognitive engagement, we differentiate 
between cognitive and cognitive-behavioral 
engagement. Our conceptualization of behavioral 
engagement is similar to that proposed by 
Fredricks et al. However, we take a more specific 
view focusing on effort and persistence. 
Regarding the broad category of affective or 
emotional engagement originally proposed by 
Fredricks and her colleagues, we differentiate 

between emotions and motivational engagement. 
Finally, we extend the Fredricks et al. framework 
to include social-behavioral engagement to better 
capture forms of engagement related to peer-to-
peer learning.

We begin by outlining different concepts 
describing students’ emotions, including affect, 
mood, achievement emotions, epistemic emo-
tions, topic emotions, and social emotions. Next, 
the impact of emotions on the five types of stu-
dent engagement and resulting academic achieve-
ment 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 emo-
tions and engagement across contexts. We con-
clude 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

Emotions are defined as multifaceted phenomena 
involving sets of coordinated psychological pro-
cesses, including affective, cognitive, physiologi-
cal, motivational, and expressive components 
(Scherer & Moors, 2019). For example, a stu-
dent’s anxiety before an exam can be comprised 
of nervous, uneasy feelings (affective); worries 
about failing the exam (cognitive); increased 
heart rate or sweating (physiological); impulses 
to escape the situation (motivation); and an anx-
ious facial expression (expressive). As compared 
to intense emotions, moods are of lower intensity 
and lack a specific referent. Different emotions 
and moods are often compiled in more general 
constructs of affect. In the educational literature, 
the term “affect” is often used to denote a broad 
variety of noncognitive constructs including 
emotion, but also including self-concept, beliefs, 
and motivation (e.g., Alsop & Watts, 2003). In 
contrast, in emotion research, “affect” refers to 
emotions and moods more specifically. In this 
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research, the term is often used to denote omni-
bus variables of positive versus negative emotions 
or moods, with positive affect being compiled of 
various positive states (e.g., enjoyment, pride, 
satisfaction) and negative affect consisting of 
negative states (e.g., anger, anxiety, frustration).

�Valence and Arousal

Two important dimensions describing emotions, 
moods, and affect are valence and arousal. 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 
arousal, 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 along the 
dimensions of valence and arousal (e.g., Barrett 
& Russell, 1998; see Fig.  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 (posi-
tive activating: e.g., enjoyment, hope, pride; pos-
itive deactivating: relief, relaxation; negative 

activating: anger, anxiety, shame; negative deac-
tivating: hopelessness, boredom; Pekrun, 2006).

�Academic Emotions

In addition to valence and activation, emotions 
can be grouped according to their object focus 
(Pekrun, 2006, 2021). For explaining the psycho-
logical functions of emotions, this dimension is 
no less important than valence and activation. 
Specifically, regarding the functions of emotions 
for students’ academic engagement, object focus 
is critical because it determines if emotions per-
tain to the academic task at hand or not. In terms 
of object focus, the following broad groups of 
emotions may be most important in the academic 
domain.

Achievement Emotions  We define achievement 
emotions as emotions that relate to activities or 
outcomes that are judged according to 
competence-based standards of quality. In the 
academic domain, achievement emotions can 
relate to activities like studying or taking exams, 
and to the success and failure outcomes of these 
activities. Accordingly, two groups of achieve-
ment emotions are activity-related emotions, 
such as enjoyment or boredom during learning, 
and outcome-related emotions, such as hope and 
pride related to success, or anxiety and shame 

POSITIVENEGATIVE

HIGH ACTIVATION

LOW ACTIVATION

Activated Positive

Deactivated Positive

Activated Negative

Deactivated Negative

Tired
CalmExhausted

Excited

Happy

Angry

Relaxed 

Tense

Sad

Elated

Fig. 1  Affective 
circumplex. (Model 
adapted from Barrett 
and Russell (1998))
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related to failure. Within the latter category, an 
important distinction is between prospective 
emotions related to future success and failure, 
such as hope and anxiety, and retrospective emo-
tions related to success and failure that already 
occurred, such as pride, shame, relief, and 
disappointment. Combining the valence, activa-
tion, and object focus (activity vs. outcome) 
dimensions renders a three-dimensional  taxon-
omy of achievement emotions (Pekrun, 2006; see 
Table 1).

Epistemic Emotions  Emotions related to the 
generation of knowledge are referred to as epis-
temic. These emotions are caused by cognitive 
qualities of task information, such as cognitive 
incongruity triggering surprise and curiosity. As 
suggested by Pekrun and Stephens (2012), these 
emotions are considered epistemic because they 
pertain to the epistemic aspects of learning and 
cognitive activities. A typical sequence of epis-
temic emotions induced by a cognitive problem 
may involve (1) surprise; (2) curiosity if the sur-
prise is not dissolved; (3) anxiety in case of 
severe incongruity and information that deeply 
disturbs existing cognitive schemas; (4) enjoy-
ment and delight experienced when recombining 
information such that the problem gets solved; or 
(5) frustration when this seems not possible.

Topic Emotions  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 frustration 
experienced by American children when they 
were informed by their teachers that Pluto was 
reclassified as a dwarf planet (Broughton et al., 
2013). In contrast to achievement and epistemic 
emotions, topic emotions do not directly pertain 
to learning and problem solving. However, they 
can strongly influence students’ engagement by 
affecting their interest and motivation in an aca-
demic domain.

Social Emotions  Academic learning is situated 
in social contexts. Even when learning alone, stu-
dents 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 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 emo-
tions, such as love or hate in the relationships 
with classmates and teachers. Social emotions 
can directly influence students’ engagement with 
academic tasks, especially so when learning is 
situated in teacher–student or student–student 
interactions. They can also indirectly influence 
learning by motivating students to engage or dis-
engage in task-related interactions with teachers 
and classmates (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2011).

Table 1  A three-dimensional taxonomy of achievement emotions

Object focus
Positivea Negativeb

Activating Deactivating Activating Deactivating
Activity Enjoyment Relaxation Anger

Frustration
Boredom

Outcome/prospective HopeJoyc Reliefc Anxiety Hopelessness

Outcome/retrospective Joy
Pride
Gratitude

Contentment
Relief

Shame
Anger

Sadness
Disappointment

aPositive = pleasant emotion
bNegative = unpleasant emotion
cAnticipatory joy/relief
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�Functions for Students’ 
Engagement and Achievement

Cognitive and neuroscientific research has shown 
that emotions are fundamentally important for 
human learning and development. Specifically, 
experimental mood studies have found that affect 
influences a broad variety of cognitive processes 
that contribute to learning, such as perception, 
attention, social judgment, cognitive problem 
solving, decision making, and memory processes 
(Barrett et al., 2016). 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 specific 
qualities of different kinds of affects. This implies 
that it may be difficult and potentially misleading 
to use the findings for explaining students’ emo-
tions and learning in real-world academic con-
texts. Specifically, as argued both in Pekrun’s 
(1992a, 2006) cognitive/motivational model of 
emotion effects and in Linnenbrink-Garcia’s 
research on affect and engagement (Linnenbrink, 
2007; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2004; Linnenbrink-
Garcia et  al., 2011; Linnenbrink-Garcia, Patall, 
et  al.,  2016; Linnenbrink, Wormington, et  al., 
2016), it is not sufficient to differentiate positive 
from negative affective states, but imperative to 
also attend to the degree of arousal implied.

As such, the minimum necessary is to distin-
guish between the four groups of emotions out-
lined earlier (positive activating, positive 
deactivating, negative activating, and negative 
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 undermines any kind of 
engagement. Even within each of the four catego-
ries, it may be necessary to further distinguish 
between distinct emotions. For example, both 
anxiety and anger are activating negative emo-
tions; however, paradoxically, whereas anxiety is 
associated with avoidance, anger is related to 
approach motivation (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 
2009).

Emotions can influence students’ engage-
ment, which in turn impacts their academic learn-
ing and achievement. By implication, we regard 
engagement as a mediator between students’ 
emotions and their achievement. In the following 
sections, we first summarize research on the rela-
tion of emotions to the five types of engagement 
outlined at the outset. This research comprises 
both experimental studies and correlational field 
research. In experimental studies, emotions were 
typically induced via mood induction proce-
dures; in field studies, self-report scales such as 
Pekrun et  al.’s (2011) Achievement Emotions 
Questionnaire (AEQ) were used. We then outline 
implications for the effects of different emotions 
on students’ achievement.

�Cognitive Engagement

In our discussion of cognitive engagement, we 
focus on cognitive processes of attention, mood-
congruent memory recall, and memory storage 
and retrieval that imply active involvement with 
academic tasks. Specifically, cognitive engage-
ment refers to the way in which emotions shape 
cognitive resources and memory processes that 
are activated automatically (for intentional cogni-
tive processes, see the section on cognitive-
behavioral engagement).

Attention and Flow  Emotions consume cogni-
tive resources (i.e., resources of the working 
memory) by focusing attention on the object of 
emotion. This effect was first addressed in inter-
ference models of test anxiety, which posited that 
anxiety reduces performance on complex and 
difficult tasks; this occurs because anxiety 
involves worries and produces task-irrelevant 
thoughts that interfere with task completion (e.g., 
Wine, 1971). For example, while preparing for an 
exam, a student may fear failure and worry about 
the consequences of failure, which in turn may 
distract their attention away from the task. 
Interference models of anxiety were expanded by 
resource allocation models, which postulated that 
any negative and positive emotions can consume 
cognitive resources and reduce task-related atten-
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tion (Meinhardt & Pekrun, 2003; Mikels & 
Reuter-Lorenz, 2019).

However, the resource consumption effect 
likely is bound to emotions that have task-
extraneous objects and generate task-irrelevant 
thinking, such as affective pictures in experi-
mental mood research, or worries about 
impending failure on an exam in test anxiety. In 
contrast, in positive task-related emotions such 
as curiosity and enjoyment of learning, the task 
is the object of emotion. In these emotions, 
attention is focused on the task, and working 
memory resources can be used for task comple-
tion. However, it is possible that some positive 
task-related emotions, such as pride or overex-
citement, may also distract attention away from 
the task.

Corroborating these expectations, empirical 
evidence from correlational studies with K-12 
and university students shows that negative aca-
demic emotions, such as anger, anxiety, shame, 
boredom, and hopelessness, were associated with 
task-irrelevant thinking and reduced flow, 
whereas enjoyment related negatively to irrele-
vant thinking and positively to flow (Pekrun 
et al., 2010, 2011; Zeidner, 1998). A similar pat-
tern was observed with more global measures of 
positive and negative affect (Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich, 2002a; Linnenbrink et  al., 1999) and 
those using a circumplex approach (Ranellucci 
et al., 2021). These findings suggest that students’ 
emotions have profound effects on their atten-
tional engagement with academic tasks.

Mood-Congruent Memory Recall  Memory 
research has shown that emotions influence 
storage and retrieval of information. Mood-
congruent retrieval (Parrott & Spackman, 2000) 
implies that mood facilitates the retrieval of 
like-valenced material, with positive mood 
facilitating the retrieval of positive self- and 
task-related information, and negative mood 
facilitating the retrieval of negative information. 
Mood-congruent recall can impact students’ 
motivation. For example, positive mood can fos-
ter positive self-appraisals and thus benefit 

motivation to learn and performance; in con-
trast, negative mood can promote negative-self 
appraisals and thus hamper motivation and 
performance.

Retrieval-Induced Forgetting and 
Facilitation  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 mem-
ory for related, but unpracticed material 
(Kuhbandner & Pekrun, 2013). With learning mate-
rial consisting 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 mem-
ory for the other half. In contrast, facilitation has 
been shown to occur for connected materials con-
sisting of elements that show strong interrelations. 
For example, after learning coherent text material, 
practicing half of the material leads to better mem-
ory for the nonpracticed half.

Emotions have been shown to influence 
retrieval-induced forgetting. Specifically, nega-
tive mood can undo forgetting, likely because it 
can inhibit spreading activation in memory net-
works which underlies retrieval-induced forget-
ting. Conversely, positive emotions activate 
associative memory networks (Madan et  al., 
2019). As such, they can facilitate retrieval-
induced facilitation since they promote the rela-
tional processing of information underlying 
such facilitation (Kuhbandner & Pekrun, 2013). 
These findings suggest that negative emotions 
might be helpful for learning lists of unrelated 
material (such as lists of foreign language 
vocabulary), whereas positive emotions should 
promote learning of coherent material. However, 
caution should be taken when interpreting these 
mechanisms of retrieval-induced forgetting and 
facilitation observed in the psychological labo-
ratory. Studies are needed to explore if these 
mechanisms operate under natural conditions as 
well.
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�Motivational Engagement

Motivation refers to processes shaping goal 
direction, intensity, and persistence of behavior 
(see Pekrun, in press). Given the active, ener-
getic, and approach-oriented role of these pro-
cesses in initiating and sustaining academic 
effort, it is important to consider motivation 
directed toward task involvement as a form of 
engagement. Furthermore, motivational engage-
ment can shape other forms of engagement (e.g., 
behavioral engagement). As such, it is important 
to consider how emotions shape motivational 
engagement.

As compared to cognitive effects, the influ-
ence of emotions on motivational engagement 
has been less well studied. However, it is gener-
ally acknowledged that specific emotions func-
tion to trigger impulses for specific action and 
thus play a role in initiating behaviors. 
Specifically, each of the major negative emotions 
is associated with distinct action impulses and 
serves to prepare the organism for action (or non-
action), such as fight, flight, and behavioral with-
drawal in anger, anxiety, and hopelessness, 
respectively. For positive emotions, motivational 
consequences are less specific. Likely, one of the 
functions of positive emotions such as enjoyment 
is to motivate exploratory behavior and an 
enlargement of one’s action repertoire, as 
addressed in Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-
build model of positive emotions.

In the academic domain, emotions can pro-
foundly influence students’ motivational 
engagement. The available evidence suggests 
that affect influences students’ adoption of 
achievement goals, as addressed in Linnenbrink 
and Pintrich’s (2002b) bidirectional model of 
affect and achievement goals. Specifically, it has 
been shown that pleasant emotions can have posi-
tive effects, and unpleasant emotions negative 
effects, on undergraduate students’ adoption of 
mastery-approach goals (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 
2002b). In line with this evidence, positive 
achievement emotions such as enjoyment of 
learning, hope, and pride have been shown to 
relate positively to K-12 and university students’ 
interest and intrinsic motivation, whereas nega-

tive emotions like anger, anxiety, shame, hope-
lessness, and boredom related negatively to these 
variables (Pekrun et  al., 2010, 2011; Zeidner, 
1998).

However, as addressed in Pekrun’s (1992a, 
2006) cognitive/motivational model of emotion 
and performance, motivational effects may be 
different for activating versus deactivating emo-
tions. This model posits that activating positive 
emotions (e.g., joy, hope, and pride) promote 
motivational engagement, whereas deactivating 
emotions (e.g., hopelessness and boredom) 
undermine motivational engagement. In contrast, 
effects are posited to be more complex for deacti-
vating positive emotions (e.g., relief and 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 expec-
tations to prevent failure and attain success are 
favorable (Turner & Schallert, 2001; von der 
Embse et al., 2018). 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: Investment 
of Effort

Behavioral engagement includes effort and per-
sistence (Fredricks et al., 2004). Several psycho-
logical models suggest that positive affect leads 
to behavioral disengagement in terms of reduced 
effort, either because one is progressing at a suf-
ficient rate toward one’s goals (Carver et  al., 
1996), or because it signals that all is well and 
there is no need to engage (Schwartz, 2012). For 
example, when academic tasks are easy, students 
may enjoy success and infer that there is no need 
to put forth more effort. Other models question 
this perspective and instead suggest that positive 
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affect frees resources away from a threat, allow-
ing 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 mak-
ing sufficient progress toward one’s goals or that 
there is a threat in the environment, suggesting 
that they may also contribute to intensified effort 
(Carver et al., 1996).

However, these perspectives do not consider 
the interplay between valence and arousal and 
thus may not fully capture the way in which emo-
tions shape behavioral engagement. As noted, 
activating versus deactivating emotions can exert 
different effects on students’ motivation. By 
implication, the effects on resulting effort and 
persistence can differ as well. From studies with 
K-12 and university students, there is general 
support that positive activating emotions such as 
enjoyment of learning are positively associated 
with effort, and that negative deactivating emo-
tions such as hopelessness and boredom are neg-
atively associated with effort (e.g., Linnenbrink, 
2007; Pekrun et al., 2010, 2011).

In contrast, effects have been shown to be 
more variable for negative activating emotions 
such as anger, anxiety, and shame. These emo-
tions often show negative overall correlations 
with effort, but in some cases, they may support 
behavioral engagement as they can serve to ener-
gize students (Linnenbrink, 2007; Turner & 
Schallert, 2001). Furthermore, when studying 
emotion profiles (i.e., patterns of multiple 
emotions), Robinson et al. (2017) found that stu-
dents who experienced negative deactivating 
affect (e.g., feeling tired and exhausted) had 
either lower or high behavioral disengagement 
depending on whether they also experienced pos-
itive activating affect (e.g., excited) or negative 
activating affect (e.g., angry and irritated), 
respectively.

�Cognitive-Behavioral Engagement

Cognitive-behavioral engagement refers to 
complex cognitive processes that are intention-
ally instigated by the learner, including cogni-

tive problem solving, use of cognitive and 
metacognitive learning strategies, and self-
regulation of learning. These processes are sim-
ilar to what Fredricks et al. (2004) referred to as 
cognitive engagement. We use the term 
cognitive-behavioral engagement to differenti-
ate these processes both from automatic cogni-
tive processes described earlier and from pure 
quantity of effort as reflected by behavioral 
engagement.

Problem Solving  Experimental evidence from 
laboratory research with university students sug-
gests that positive mood promotes flexible, cre-
ative, and holistic ways of solving problems and 
a reliance on generalized, heuristic knowledge 
structures (Fredrickson, 2001; Fiedler & Beier, 
2014; Bohn-Gettler, 2019). Conversely, negative 
mood has been found to promote focused, detail-
oriented, and analytical ways of thinking (Forgas, 
2017). To explain these findings, mood-as-
information approaches assume that positive 
affective states signal that all is well (e.g., suffi-
cient goal progress), whereas negative states sig-
nal that something is wrong (e.g., insufficient 
goal progress; Schwartz, 2012). “All is well” 
conditions imply safety and the discretion to cre-
atively explore the environment, broaden one’s 
cognitive horizon, and build new actions. In con-
trast, “all is not well” conditions may imply a 
threat to well-being, thus making it necessary to 
focus on these problems in analytical, cognitively 
cautious ways.

Learning Strategies  Judging from the experi-
mental evidence on problem solving, positive 
activating emotions such as enjoyment of learn-
ing should facilitate use of flexible, holistic learn-
ing 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 learning material. Correlational evi-
dence from studies with university students gen-
erally supports this view (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 
2002a; Pekrun et al., 2011). However, for deacti-
vating positive and negative emotions, these 
effects may be less pronounced. Deactivating 
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emotions, like relaxation or boredom, may pro-
duce shallow information processing rather than 
any more intensive use of learning strategies.

Meta-Strategies and Self-Regulation  Self-
regulation of learning includes the use of meta-
cognitive, meta-motivational, and 
meta-emotional strategies (Miele & Scholer, 
2018; Wolters, 2003) making it possible to adopt 
goals, monitor and regulate learning activities, 
and evaluate their results in flexible ways, such 
that learning activities can be adapted to task 
demands. An application of these strategies pre-
supposes cognitive flexibility. Therefore, it can 
be assumed that positive emotions foster self-
regulated learning and use of meta-strategies, 
whereas negative emotions can motivate the stu-
dent to rely on external guidance. Correlational 
evidence from studies with university students is 
in line with these propositions (Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich, 2002a; Pekrun et al., 2011). However, 
the reverse causal direction may also play a 
role—self-regulated learning may be enjoyable, 
and external directions for learning may trigger 
anxiety.

�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. Socially 
engaging with one’s peers includes behavioral 
engagement, such as participating in discussion 
or listening to other students (Fredricks et  al., 
2004), but it can also include higher-order quality 
forms of social participation such as working 
cohesively and supporting other students’ learn-
ing. Thus, we use the term social-behavioral 
engagement to refer to a range of social forms of 
engagement with academic tasks, including 
actively participating with peers on academic 
tasks as well as affective and motivational inter-
actions geared toward supporting positive social 
dynamics within the group and peers’ participa-
tion in academic tasks (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 
2011). Instructional settings that require interac-

tions with peers may present unique emotional 
challenges and evoke strong emotional responses 
(Jarvenoja & Jarvela, 2009; Rogat & Linnenbrink-
Garcia, 2011). This is not surprising, especially 
given the key role that social agents play in shap-
ing emotions across time (Frenzel et al., 2018). 
As such, we consider the interplay between emo-
tions and social-behavioral engagement, in terms 
of both direct peer-to-peer interactions and online 
peer interactions.

Direct Interaction  There is growing evidence 
that emotions relate to social-behavioral engage-
ment in direct peer interaction, in both laboratory 
and field-based research involving small groups 
and class discussion. Research conducted with 
upper elementary-aged children participating in 
small group work during mathematics instruction 
found that positive emotions, such as feeling 
happy or calm, helped to support social-behavioral 
engagement including active listening, supporting 
one’s peers, and general group cohesion, while 
negative deactivating states such as feeling tired 
undermined it (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 loafing, 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 
interactions such as disrespecting others and dis-
couraging their participation. However, this 
research also suggests that the interplay between 
emotions and social-behavioral engagement is 
complex, such that negative emotions can at times 
support rather than undermine engagement (Do & 
Schallert, 2004; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2011; 
Rogat & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2011). For instance, 
in their study of college students engaged in dis-
cussion during a weekly seminar course, Do and 
Schallert (2004) found that while positive emo-
tions were associated with engagement, negative 
emotions were associated with both engagement 
and disengagement, as negative emotions could 
spur students to dive into the discussion to express 
their views.

Academic Emotions and Student Engagement



118

Online Interaction  Studies analyzing online 
discussions and group work also suggest that 
emotions and social engagement are related 
(Bakhtiar et  al., 2018; Nummenmaa & 
Nummenmaa, 2008; Wosnitza & Volet, 2005). 
For example, in a study of undergraduates work-
ing in an asynchronous web-environment (e.g., 
students post comments and discuss ideas but are 
not required to interact in real-time), social inter-
actions were more likely than other aspects of the 
learning environment to evoke emotional 
responses (Vuorela & Nummenmaa, 2004). 
There was no relation between mean levels of 
emotion with social-behavioral engagement; 
however, students who had more variability in 
experienced emotions were found to engage 
more in the online exchange.

In sum, there is growing evidence that emo-
tions emerge from, and likely strongly contribute 
to social-behavioral engagement when students 
work with their peers on academic tasks, at both 
the upper elementary and postsecondary levels. 
Broadly speaking, positive emotions seem to 
support social-behavioral engagement, while 
negative emotions can undermine it. However, 
with social-behavioral engagement as well, it is 
important to note that the nature of these relations 
is complex, suggesting the need to consider vari-
able effects of emotions as well as reciprocal and 
cyclical relations between emotions and engage-
ment. Moreover, additional research is needed 
among a broader range of students from different 
age groups to better understand the connection 
between emotions and social-behavioral engage-
ment across development.

�Academic Achievement

Since many different mechanisms of engagement 
can contribute to the influence of emotions, the 
overall effects on students’ achievement are inev-
itably complex and may depend on the interplay 
between different mechanisms, as well as 
between these mechanisms and task demands. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to derive inferences 
from theory and the existing evidence.

Positive Emotions  Traditionally it was assumed 
that positive emotions, notwithstanding their 
potential to foster creativity, are often maladap-
tive for performance as a result of inducing unre-
alistically positive appraisals triggered by 
mood-congruent retrieval, fostering nonanalyti-
cal information processing, and making effort 
expenditure seem unnecessary by signaling that 
everything is going well. From this perspective, 
“our primary goal is to feel good, and feeling 
good makes us lazy thinkers who are oblivious to 
potentially useful negative information and unre-
sponsive to meaningful variations in information 
and situation” (Aspinwall, 1998, p. 7).

However, as noted, positive mood has typi-
cally been regarded as a unitary construct in 
experimental research. As argued above, such a 
view is inadequate because it fails to distinguish 
between activating and deactivating emotions. 
Deactivating positive emotions, like relief or 
relaxation, may well have the negative perfor-
mance effects described for positive mood, 
whereas activating positive emotions, such as 
task-related enjoyment or pride, should have pos-
itive effects. The evidence cited above suggests 
that enjoyment focuses attention on the task; pro-
motes relational processing of information; 
induces intrinsic motivation; and facilitates use 
of flexible learning strategies and self-regulation, 
thus likely exerting positive effects on overall 
performance under many task conditions. In con-
trast, deactivating positive emotions, such as 
relief and relaxation, can reduce task attention, 
can have variable motivational effects, and can 
lead to superficial information processing, thus 
making effects on overall achievement more 
variable.

Empirical evidence confirms that activating 
positive emotions can enhance achievement. 
Specifically, enjoyment of learning correlates 
positively with K-12 and college students’ aca-
demic performance. In a recent meta-analysis 
of 57 studies, the average correlation of enjoy-
ment and academic achievement, as measured 
by grades or test scores, was ρ = 0.27 (Camacho-
Morles et  al., 2021; see also Loderer et  al., 
2020a), representing a moderately strong asso-
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ciation (based on the benchmarks of ρ = 0.15, 
0.25, and 35 as small, moderate, and strong for 
latent correlations, Gignac & Szodorai, 2016). 
Furthermore, students’ enjoyment, hope, and 
pride correlated positively with college stu-
dents’ interest, effort invested in studying, elab-
oration of learning material, and self-regulation 
of learning, in line with the view that these acti-
vating positive emotions can be beneficial for 
students’ academic agency (Pekrun et  al., 
2011).

Consistent with this evidence, general posi-
tive affect has been found to correlate positively 
with students’ cognitive engagement 
(Linnenbrink, 2007). Interestingly, Robinson 
et  al. (2017) found that students  who reported 
high positive deactivating emotions (coupled 
either with positive activating emotions or nega-
tive deactivating emotions) during an undergrad-
uate anatomy class also had high behavioral 
engagement and subsequent achievement, sug-
gesting that positive deactivating emotions may 
also support engagement and learning, at least 
when coupled with other forms of emotions.

In explaining correlations with measures of 
achievement, reciprocal causation of emotion 
and achievement has to be considered. Linkages 
between emotions and achievement may be 
caused by effects of emotion on achievement, but 
also by reverse effects of success and failure on 
the development of emotions. Longitudinal stud-
ies with secondary school students in the domain 
of mathematics have confirmed that the correla-
tions for positive emotions are due to effects of 
these emotions on achievement, in addition to 
effects of achievement on these emotions 
(Forsblom et  al., 2022; Pekrun, Lichtenfeld, 
et al., 2017; Pekrun et al., in press).

Negative Activating Emotions  As noted, emo-
tions such as anger, anxiety, and shame produce 
task-irrelevant thinking and undermine intrinsic 
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. Specifically, it 
has been shown that anxiety impairs performance 
on complex or difficult tasks that demand cogni-
tive resources, such as difficult intelligence test 
items, whereas performance on easy, less com-
plex, and repetitive tasks may not suffer or is 
even enhanced (Zeidner, 1998). In line with 
experimental findings, field studies have docu-
mented that anxiety shows moderate to strong 
negative correlations with students’ academic 
achievement across age groups (e.g., average 
r = −0.28 for students’ anxiety and achievement 
in mathematics, Barroso et  al., 2021; see also 
Hembree, 1988; Loderer et  al., 2020a; von der 
Embse et al., 2018). Again, in explaining the evi-
dence, reciprocal causation has to be considered. 
Evidence from studies with upper elementary 
and secondary school students suggests that anxi-
ety and students’ achievement are in fact linked 
by reciprocal causation across school years (e.g., 
Meece et  al., 1990; Pekrun, Lichtenfeld, 
et al., 2017; Pekrun, Muis, et al., 2017). 

Few studies have addressed the effects of neg-
ative activating emotions other than anxiety. 
Similar to anxiety, self-reported shame related to 
failure showed negative overall correlations with 
university students’ academic achievement and 
negatively predicted their exam performance 
(Pekrun et  al., 2009, 2011). However, as with 
anxiety, shame likely exerts variable effects 
(Turner & Schallert, 2001). Similarly, while 
achievement-related anger correlated negatively 
with academic performance (strong negative cor-
relation of ρ = −0.35 across studies; Camacho-
Morles et al., 2021), the underlying mechanisms 
may be complex and imply more than just nega-
tive effects. In a study by Lane et  al. (2005), 
depressed mood interacted with anger experi-
enced before an academic exam, such that anger 
was related to improved performance in under-
graduates who reported no depressive mood 
symptoms—presumably because they were able 
to maintain motivation. In the study by Robinson 
et  al. (2017) cited earlier, composite variables 
assessing multiple forms of negative activating 
emotions (annoyed, irritated, agitated, and angry) 
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were used. The results showed that undergradu-
ates who experienced high negative activating 
(along with high negative deactivating) emotions 
had low levels of achievement. In sum, the find-
ings for anxiety, shame, and anger support the 
notion that performance effects of negative acti-
vating emotions are complex, although relation-
ships with overall performance are negative for 
many task conditions and students.

Negative Deactivating Emotions  Negative 
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 superficial information pro-
cessing (Pekrun, 2006). Supporting this view, 
there is cumulative evidence that self-reported 
boredom correlates negatively with K-12 and 
undergraduate students’ achievement (average 
correlation ρ  = −0.25; Camacho-Morles et  al., 
2021). Evidence for hopelessness is scarce, but 
also shows negative correlations with achieve-
ment (e.g., Pekrun et al., 2011). Again, longitudi-
nal evidence suggests that these correlations are 
due to reciprocal effects linking emotion and 
achievement, including effects of boredom and 
hopelessness on students’ achievement over the 
school years as well as reverse effects of achieve-
ment on these emotions (Forsblom et al., 2022; 
Pekrun, Lichtenfeld, et al., 2017). 

In sum, theoretical expectations, experimental 
evidence, and findings from field studies suggest 
that students’ emotions have profound effects on 
their engagement and academic achievement. 
Engagement and achievement, in turn, shape stu-
dents’ personality development, educational 
careers, and future prospects, implying that emo-
tions also affect students’ development more 
broadly. As such, administrators and educators 
should pay attention to the emotions experienced 
by students. According to the available evidence, 
the effects of enjoyment of learning are benefi-
cial, whereas hopelessness and boredom are det-
rimental for engagement. The effects of emotions 
like anger, anxiety, or shame are more complex, 

but for the average student, these emotions also 
have negative overall effects.

�Origins of Academic Emotions

Given the relevance of students’ emotions for 
their engagement, it is important to consider their 
origins as well. While a more detailed review is 
beyond the scope of this chapter, we provide a 
short overview of current research (for more 
comprehensive treatments, see Pekrun & 
Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014; Pekrun, 2018; 
Pekrun, Muis,  et  al.,  2017). We first address 
appraisals and achievement goals as individual 
antecedents of students’ emotions, and subse-
quently the role of learning tasks and social 
environments.

�Appraisals as Proximal Antecedents

Emotions can be caused and modulated by 
numerous individual factors, such as situational 
perceptions, cognitive appraisals, neurohormonal 
processes, and sensory feedback from expressive 
behavior (Barrett et  al., 2016). However, the 
emotions experienced in an academic context 
pertain to culturally defined 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 individ-
ual autonomy—inevitably a process guided by 
appraisals. As such, cognitive appraisals of task 
demands, personal competences, the probability 
of success and failure, and the value of these out-
comes likely play a major role in the arousal of 
academic emotions, and research on the determi-
nants of academic emotions from early on has 
focused on such appraisals.

Research on Achievement Anxiety  Studies on 
test anxiety and other types of achievement anxi-
ety (e.g., math anxiety) were the first to address 
the appraisal antecedents of students’ emotions. 
In these studies, appraisals concerning threat of 
failure have been addressed as causing anxiety. In 
terms of R. S. Lazarus’ transactional stress model 
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(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), threat in a given 
achievement setting is evaluated in terms of the 
likelihood and subjective importance of failure 
(“primary appraisal”) and possibilities to cope 
with this threat (“secondary appraisal”). Students 
may experience anxiety when their primary 
appraisal indicates that failure on an important 
exam is likely, and when their secondary appraisal 
indicates that this threat is not sufficiently con-
trollable. Empirical research confirms that 
achievement anxiety is closely related to per-
ceived lack of control over performance. 
Specifically, numerous studies have shown that 
K-12 and postsecondary students’ academic self-
concepts, control beliefs, and self-efficacy expec-
tations correlate negatively with their test and 
math anxiety (von der Embse et  al., 2018; 
Zeidner, 1998; e.g., correlations around r = −0.50 
between secondary school students’ self-concept 
and anxiety in mathematics in Pekrun et  al., 
2019).

Attributional Theory  In attributional theories 
explaining emotions following success and fail-
ure, perceived control plays a central role as well. 
In B.  Weiner’s (1985, 2018) approach, attribu-
tions of success and failure to various causes are 
held to be primary determinants of these emo-
tions. Pride is assumed to be aroused by attribu-
tions 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 uncontrolla-
ble (like lack of ability), and gratitude and anger 
by attributions of success and failure, respec-
tively, to external causes that are under control by 
others. The stability of perceived causes is posited 
to be important for hopefulness and hopelessness 
regarding future performance. Findings from sce-
nario studies asking students how they, or others, 
might react to success and failure were largely in 
line with Weiner’s propositions, as were findings 
from field studies investigating links between 
university students’ achievement attributions and 
their emotions (Pekrun & Marsh, 2018; Weiner, 
1985, 2018).

Control-Value Theory  While test anxiety theo-
ries and attributional theories have addressed out-
come emotions pertaining to success and failure, 
they have neglected activity-related emotions. In 
Pekrun’s (2006, 2018, 2021) control-value theory 
(CVT), core propositions of the transactional 
stress model and attributional theories are revised 
and expanded to explain a broader variety of 
emotions. CVT originally focused on achieve-
ment emotions (Pekrun, 2006). The current, gen-
eralized version of the theory also  considers 
epistemic and social emotions (Pekrun, 2021). 
CVT posits that emotions are induced when the 
individual feels in control of, or out of control of, 
activities and outcomes that are subjectively 
important—implying that appraisals of control 
and value are important proximal determinants of 
emotions (e.g., Forsblom et al., 2022; Shao et al., 
2020). Control appraisals pertain to the perceived 
controllability of actions and outcomes, as 
implied by causal expectations (self-efficacy 
expectations and outcome expectations), causal 
attributions, and competence appraisals. Value 
appraisals relate to the subjective importance of 
these activities and outcomes.

Different combinations of control and value 
appraisals are proposed to instigate different 
emotions (Table 1). In terms of outcome-related 
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, students who believe they 
have the necessary resources to get an A+ on an 
important exam may feel joyous about the pros-
pect of receiving such a grade. Conversely, if they 
believe they are incapable of preventing failure 
on an exam, they may experience hopelessness. 
Prospective hope and anxiety are instigated when 
there is uncertainty 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. 
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Similarly, retrospective pride, shame, gratitude, 
and anger are also induced by appraisals of con-
trol 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 object 
(e.g., learning material). For example, students 
are expected to enjoy learning if they feel compe-
tent to meet the demands of the task and value the 
learning material. If they feel incompetent, or are 
disinterested in the material, studying is not 
enjoyable. Anger and frustration are aroused 
when the intrinsic value of the activity is negative 
(e.g., when working on a difficult project is per-
ceived as taking too much effort which is experi-
enced as aversive). Finally, boredom is 
experienced when the activity lacks any intrinsic 
incentive value (Pekrun et al., 2010).

For epistemic and social emotions, additional 
appraisals play a role as well. For example, epis-
temic emotions are prompted by appraisals of 
cognitive incongruity. CVT considers three types 
of incongruity: Current information can be incon-
sistent with prior information (e.g., prior expecta-
tions and beliefs); it can differ from desired 
knowledge that is not yet available; and it can be 
contradictory in itself (e.g., when reading contra-
dictory texts). The first type of incongruity is pos-
ited to prompt surprise, the second type curiosity, 
and the third one confusion. All three types of 
incongruity can lead to frustration if the incon-
gruity is not resolved. Appraisals of control and 
value modulate the intensity of these emotions 
(except for surprise which is an immediate 
response to violations of expectations; Reisenzein 
et al., 2019). For example, students will be more 
curious about learning materials they are inter-
ested in.

Nonreflective Induction of Emotions  
Recurring appraisal-based induction of emo-
tions can become automatic and nonreflective 
over time. When academic activities are repeated 
over and over again, appraisals and the induc-
tion of emotions can become routinized to the 
extent that there is no longer any conscious 

mediation of emotions (Reisenzein, 2001). In 
the procedural emotion schemata established by 
routinization, situation perception and emotion 
are directly linked such that perceptions can 
automatically induce the emotion (e.g., the mere 
smell of a chemistry lab inducing 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 emotions, more distal ante-
cedents should affect emotions by first 
influencing appraisals (Fig. 2; Pekrun, 2006). An 
example is achievement-related goals and goal 
orientations, which direct attentional focus in the 
course of achievement activities. Specifically, 
these goals and orientations provide a lens 
through which individuals interpret achieve-
ment-related settings. Achievement goals are 
defined as the competence-relevant aims that 
individuals strive for in achievement settings 
(Elliot & McGregor, 2001), with different goals 
being related to different definitions of achieve-
ment. In mastery goals, achievement is judged 
by intraindividual 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 com-
prise achievement goals as well as reasons to 
pursue these goals (Pintrich, 2000). Mastery 
goal orientations focus on developing compe-
tence, whereas performance goal orientations 
focus on demonstrating competence. These pri-
mary goals and orientations can be further dif-
ferentiated into approach and avoidance 
dimensions (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pintrich, 
2000). Students 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 further differentia-
tion, see Elliot et al., 2011).
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Fig. 2  Reciprocal causation of academic emotions, engagement, and their antecedents and outcomes

Different goals and orientations focus attention 
on different aspects of current academic activities, 
thus promoting different kinds of appraisals and 
emotions. Specifically, goals can promote apprais-
als of the controllability and value of achieve-
ment, 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, CVT suggests 
that mastery goals should focus attention on the 
controllability and positive value of task activi-

ties, thus promoting positive activity emotions 
such as enjoyment of learning, and reducing nega-
tive activity emotions such as boredom (Pekrun 
et al., 2009). Performance-approach goals should 
focus attention on the controllability and positive 
value of success, thus facilitating positive out-
come emotions such as hope and pride, and per-
formance-avoidance goals focus attention on the 
uncontrollability and negative value of failure, 
thus inducing negative outcome emotions such as 
anxiety, shame, and hopelessness.
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In terms of the rate of progress, Linnenbrink 
and Pintrich’s bidirectional model of goals and 
affect (Linnenbrink and Pintrich’s  2002b; 
Linnenbrink, 2007; Linnenbrink-Garcia & 
Barger, 2014) proposes that mastery goals pro-
mote perceptions of progress toward success 
since progress is judged relative to one’s own 
improvement, thus facilitating emotions such as 
elation and happiness. Performance-approach 
goals promote emotions such as sadness for the 
many individuals who perceive insufficient prog-
ress toward success due to competition with oth-
ers, and happiness for those who do perceive 
sufficient progress. Performance-avoidance goals 
promote perceptions of moving away from or 
toward failure, thus facilitating relief or anxiety, 
respectively. Both performance-approach and 
avoidance goals are proposed to prompt anxiety, 
due to the heightened focus on the self. As such, 
performance-approach goal orientations in par-
ticular should be associated with a range of both 
positive and negative emotions including elation, 
happiness, sadness, and anxiety, depending both 
on perceived progress and the salience of the self.

The predictions from the two models are com-
plementary and largely consistent, with few 
exceptions such as differences in the proposed 
links for hopelessness and sadness (Tyson et al., 
2009; Pekrun & Stephens, 2009). Empirical evi-
dence from samples across schooling levels sup-
ports these predictions (see Linnenbrink-Garcia 
& Barger, 2014, for a review). The relation 
between performance-avoidance goals and 
achievement anxiety is best documented, but 
research also shows clear relations for mastery 
goals and activity emotions (positive for enjoy-
ment and negative for boredom), and for 
performance goals and outcome emotions other 
than anxiety, such as pride, shame, and hopeless-
ness (e.g., Linnenbrink, 2007; Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich, 2002b; Pekrun et al., 2009). The relation 
between achievement goals and emotions also 
implies that emotions can function as mediators 
in the effects of achievement goals on engage-
ment and achievement. For example, in a labora-
tory study by Linnenbrink et al. (1999), general 
negative affect was a mediator of mastery goal 
effects on task performance among undergradu-
ates completing a working memory task. 

Similarly, in the study by Pekrun et  al. (2009), 
students’ performance-avoidance goals in a uni-
versity course predicted their self-reported anxi-
ety before the mid-term exam which, in turn, was 
a negative predictor of exam performance, sug-
gesting that anxiety mediated the effects of these 
goals on performance.

�The Influence of Tasks 
and Environments

The impact of task design and learning environ-
ments primarily has been investigated for stu-
dents’ test anxiety (Zeidner, 1998; Putwain 
et  al., 2017). Lack of structure and clarity, 
excessively high task demands, competitive 
goal structures in the classroom, negative feed-
back after performance, and negative conse-
quences of poor performance (e.g., public 
humiliation) relate positively to students’ anxi-
ety, likely because these factors reduce expec-
tancies for success and increase the importance 
of avoiding failure (Pekrun, 1992b). Open-
ended formats of tasks (e.g., essay questions) 
may induce more anxiety than multiple-choice 
formats, likely due to higher working memory 
demands which are difficult to meet when mem-
ory capacity is used for worrying about failure. 
In contrast, giving individuals the choice 
between tasks, relaxing time constraints, and 
giving second chances in terms of retaking tests 
can reduce anxiety, presumably because per-
ceived control is enhanced under these condi-
tions (Zeidner, 1998).

Recent research has expanded the perspective 
by considering other emotions as well. For exam-
ple, Linnenbrink-Garcia, Patall, et  al.  (2016) 
identified five instructional design principles that 
help to promote  positive emotions (as well as 
motivation): support students’ feelings of compe-
tence, enhance autonomy, use personally relevant 
and active tasks, emphasize learning and de-
emphasize social comparison, and encourage 
feelings of belonging. Studies on the design of 
multimedia learning environments have shown 
that emotions conveyed in these environment 
(e.g., through human-like agents), the provision 
of autonomy, standards for achievement, and 
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feedback about achievement influence learners’ 
emotions and engagement (Loderer et al., 2020b; 
Plass & Kaplan, 2016). The following factors in 
traditional as well as online learning environ-
ments may be most relevant for a broad variety of 
academic emotions (see Fig. 2).

Cognitive Quality  The cognitive quality of 
instruction and tasks as defined by their structure, 
clarity, and potential for cognitive stimulation 
likely has a positive influence on perceived com-
petence and the perceived value of tasks, thus 
positively influencing students’ emotions and 
engagement. Specifically, inducing appropriate 
levels of cognitive incongruity may be of primary 
importance for the arousal of epistemic emotions 
such as surprise and curiosity. In addition, the 
relative difficulty of tasks can influence perceived 
control, and the match between task demands and 
competences can influence subjective task value, 
thus also influencing emotions. If demands are 
too high or too low, the incentive value of tasks 
may be reduced to the extent that boredom is 
experienced (Pekrun et  al., 2010; see Martin, 
chapter “The Role of Academic Engagement in 
Students’ Educational Development: Insights 
from Load Reduction Instruction and the 4M 
Academic Engagement Framework”, this vol-
ume, for a discussion of instruction, cognitive 
load, and student engagement).

Motivational and Emotional Quality  Teachers 
and peers, as well as virtual agents in multimedia 
learning deliver direct and indirect messages con-
veying academic values. Two ways of inducing 
emotionally relevant values may be most impor-
tant. First, if tasks and environments are shaped 
such that they meet students’ needs, positive 
activity-related emotions should be fostered. For 
example, learning environments that support 
cooperation should help students fulfill their 
needs for social relatedness, thus making working 
on academic tasks more enjoyable and promoting 
their social engagement as discussed earlier. 
Second, teachers’ own enthusiasm in dealing with 
tasks can facilitate the adoption of achievement 
values and related emotions (Frenzel et al., 2018). 
We assume that observational learning and emo-
tional contagion are prime mechanisms mediating 
these effects (Hatfield et al., 1994).

Autonomy Support  Tasks and environments 
supporting autonomy can increase perceived 
control and, by meeting needs for autonomy, the 
value of related achievement activities (for 
empirical evidence, see Tsai et al., 2008; Loderer 
et al., 2020b). However, these beneficial effects 
likely depend on the match between individual 
competences and needs for academic autonomy, 
on the one hand, and the affordances of these 
environments, on the other. In case of a mis-
match, loss of control and negative emotions 
could result.

Goal Structures and Social Expectations  
Different standards for defining achievement can 
imply individualistic (mastery), competitive 
(normative performance), or cooperative goal 
structures (Johnson & Johnson, 1974). The goal 
structures provided in academic settings conceiv-
ably influence emotions in two ways. First, they 
can influence the achievement goals adopted by 
the individual student and any emotions mediated 
by these goals as outlined earlier. Second, goal 
structures determine opportunities for experienc-
ing success and perceiving control, thus influenc-
ing control-dependent emotions. Specifically, 
competitive goal structures imply, by definition, 
that some students have to experience failure, 
thus inducing negative outcome emotions such as 
anxiety and hopelessness in these students. 
Similarly, the demands implied by an important 
other’s unrealistic expectancies for achievement 
can lead to negative emotions resulting from 
reduced subjective 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 development of aca-
demic emotions (for empirical evidence, see 
Forsblom et al., 2022; Pekrun, Lichtenfeld, et al., 
2017; Pekrun et al., in press). In addition, the per-
ceived consequences of success and failure are 
important, since these consequences affect the 
instrumental value of achievement outcomes. 
Positive outcome emotions (e.g., hope for 
success) can be increased if success produces 
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beneficial long-term outcomes (e.g., future career 
opportunities). Negative consequences of failure 
(e.g., unemployment), on the other hand, may 
increase achievement-related anxiety and hope-
lessness (Pekrun, 1992b).

Composition of Student Groups  It follows 
from CVT that the composition of student groups 
is also critically important. The ability level of 
the classroom determines the likelihood of per-
forming well relative to one’s classmates. All else 
being equal, chances for performing well relative 
to others are reduced when being in a high-
achieving class, thus students’ perceived control 
and competence also tend to be reduced. In con-
trast, being in a low-achieving class offers more 
chances to be successful, enabling a sense of con-
trol. Due to these effects on perceived control, 
positive emotions such as enjoyment can be 
reduced, and negative emotions such as anxiety 
exacerbated, when a student is in a high-achieving 
class (“happy-fish-little-pond effect”; Pekrun 
et al., 2019).

In sum, individual antecedents as well as 
learning environments can shape students’ aca-
demic emotions and, consequently, any emotion-
dependent engagement with learning. 
Environments, goals, and appraisals can induce, 
prevent, and modulate students’ emotions, and 
they can shape their objects and contents. 
Depending on individual goals and the learning 
environment, students’ academic life can be 
infused with positive affect and joyful task 
engagement, or with anxiety, frustration, and 
boredom. However, the strong impact of the envi-
ronment does not imply that basic mechanisms 
linking students’ emotions with their engagement 
vary as a function of social context. Rather, these 
mechanisms seem to be stable across contexts 
(see Loderer et  al., 2020b; Pekrun et  al., 2009; 
Pekrun, 2018).

For example, in a cross-cultural comparison 
of Chinese and German high school students’ 
emotions in mathematics, Frenzel et  al. (2007) 
found that mean levels of emotions differed 
between cultures, with Chinese students report-
ing more achievement-related enjoyment, pride, 

anxiety, and shame, and less anger in mathemat-
ics. However, the functional linkages of these 
emotions with perceived control, important oth-
ers’ expectations, and academic achievement in 
mathematics were equivalent across cultures. 
Similarly, in the OECD’s Programme of 
International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015 
cycle, students’ schoolwork-related anxiety 
showed negative correlations with their science 
performance in 52 of 55 countries participating 
in the assessment of anxiety, and the relation 
between students’ enjoyment and performance in 
science was positive in all of the 68 countries for 
which this relation was examined (OECD, 2016). 
Most likely, the general functions of emotions for 
students’ engagement and achievement described 
earlier are universal across different learning 
environments and cultural contexts.

�Reciprocal Causation, Emotion 
Regulation, and Treatment 
Interventions

Academic emotions influence students’ engage-
ment and achievement, but achievement out-
comes can reciprocally influence appraisals, 
emotions, and the environment (Pekrun, 2006, 
2021; see Fig. 2). As such, academic emotions, 
their antecedents, and their effects can 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 environ-
ments shape students’ appraisals and emotions, 
but these emotions reciprocally affect students’ 
learning environments and the behavior of teach-
ers and classmates. For example, teachers’ and 
students’ enjoyment of classroom instruction are 
likely linked in reciprocal ways (see Frenzel 
et al., 2018). 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, and self-directed 
involvement with tasks can, in turn, promote stu-
dents’ enjoyment. Similarly, emotions influence 
students’ motivational engagement in terms of 
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adopting various achievement goals, but these 
goals reciprocally influence students’ emotions 
(Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002b). Third, by 
impacting engagement, students’ emotions have 
an influence 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 dynamic sys-
tems theory (Turner & Waugh, 2007), we 
assume that such reciprocal causation can take 
different forms and can extend over fractions 
of seconds (e.g., in linkages between apprais-
als and emotions), days, weeks, months, or 
years. Positive feedback loops likely are com-
monplace. To explain, positive feedback loops 
are defined by effects in both directions having 
the same sign—either positive as in reciprocal 
linkages between teachers’ and students’ 
enjoyment as cited earlier, or negative as in 
reciprocal effects linking hopelessness or bore-
dom and achievement. However, negative feed-
back loops can also be important. In negative 
feedback loops, effects in the two directions 
bear opposite signs; for example, 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 learning environments. Since emo-
tions, their antecedents, and their effects can be 
reciprocally linked over time, emotions can be 
regulated and changed by addressing any of the 
elements involved in these cyclic feedback pro-
cesses (Ben-Eliyahu, 2019; Harley et  al., 2019; 
Lobczowski, 2020; Pekrun & Stephens, 2009). 
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); 
(b) the control and value appraisals underlying 
emotions (appraisal-oriented regulation and 
treatment); (c) the competences determining 
individual agency (competence-oriented regula-

tion and treatment; e.g., training of learning 
skills); and (d) tasks and learning environments 
(design of tasks and environments).

Emotion regulation and ways to treat exces-
sive negative academic emotions have mainly 
been studied for test anxiety (e.g., Davis et  al., 
2008). Specifically, test anxiety treatment is 
among the most successful psychological thera-
pies available, effect sizes in randomized con-
trolled trials often being around d = 1 (von der 
Embse et  al., 2013; Zeidner, 1998). However, 
evidence on motivational treatment interventions 
suggests that interventions promoting students’ 
adaptive control and value beliefs can have a pos-
itive influence on other emotions as well (e.g., 
attributional retraining, Perry et al., 2014).

Moreover, Ben-Eliyahu and Linnenbrink-
Garcia (2015) examined how  high school and 
college students’ self-reported emotion regula-
tion strategies, including reappraisal (e.g., cogni-
tively reframing the situation to regulate 
emotions) and suppression (e.g., inhibiting emo-
tional expression), related  to their self-reported 
cognitive learning strategies (e.g., deep self-
regulatory learning strategies, organizational 
self-regulated strategy use) and behavioral 
engagement in students’ favorite and least favor-
ite classes. While results varied across contexts, 
reappraisal was generally positively related to 
learning strategies for high school students. 
Suppression was negatively associated with 
learning strategies across favorite and least favor-
ite classes for high school students and favorite 
classes for college students.

�Conclusion

As argued in this chapter, emotions are critically 
important for students’ engagement with aca-
demic tasks and resulting learning outcomes. 
Engagement and achievement, in turn, are drivers 
for students’ personality development, career tra-
jectories, and psychological health. As such, due 
to their influence on engagement, academic emo-
tions are also critically important for positive 
development in youth more broadly. Emotions 
likely influence all major types of cognitive, 
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motivational, and behavioral engagement con-
tributing to students’ academic success. Much of 
the initial research supporting this conclusion 
was conducted by cognitive psychologists and 
neuroscientists in laboratory studies, far removed 
from the reality of academic contexts. Research 
on students’ emotions in real-world academic 
settings has grown substantially during the past 
25 years but is clearly still in a nascent stage.

To better understand the role of emotions for 
students’ engagement, we suggest several areas 
for future research. First, researchers should 
investigate a variety of forms of emotions 
(achievement, epistemic, topic, and social) that 
may be relevant in educational contexts. There is 
a growing body of research on achievement emo-
tions, but relatively little research on epistemic 
emotions or social emotions. We still know little 
about how emotions emerge in response to spe-
cific task elements or in relation to social interac-
tions in 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 emo-
tions shape engagement in school.

Second, the diversity of theoretical defini-
tions has plagued emotion research in other 
fields. Thus, we urge researchers conducting 
research on emotions in educational settings to 
be clear about how they define emotions within 
the context of education, and to carefully match 
the theoretical conceptualization of emotions 
with their assessment instruments. Third, within 
affective neuroscience, great strides have been 
made in understanding the neurological bases 
for emotions and their link to other aspects of 
psychological functioning (e.g., Immordino-
Yang et  al., 2009). Researchers studying emo-
tions 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 emotions shape cognitive 
processing.

Furthermore, the reciprocal aspects of emo-
tions are often neglected. Yet the models we dis-
cussed highlight the dynamic quality of emotions 
and engagement. Future research needs to 

develop better methods for unpacking these 
dynamic relations across time, including inten-
sive longitudinal studies and use of within-person 
analytic designs (Murayama et al., 2017). Finally, 
if we are to truly understand the role of emotions 
in classroom settings, we need to design learning 
environments that are emotionally adaptive for 
students and test the effectiveness of these envi-
ronments. Instructional design researchers have 
made a promising start in creating virtual learn-
ing environments that help to reach this aim (see 
Lajoie et al., 2020; Loderer et al., 2020b). Further, 
we have also made recommendations for instruc-
tional design principles to be used in the class-
room (Linnenbrink-Garcia, Patall, et  al., 2016), 
but these have yet to be more widely tested with 
respect to emotions.
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School Belonging and Student 
Engagement: The Critical 
Overlaps, Similarities, 
and Implications for Student 
Outcomes

Kelly-Ann Allen  and Christopher Boyle 

Abstract

The theoretical and empirical literature has 
long included belonging as central to student 
engagement. Some conceptualizations and 
approaches have suggested that a student’s 
sense of belonging is a central and founda-
tional principle underpinning engagement. 
Engagement also contributes to a sense of 
belonging. Two distinct literatures have devel-
oped insights around the importance of, path-
ways to, and outcomes associated with each 
construct. This chapter narratively explores 
similarities and differences between belong-
ing and student engagement, identifying areas 
of overlap as well as helpful distinctions, with 
implications for research and educational 
practice. Although the two are closely con-
nected, these two friends are more effectively 
treated as complementary constructs, both of 

which are essential components for positive 
development in young people.

�School Belonging and Student 
Engagement: The Critical Overlaps, 
Similarities, and Implications 
for Student Outcomes

The controversial “Two Pretty Best Friends” 
meme began when Jordan Scott (also known as 
@jayrscottyy) recorded a video post and posted it 
on the social media platform TikTok (www.tik-
tok.com). The well-connected Scott shared a 
cryptic phrase: “I ain’t ever seen 2 pretty best 
friends, always one of em gotta [sic.] be ugly.” 
The words quickly became a meme that went 
viral, spreading across various social media plat-
forms. The saying could imply that two things of 
equal beauty rarely work together side by side.

Although the meme was met with significant 
backlash, to some degree, this modern saying 
resonates with psychological research around 
assets and deficits. To justify relevance, posi-
tive psychological assets are often contrasted 
with negative psychological deficits. For 
instance, engagement in learning is contrasted 
with boredom. Happiness is contrasted with 
mental illness. Belonging and prosociality are 
contrasted with loneliness and antisocial behav-
ior. But can two pretty best friends walk 
hand-in-hand?
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This chapter highlights one example of two 
pretty best friends: belonging and engagement. 
At times these are viewed as the same construct; 
at other times one is seen as critical to the other, or 
they are competing priorities for the limited time 
and resources within schools. Extensive research 
indicates that student engagement and school 
belonging matter (e.g., Korpershoek et al., 2019; 
Li, 2011; St-Amand et al., 2017). Voelkl (2012), in 
the first edition of the Handbook of Research on 
Student Engagement, reviewed the role of school 
identification in influencing the social and learn-
ing behaviors of students. The assumptions were 
that school identification mainly involves emo-
tions rather than cognitions, consists of a specific 
set of attitudes which ultimately define student 
behavior at school, and takes time. It is worth not-
ing that the focus of Voelkl’s (2012) perspective 
drew from Finn’s participation-identification 
model (Finn, 1989). Despite the model being rep-
resented as a relatively simple two-component 
model, it afforded engagement dimensions to be 
grouped into either those which involve behavior 
(participation component) or those which relate to 
emotions (identification component). According 
to Voelkl, student identification was likely to influ-
ence social as well as learning behaviors in a way 
that was yet to be clarified.

In the framework proposed by Voelkl (2012), 
two main components of identification in Finn’s 
model, namely belonging and valuing, were first 
introduced. With belonging set to be defined later 
in this chapter, here it suffices to mention that this 
first component has been recognized as a basic 
human necessity which needs to be fulfilled. As 
students strive to fulfill their need to belong, they 
form relationships with teachers and peers and 
may even become active participants in school 
activities, including academic work. When stu-
dents succeed, their achievements not only 
become a source of motivation but also encour-
age positive behavior which, in turn, can further 
improve academic performance. Similarly, peo-
ple have a need to feel that they are of value. 
Within the school context, valuing, the second 
component of Finn’s model, can be either of per-
sonal importance, where students show interest 
and enjoyment from school tasks or satisfaction 

at good grades, or of practical importance (i.e., 
recognizing that schools are important to obtain 
good qualifications or to secure a good job). In 
this case, by building on well-established theo-
ries as well as empirical data, Voelkl pointed out 
that efforts, engagement, and persistence in 
learning were more likely to be observed when 
students value school work, with academic suc-
cess also more likely to follow. Hence, giving 
high importance to certain tasks can be a major 
source of motivation.

Considering the assumptions of the proposed 
framework by Voelkl (2012) in the previous edi-
tion of the Handbook, it was assumed that once 
school identification was achieved (i.e., the need 
for belonging and valuing were fulfilled), stu-
dents would be more engaged and have more 
positive attitudes toward school, with the latter 
eventually shaping student behavior in a positive 
manner. Voelkl’s (2012) framework, therefore, 
seeks to make clear that school identification is 
“an intrinsic form of achievement motivation that 
encourages students to engage in appropriate 
learning behaviors” (Voelkl, 2012, p.  194), 
however, it was also recognize that positive 
behavior was not a spontaneous process. That 
is, when students enter schools, they already have 
certain feelings toward school as well as some 
early forms of behavior. But as they progress 
through different grades, the action of external 
motivators, such as specific behaviors being 
imposed or encouraged by parents and teachers 
(e.g., learning, doing homework), may reinforce 
certain attitudes. Eventually these students, espe-
cially those with an increased sense of belonging 
and those who give value to academic activities, 
adopt these externally motivated behaviors as 
their own, which turn into a form of intrinsic moti-
vation. In fact, this whole process may be encour-
aged by certain school conditions such as a safe 
environment or a supportive classroom, which 
are  referred to as “contextual facilitating condi-
tions.” Taken together, it can be said that the main 
concept behind Voelkl’s proposed framework was 
to consider school identification and student 
engagement mainly in terms of emotions gener-
ated through school experiences (i.e., emotions 
produced by a feeling of connectedness with the 
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school, or felt when successfully completing tasks 
which are believed to be important).

In this chapter, a different approach is used 
where school belonging and student engagement 
will be viewed as distinct and independent con-
structs that intertwine and complement one 
another. As such, this chapter narratively synthe-
sizes theory and research on belonging and 
engagement, including historical considerations, 
examination of terminology, definitions, theories, 
and frameworks appearing in the literature in 
order to identify areas of similarity and distinc-
tion. As a whole, our review illustrates that 
belonging is very much needed for engagement 
and vice versa. For the sake of educational out-
comes, the two constructs of belonging and 
engagement are indeed best friends that together 
should be emphasized in schools, not viewed as 
competing. We conclude with implications for 
research and educational practice.

�Beginning with Belonging

The need to belong is considered to be a universal 
need which is innate and common to most human 
beings (Allen, 2020a; Allen, Kern et al., 2021). 
Although a sense of belonging is, in a general 
way, important to the social lives of people, it is 
particularly valuable within a school setting 
(Allen & Kern, 2017, 2019). School belonging 
has been recognized by many researchers as 
being associated with academic motivation and 
positive school outcomes such as participation in 
extracurricular activities and school attendance 
(Anderman & Freeman, 2004; Irvin et al., 2011; 
Shochet et al., 2011). Interestingly, such positive 
associations can even be found for students 
across different grades, thereby further indicating 
that school belonging is an important component 
of students’ school lives (Korpershoek et  al., 
2019). Despite its importance in education, 
school belonging has been studied and defined in 
numerous ways (Allen & Bowles, 2012; Libbey, 
2004; O’Brien & Bowles, 2013). Allen and 
Bowles (2012) described the field of school 
belonging as “unsystematic and diluted” (p. 108) 
due to disparities in definition and terminology.

Despite the absence of a universal definition 
for school belonging, St-Amand et  al. (2017) 
identified three key attributes of school belong-
ing. First, it is a major factor which contributes to 
the psychological development of an individual 
in a positive way. This has also been recognized 
by other researchers who have pointed to findings 
that school belonging is essential for personal 
identification and a social identity—which are 
key development processes of adolescence (Allen 
& Bowles, 2012; Verhoeven et  al., 2019). The 
second key attribute of a sense of belonging is 
that it is a basic need that leads to social bonding 
between people as well as affiliations with mem-
bers of a group (Hagerty et  al., 1996). This 
attribute, explained in the specific context of 
school settings by Langevin (1999), emphasises 
the importance of social relationships in both the 
formal and informal aspects of school life. 
Similarly, while suggesting that friendships are 
important components of belonging, Williams 
and Downing (1998, p. 103) state:

Students thought that being a part of the class 
meant that they had a place in the classroom, felt 
welcomed, wanted, and respected by their class-
mates and teachers. Being familiar with their class-
mates and having friends who understood them 
made the student feel as if he or she belonged to a 
group and/or to a class as a whole.

The final defining attribute involves four key 
terms or characteristics which clearly differenti-
ate school belonging from other concepts: posi-
tive emotions, positive social relations, 
involvement, and harmonization (i.e., “individu-
als must adapt and adjust by changing personal 
aspects to align with any situations or people” 
St-Amand et al., 2017, p. 109). Altogether, these 
defining features and characteristics not only 
help to better define school belonging but also to 
identify its main components so as to develop 
more accurate means of measuring the concept.

�School or Student Engagement

School engagement and student engagement are 
terms that have become widely used in educa-
tional settings. Before proceeding, it is worth not-
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ing that although the two terms are often used 
interchangeably, they may actually refer to two 
distinct concepts. In this context, Appleton et al. 
(2008) noted that the former places emphasis 
on the importance of school contexts, hence the 
name school engagement. On the other hand, 
since the focus of student engagement is on an 
individual, it takes into account the psychology, 
behavior, and  academic achievement as well as 
the influence of families and friends on the stu-
dents. However, for the purpose of this work, 
despite prior distinctions, the two terms will be 
used interchangeably or referred to as the general 
term “engagement.” The concept of engagement 
is intricately linked to that of school belonging. It 
refers to “students’ expression of opinions or atti-
tudes and behaviors” (Wonglorsaichon et  al., 
2014, p.  1749). However, Bakadorova and 
Raufelder (2017), basing their definition on the 
work of previous researchers, have provided a 
more comprehensive definition of school engage-
ment as being that of a complex and multidimen-
sional construct consisting of two or three 
components, namely:

•	 Behavioral engagement—involves active par-
ticipation in school-related activities (both 
curricular and extracurricular), good conduct 
and absence of disobedience to school regula-
tions (Engels et al., 2016; Finn, 1993; Skinner 
& Belmont, 1993).

•	 Emotional engagement—refers to students’ 
relationships and emotions toward their peers, 
academics, and the school in general (Skinner, 
Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009), thereby allow-
ing students to identify themselves with their 
schools (Finn, 1989; Skinner & Belmont, 
1993).

•	 Cognitive engagement—[also referred to as 
“psychological investment”] where students 
display learning motivation and are willing to 
put in the required efforts to learn or develop 
their own learning process, especially when 
new or complex ideas are concerned (Fredricks 
et al., 2004; Newmann et al., 1992).

More recently, the inclusion of a fourth compo-
nent known as agentic engagement was proposed 

(Dincer et  al., 2019; see also Reeve & Jang, 
chapter “Agentic Engagement”, this volume). 
According to Reeve (2013), it refers to the active 
and constructive contributions demonstrated by 
students during the learning process. However, it 
is also recognized that more research is needed in 
order to determine whether it is, indeed, a distinct 
concept, which has different predictive value 
when compared to the three components of 
engagement (i.e., behavioral, emotional, cogni-
tive) (Eccles, 2016). From this definition, it is clear 
that engagement can play an important role in 
influencing students’ achievement. Indeed, as 
pointed out by Lippman and Rivers (2008) who 
described similar components, school engagement 
can improve academic performance and promote 
attendance in school while inhibiting risky or neg-
ative youth behaviors. However, it would be remiss 
not to point out that this concept was not always 
recognized as a valuable part of youth develop-
ment. This is described by Li (2011) who stated 
that although it was known that children’s enthusi-
asm for learning deteriorated as they went through 
the school system—elementary to middle to high 
school (Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & 
Wellborn, 2009; Wigfield et  al., 2006)—this 
reduced motivation was mostly attributed to unde-
sirable behaviors such as smoking, drinking, drug 
use, unsafe sex, teenage pregnancy, and violence 
among young people. As such, a great deal 
of research focused on preventing these negative 
behaviors from manifesting so as to ensure a 
smoother transition through students’ lives. 
Eventually, it became clear that this simplistic 
view was limited and not cognizant of the wider 
issues of school belonging and engagement. Active 
school contributions through  school engagement 
is now a widely  accepted possible solution to 
decreasing academic motivation and achievement 
(Bosnjak et  al., 2017; Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 
2016; Fredricks et al., 2004).

�A Definitional Overlap

Although the two terms of school belonging and 
student engagement are clearly distinguished, 
they are intricately linked to each other. Indeed, 
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the two concepts often overlap at different levels 
whether in terms of definitions, constructs or the 
measures used. For instance, some definitions of 
school engagement are still akin to descriptions 
of school belonging and, therefore, it is not sur-
prising to note that the two terms have been used 
interchangeably in some research (O’Brennan & 
Furlong, 2010), with disengagement being used 
to describe not belonging to school (Willms, 
2000). Moreover, in The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operative Development (OECD)‘s 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) report, Willms referred to school belong-
ing as:

A psychological component pertaining to students’ 
sense of belonging at school and acceptance of 
school values, and a behavioral component per-
taining to participation in school activities . . . the 
term disengaged from school is used to character-
ize students who do not feel they belong at school 
and have withdrawn from school activities in a sig-
nificant way (Willms, 2000, p. 8).

Similarly, when considering the individual com-
ponents of engagement, it will be noted that the 
concept of emotional engagement, as defined 
before, encompasses students’ relationships and 
emotions toward their peers and teachers and, 
therefore, it is concerned with feelings toward the 
school or school characteristics in general 
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009). 
According to Sciarra and Seirup (2008), this feel-
ing represents a form of care for the school and 
can be translated into a feeling of belongingness. 
As such, it is not surprising that this has led 
Korpershoek et al. (2019) to consider both terms 
(school belonging and emotional engagement) to 
be similar, at least in the way in which they have 
been conceptualized. In fact, as it will be noted 
later, it is this similarity between belongingness 
and emotional engagement which is often high-
lighted when considering how the two terms 
overlap, although to some extent, similarities 
with behavioral or cognitive forms of engage-
ment may also be observed.

Furlong et al. (2013) tried to disentangle the 
overlap between school belonging (and its regu-
lar synonyms of school connectedness, school 
bonding, sense of school membership) and school 

engagement. In their research, they present the 
notion that there are two types of engagement 
that explains why sometimes school belonging 
and school engagement are used to mean the 
same construct. Furlong et  al. (2013) proposed 
that the first type of engagement used by research-
ers relates to academic outcomes and the second 
type relates more to the affective state and rela-
tionships which a student experiences—the latter 
being more akin to school belonging.

Furlong et  al. (2013) also focused on the 
behavioral aspect of school belonging and 
engagement by considering a gratitude compo-
nent as being highly influential in affecting the 
cognitive component such as self-esteem. 
Gratitude is a crucial aspect of belonging where 
both teachers and students can appreciate the 
roles that others play in the school environment, 
thereby understanding that engagement can be 
seen in the effort of others. This can increase 
social cohesion and “...teachers can encourage 
appreciative responding in students by emphasiz-
ing and reinforcing kind acts in the classroom, 
and teachers and staff can model reciprocity and 
thankfulness in coordinated activities with stu-
dents” (Furlong et al., 2013, p. 71). Understanding 
the roles that school staff plays in the school and 
how much commitment is invested is crucial to 
being able to appreciate the gratitude component. 
If gratitude is used well, it could facilitate a place 
where young people feel valued leading to a 
greater sense of belonging benefiting all mem-
bers of the school community. Furlong et  al. 
(2003) are straightforward and suggest that 
engagement is over a long rather than short period 
and if used appropriately it is about “...inoculat-
ing students against the consequences of poor 
school bonding” (p. 111).

�Theories and Frameworks

�Models and Frameworks of School 
Engagement
School engagement is undoubtedly an important 
factor that influences a student’s academic 
achievements, thereby exerting a direct influence 
on his or her school career (Appleton et al., 2008; 
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Fredricks et al., 2004). As such, this concept has 
been widely investigated by different researchers 
who eventually came up with different models or 
theoretical frameworks in order to gain a better 
understanding of school engagement as well as 
ways through which it could be fostered. 
However, through these frameworks, school 
engagement is not only regarded as the final 
objective but also as a means of promoting or 
predicting positive outcomes (e.g., high academic 
achievement) or preventing negative ones (e.g., 
school dropout) (Frydenberg et al., 2005; Ryan & 
Deci, 2009). Li (2011) identified four key frame-
works of engagement which can be applied 
within the school setting. An overview of these 
models indicates that they are often derived from 
general theories but each focuses on constructs 
which attempt to explain how certain variables 
influence school engagement in general or its 
individual components (i.e., behavioral, emo-
tional, or cognitive engagement). Hence, a com-
mon feature of engagement models is that they 
consider school engagement as malleable and 
that, by identifying its predictors, engagement 
can be promoted.

�School Reform and Motivational 
Models
According to Finn and Zimmer (2012), one of the 
earliest models recognizes that school engage-
ment is influenced by the school setting. Based 
on this, Newmann (1981) suggested that only 
important reforms to those settings could lead to 
an increase in school engagement and for this 
purpose, six possible changes or guiding princi-
ples were proposed. This concept was later taken 
up by Wehlage et al. (1989) who also advocated 
the need for school reforms, but instead of pro-
moting engagement, these reforms were viewed 
as a means of preventing dropouts. However, it 
should be noted that in order to implement 
reforms, prior knowledge of the type of school 
settings which influence engagement is required. 
In this context, Fredricks et al. (2004) noted that 
the school settings being referred to in this model 
can be of two types. First, they can occur at the 
school-level which basically represents certain 
school characteristics that can alter school 

engagement. For instance, in one historical study, 
it was found that schools of small sizes provided 
students with more opportunities to participate in 
extracurricular activities while developing social 
relationships (Barker & Gump, 1964). Similarly, 
in terms of school practices, it was assumed, 
despite conflicting results, that adopting fair and 
flexible rules could decrease risks of disengage-
ment (Finn & Voelkl, 1993; Natriello, 1984). 
Therefore, educational reforms should occur 
beyond the classroom and school leadership 
should have a central role.

The classroom context, itself, is a multidimen-
sional construct involving different components 
which can broadly be classified as being organi-
zational, instructional, or social (Dotterer & 
Lowe, 2011). In the case of classroom structure, 
this refers to the expectations which teachers 
have regarding the social and academic behavior 
of students, the extent to which these expecta-
tions are made clear and the establishment of 
rules or norms which are applied when these 
expectations are not met (Connell, 1990; 
Fredricks et al., 2004). Although not many stud-
ies examine the link between classroom structure 
and engagement, evidence has shown that clearer 
expectations and work rules were positively asso-
ciated with higher cognitive, emotional and 
behavioral engagement, with the latter being 
especially visible in the form of less disciplinary 
issues (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Doyle, 1986; 
Fredricks et al., 2002).

The concepts of autonomy support and task 
characteristics are identified as potentially 
increasing engagement in the classroom environ-
ment. According to researchers, autonomy is sup-
ported when students are offered the opportunity 
to choose and participate in decision-making pro-
cesses while not being pressured into doing 
schoolwork or displaying good behavior by con-
trol measures such as rewards and punishments 
(Connell, 1990; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Although 
such conditions are believed to enhance engage-
ment, only limited research has examined this 
link (Connell, 1990). For instance, it was 
observed that students from elementary schools 
showed higher levels of cognitive engagement 
when provided with the opportunity to choose the 
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type of tasks which they wished to do as well as 
the place and time to perform them (Perry, 1998; 
Turner, 1995). However, in a different study, the 
same link between autonomy support and 
engagement was not visible for junior high school 
students. However, it should be noted that in that 
study the authors identified the lack of more 
opportunities and the presence of more control 
measures as possible reasons for these observa-
tions (Midgley & Feldlaufer, 1987; Moos, 1979).

As far as task characteristics are concerned, it 
is worth noting that, within the classroom con-
text, repetitive tasks or those based on memoriza-
tion strategies are considered to be common, but 
they are ineffective in developing cognitive 
engagement as they involve less effort or learning 
commitments from the students (Newmann et al., 
1992). As a result, Newmann proposed changes 
by suggesting five characteristics which were 
needed for tasks to be engaging (e.g., authentic 
tasks, tasks which allow students to be autono-
mous in terms of conceptualization, execution, 
and evaluation, tasks which allow students to col-
laborate, tasks which allow students to express 
different types of talents, and tasks which provide 
opportunities for fun) (Newmann, 1991; 
Newmann et  al., 1992). Some of these features 
were investigated, with one study showing that 
students who collaborated with their peers on 
new but personally meaningful tasks were more 
likely to use certain gestures, expressions, and 
behaviors which were indicative (linguistic and 
behavioral indicators) of higher cognitive engage-
ment (Helme & Clarke, 2001). Similarly, higher 
cognitive engagement was observed when stu-
dents received teachers’ support and encourage-
ment after being given complex tasks to complete 
(Blumenfeld & Meece, 1988). Although the last 
two characteristics are not often the subject of 
studies, the results clearly show which type of 
tasks are likely to sustain student engagement 
and, in doing so, they not only support the 
hypothesis regarding the importance of task char-
acteristics but also highlight the value of relation-
ships (with peers and teachers). This leads us to 
the third component of the classroom context 
which is its social aspect.

As evidenced by the large body of literature, 
social relationships in classrooms are arguably 
one of the most studied concepts as far as engage-
ment is concerned. These studies also include the 
influence of peers in shaping the engagement lev-
els of students. Research, in this case, has been 
focused on the predictive effects of peer accep-
tance, with results demonstrating both higher 
emotional (e.g., satisfaction at school) and behav-
ioral engagements (e.g., prosocial behaviors, pur-
suing academic goals) for students who felt 
accepted by their peers (Berndt & Keefe, 1995; 
Wentzel, 1994). This was especially evident if the 
group already involved highly engaged individu-
als (Kindermann, 1993). However, peer rejection 
is also a reality, and it is not surprising that it was 
shown to lead to opposite effects in the form of 
reduced levels of both types of engagement as 
well as higher risks of dropout (Buhs & Ladd, 
2001; DeRosier et  al., 1994; French & Conrad, 
2001). After peers, the influence of teachers in 
the form of teacher support is another factor 
which shapes student engagement within class-
rooms. The effects of supportive teachers have 
been positively associated with all forms of 
engagement, namely, behavioral, emotional, as 
well as cognitive (Battistich et  al., 1997; 
Blumenfeld & Meece, 1988; Croninger & Lee, 
2001; Skinner & Belmont, 1993) and the fact that 
these results were consistent not only for students 
from elementary up to high schools but also 
across different ethnic groups further shows the 
importance of this factor (Marks, 2000). 
Furthermore, in addition to creating a socially 
supportive environment, it will be recalled from 
earlier descriptions, that teachers play a central 
role in supporting students’ autonomy, creating 
appropriate task characteristics as well as provid-
ing clear classroom structures. Hence, they are 
arguably the most important component of all the 
previously described factors within the classroom 
context. Overall, it can be said that there is 
enough evidence to show that school characteris-
tics influence student engagement, thereby sup-
porting the reform model.

Closely related to the reform model is that of 
Connell’s self-system theory (Connell, 1990; 
Connell & Wellborn, 1991). According to this 
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model, children have three basic psychological 
requirements, namely, the need for competence, 
the need for autonomy, and the need for related-
ness, with the level of school engagement being 
dependent on the extent to which students feel 
that those needs are being fulfilled. This direct 
link between students’ needs and engagement 
levels is widely accepted by researchers but inter-
estingly, as pointed out by Fredricks et al. (2004), 
the self-system model also takes into account the 
continuous influence of contextual factors, that 
is, the social environment within which students 
evolve and which was described in the previous 
model. Therefore, while acknowledging the 
influence of those social factors on school 
engagement, this model also stipulates that the 
fulfillment of students’ needs act as the link 
between the two. For instance, in one study it was 
found that teachers considered students to be 
more engaged when they thought they shared a 
high-quality emotional relationship (a measure of 
high relatedness) (Connell & Wellborn, 1991) 
and this relatedness was itself more likely to 
occur when a supportive and caring environment 
was provided both by the teachers as well as 
peers.

Similarly, in another study, relatedness was 
found to be linked to emotional engagement 
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003), with Ryan et al. (1994) 
suggesting that the behavioral component of 
engagement could also be involved. In terms of 
the second need, that of autonomy, Ryan and 
Connell (1989) described it as students’ “desire 
to do things for personal reasons, rather than 
doing things because their actions are controlled 
by others” (p. 81) and it is believed that in cases 
where students can contribute to decision-making 
processes or have the freedom to make choices, 
this need for autonomy is fulfilled, hence leading 
to a higher level of school engagement (Connell 
& Wellborn, 1991). As an example, many studies 
have reported that performing activities out of 
pleasure or interest (considered to be autono-
mous reasons) was positively linked with both 
emotional (e.g., happiness) and behavioral (e.g., 
higher participation) engagement (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991; Patrick et  al., 1993). However, 
unlike the need for relatedness, there are no stud-

ies which examine the above assumption that 
social contexts can contribute to engagement by 
supporting autonomy (Fredricks et al., 2004).

A similar observation can be made regarding 
the need for competence which is met when stu-
dents start to believe that they control their own 
success while believing in their own abilities to 
succeed and understanding the means to attain it. 
Again, despite evidence of the link between per-
ceived competence and engagement (Rudolph 
et al., 2001; Skinner et al., 1990), no studies have 
examined the involvement of factors such as 
school structure in fulfilling that need for compe-
tence. There is no doubt that further research is, 
therefore, required in order to find more evidence 
which supports the self-system model. 
Nevertheless, it can be concluded that, through 
the conceptualization of needs, this model has the 
merit of explaining why engagement is promoted 
under certain social contexts.

It is worth noting that the concept of needs is 
not necessarily exclusive to the self-system 
model. Similar constructs can be found within 
the motivational model (Li, 2011), itself based on 
the Self-Determination Theory of Ryan and Deci 
(2000). As the name suggests, compared to the 
previous model, the only difference is the inclu-
sion of the concept of motivation. Hence, in this 
case, the model stipulates that the fulfillment of 
the psychological need determines the quality of 
motivation which eventually influences the level 
of school engagement (Eccles, 2004). Motivation, 
in this case, is regarded as an important interme-
diate requirement for engagement (Saeed & 
Zyngier, 2012) and this is observed not only in 
the fact that highly motivated students tend to 
perform better at schools (Pintrich, 2003), but 
also that it is considered to be one of the most 
important factors which need to be targeted by 
teachers in order to improve learning (Williams 
& Williams, 2011). While motivation is clearly a 
useful way of measuring engagement levels, it is 
not considered in the self-system model. In the 
same way, the motivation model excludes the 
influence of social contexts. As such, it is not sur-
prising to note the proposal of a more general 
one, the self-system model of motivational devel-
opment (SSMMD), in an attempt to reconcile the 
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two (Nouwen & Clycq, 2020), as through this 
integrated model, engagement can be visualized 
both in terms of the motivation processes and the 
continuous interactions with social contexts 
(Fig. 1).

�Participation–Identification Model

A second model which is commonly applied in 
the engagement literature is Finn’s participation–
identification model (Finn, 1989). According to 
this theory, the first step in building success is 
when a willing student starts to participate in 
school activities which basically are classified 
into four main types, namely, social tasks, class-
related initiatives, extracurricular activities, and 
responsive behaviors (Archambault et al., 2009; 
Finn & Zimmer, 2012). Participation in any of 
these activities are considered to reflect different 
levels of a student’s engagement, thereby 
suggesting that, based on this model, the devel-
opment of behavioral engagement is the first 
requirement for success. While continuous par-
ticipation is believed to lead to some form of aca-
demic success, it may also subsequently lead to a 
form of school bonding, that is the identification 
part of the model which actually reflects a stu-
dent’s emotional engagement (Finn & Zimmer, 
2012). Eventually, being cyclic in nature, these 
types of interactions can encourage further par-
ticipation, success, and bonding. However, the 
converse is also true and, therefore, Finn’s par-
ticipation–identification model explains school 
dropouts as being due to a lack of encouragement 
in the early participation in school activities 
which will gradually lead to disengagement. This 
model is depicted in Fig. 2.

�Models and Frameworks of School 
Belonging

Despite  the importance of school belonging for 
healthy psychological development of students, 
very few models or frameworks provide guidance 
on the best ways to support or encourage school 
belonging (Allen et  al., 2019; Allen, Vella-
Brodrick et al., 2016; Libbey, 2004). Allen, Vella-
Brodrick and colleagues (2016) found that some 
frameworks had been previously developed (e.g., 
Brendtro et al., 2002; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; 
Malti & Noam, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000) but 
these were of limited focus. Thus, they ignored 
the contribution of certain factors or did not con-
sider the concept as a multidimensional construct 
based on empirical evidence (e.g., Rowe et  al., 
2007; Waters et al., 2009). Hence a new frame-
work was proposed based on Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) ecological framework for human develop-
ment, whereby school belonging was viewed as a 
“multilayered socio-ecological phenomenon” 
(Allen, Vella-Brodrick et al., 2016), not dissimi-
lar to Anderson et  al.’s (2014) adaptation for 
inclusive education. In Allen and colleagues’ 
approach, children are considered to be at the 
center of a broader system, surrounded by multi-
ple layers of influence (the microsystem, meso-
system, exosystem, and macrosystem), which 
interact to shape development and psychosocial 
adjustment (Allen, Kern et al., 2016; Allen, Vella-
Brodrick et al., 2016), as depicted in Fig. 3. This 
framework, unlike others which are only based 
on constructs involving an individual, is not only 
concerned with the importance of social relation-
ships but it also takes into account other variables 
such as ecological, environmental, or even physi-
cal factors which are likely to influence a student. 

Fig. 1  The self-system 
model of motivational 
development (SSMMD) 
(Source: Dincer et al., 
2019)
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Fig. 2  The 
participation–
identification model as 
conceptualized by Finn. 
(Source: Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012)

Fig. 3  The socio-
ecological model 
proposed by Allen et al. 
2016 for school 
belonging (Source: 
Allen, Vella-Brodrick 
et al., 2016)

Such a multilayered framework, therefore, pro-
vides different levels at which decision-makers 
such as educators, school leaders, and school 
psychologists can choose to intervene in order to 
improve school belonging. Additionally, this 
framework provides a means of organizing and 
categorizing research results according to the lev-
els to which they apply in order to determine 
those which deserve more focus.

Closely related to the above framework is the 
rainbow model of school belonging (see Allen, 
2020b). This model visually captures seven sys-
tems concerned with school belonging: a stu-
dent’s individual characteristics, primary social 
groups, the school climate, the local village, the 
environment, the culture, and the ecosystem. 
These systems clearly resemble the different lev-
els of the socio-ecological framework. However, 
this model also possesses some unique features 

K.-A. Allen and C. Boyle



143

which make it particularly useful for portraying 
the concept of school belonging. For instance, the 
rainbow is a spectrum of colors which reflects the 
spectrum of belonging. The different layers might 
be brighter or lighter, depending on how much 
influence that layer has. On some days, the feel-
ing of belongingness can be intense and this can 
be visualized by the rainbow range moving from 
the rainclouds (low sense of belonging) to bright 
sunshine (high sense of belonging). Experiences 
of belonging to school are unique to the individ-
ual—just like each rainbow is unique (e.g., dif-
ferent sizes, times, and places). Among its other 
features, the rainbow model also reflects the bi-
directional nature of the influences exerted by 
each layer. Finally, the final outcome of belong-
ing can also be conceived in the form of the pot of 
gold under the rainbow as school belonging is 
positively associated with a range of good out-
comes for students who last well into adulthood. 
At the same time, since it is not possible to have 
rainbows without rain, challenges and stressors 
which can hinder belongingness are appropri-
ately represented by the clouds.

�Overlaps and Similarities of School 
Belonging and Engagement

Apart from their definitions, the two concepts are 
related at the framework level in that they both 
attempt to achieve the same result of academic 
success. Unlike previous theories where school 
belonging and engagement were viewed as 
empirical constructs (i.e., as measurable or 
dependent/mediating variables which would 
explain observations or theories), they are now 
considered as outcomes in their own right (i.e., 
they are themselves a product of the interaction 
of different factors). Hence, they are both recog-
nized as objectives which need to be targeted in 
order to attain that result (Bouchard & Berg, 
2017; Fredricks et  al., 2004). Furthermore, the 
different models used for each concept take into 
account the continuous influence of several exter-
nal variables to explain the dynamic nature of 
school belonging and engagement. In this case, 
overlap of the two terms is obvious not only in 

similarities in terms of the variables but also in 
the constructs used to define the relationships 
between those variables and the two concepts.

For instance, let us consider the socio-
ecological framework for school belonging. A 
closer view of the different layers described by 
Allen, Vella-Brodrick et al. (2016) suggests that 
the proposed framework is based on constructs 
which can also be found in the concept of school 
engagement. This is especially obvious for the 
innermost layer—the individual, which basically 
focuses on the factors which are specifically 
related to a student and which are likely to influ-
ence his or her sense of belonging. At this level, 
three major individual factors can be identified 
although it is noted that the contribution of 
“demographic characteristics” as a fourth factor, 
also have been mentioned (Allen, Kern et  al., 
2016). This may be due to the fact that character-
istics such as gender, race, or even ethnicity have 
been reported to influence a sense of school 
belonging (Bonny et  al., 2000; Sánchez et  al., 
2005). However, for this chapter, the focus will 
be mainly on the main three factors as they repre-
sent those which are most related to the concept 
of school engagement.

One of the attributes which is influenced by a 
sense of school belonging is academic motivation 
which Libbey (2004) describes as the “extent to 
which students are motivated to learn and do well 
in school” (p. 278). The importance of this factor 
was reflected in the study by Neel and Fuligni 
(2013) who found that the feeling of being con-
nected to the school was positively associated 
with higher levels of academic motivation. 
Interestingly, as previously discussed, this con-
cept of motivation is also often associated with 
school engagement, especially in the motiva-
tional model or its most recent alternative the 
self-system model of motivational development 
(SSMMD) (Nouwen & Clycq, 2020). 
Furthermore, the earlier definition of school 
engagement in this chapter is that one of its com-
ponents is cognitive engagement whereby young 
people display a willingness to learn which is 
referred to as “psychological investment.” Many 
authors, in their definitions of school engage-
ment, have recognized this investment as being 
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important to learn, master, and understand the 
knowledge and skills taught at schools (Newmann 
et al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989). Based on the 
descriptions of these authors, Fredricks et  al. 
(2004) rightly pointed out that the psychological 
investment had similarities with the concept of 
motivation, especially with specific constructs 
such as motivation to learn as it is this which 
allows students to value learning and inspires 
them to make the necessary efforts for this pur-
pose. This similarity was further highlighted in a 
report where the terms engagement and motiva-
tion were used interchangeably (National 
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 
2004), with some researchers even suggesting 
that engagement was a form of motivation 
(Wigfield et  al., 2006). Hence, while school 
belonging is considered to be one of the greatest 
sources of motivation (Fiske, 2004), the latter can 
itself be a measure of school engagement levels, 
thereby acting as a common link between the two 
concepts. Moreover, it is worth pointing out that 
motivation, as conceptualized in the different 
models of engagement, is believed to be an inter-
mediate psychological state which will not only 
determine the level of engagement but which is 
itself dependent on a number of external vari-
ables such as contextual factors (Dincer et  al., 
2019). As such, it is not unlikely that those same 
factors or models could also be applied to explain 
school belonging through motivational 
constructs.

The other two factors which influence school 
belonging at an individual level are personal 
characteristics and emotional stability (Allen, 
Vella-Brodrick et al., 2016), with the latter also 
referred to as negative personal factors in a differ-
ent review (Allen, Kern et al., 2016). The first one 
is concerned with the specific nature of students 
such as their personal qualities (e.g., coping and 
problem-solving skills) or social and emotional 
characteristics (e.g., ability to control behavior 
and emotions when faced with stresses or being 
friendly and getting along with peers and teach-
ers). On the other hand, emotional stability 
mostly involves the absence of mental illness or 
other negative factors such as persistent anxiety, 

depression and negative emotions (e.g., sadness 
and gloomy) as in many studies, these were found 
to be linked to a low sense of school belonging 
(McMahon et  al., 2008; Shochet et  al., 2007; 
Shochet et  al., 2011). Again, these two factors, 
despite being considered in the context of school 
belonging, also show some degree of overlap 
with school engagement. More specifically, the 
similarity occurs with reference to the emotional 
engagement component which has been described 
as “students’ affective reactions in the class-
room” (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Skinner & 
Belmont, 1993). As such, emotional engagement 
involves a wide range of emotions which, in the 
context of school belonging, is considered as part 
of a student’s emotional stability. This is proba-
bly why authors such as Finn (1989), in describ-
ing emotional engagement as identification with 
school, also defined belonging as one of its 
dimensions. To a lesser extent, some overlap also 
occurs with the behavioral component of school 
engagement since one of the three definitions 
provided by Fredricks et al. (2004) involves posi-
tive behavior as well as the absence of disruptive 
conduct and both of these, being a student’s per-
sonal characteristics, are recognized as important 
variables within the socio-ecological framework 
of school belonging.

Similarity with emotional engagement can 
also be observed for the second layer of the 
framework. For this level, referred to as the 
microsystem (Fig.  3), the focus is basically on 
relationships and according to Brophy’s system-
atic review (Brophy, 2004), this layer is closely 
linked to the previous one because the building of 
positive personal characteristics can, in turn, 
improve the relational skills of students, thereby 
allowing them to strengthen their relationships, 
whether with parents, peers or teachers. The 
importance of this concept is clearly evident from 
the number of studies which sought to determine 
how relationships influenced school belonging 
(Anderman, 2003; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Hamm & 
Faircloth, 2005; Johnson, 2009; Reschly et  al., 
2008; Wang & Eccles, 2012). However, it should 
be noted that the importance of relationships is 
not limited to school belonging but is also 
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included within the concept of school engage-
ment (Appleton et al., 2008). In engagement the-
ories, the value of relationships is mentioned as 
part of the classroom environment where connec-
tions with peers and teachers have been reported 
to exert a strong influence on engagement levels 
(Battistich et al., 1997).

The mesosystem represents the third layer of 
the socio-ecological framework for which some 
of the elements overlap with constructs of school 
engagement. Broadly speaking, this level 
involves the school environment and its associ-
ated features such as the organizational structure, 
school policies or school practices which together 
are known to affect school belonging (Loukas 
et al., 2010; Waters et al., 2010). This description 
of the mesosystem clearly bears similarities with 
the contextual factors mentioned in the engage-
ment literature, especially those which outline 
the influence of school-level factors (e.g., 
Fredricks et al., 2004). More specifically, at the 
mesosystem level, multiple group memberships 
and participation in extracurricular activities 
have been shown to influence school belonging 
in a positive way (Dotterer et al., 2007; Drolet & 
Arcand, 2013). Interestingly, these same features 
are also recognized as promoting behavioral and 
emotional engagement (Finn, 1993; Finn et  al., 
1995; Wehlage & Smith, 1992), hence these may 
be considered as a common measure for both 
school belonging and school engagement. In 
addition, engagement theories also distinguish 
between school-level factors and classroom con-
texts and even though the same distinction is not 
made in belonging models, the same features 
such as task characteristics or even autonomy 
support are also accepted as being important for 
fostering school belonging (Vaz et al., 2015). It 
can be concluded, therefore, that the 
environmental context acts as a common variable 
for both engagement, and school belonging 
concepts.

It will be observed that as we move away from 
the outermost circle depicted in Fig. 1, the simi-
larity or overlap with other constructs is reduced, 
and this is particularly obvious with the exo- and 
the macrosystem of the socio-ecological frame-

work. The former involves surrounding commu-
nities such as local businesses and community 
groups while the latter consists of wider legal and 
public policies (e.g., government-driven initia-
tives and regulations) (Saab, 2009). Therefore, a 
common aspect of these two levels is that they 
are not directly associated with students (Allen, 
Vella-Brodrick et  al., 2016) but instead, they 
affect school belonging by influencing school 
activities, policies, and objectives. This could be 
the main reason for the absence of overlapping 
constructs as school engagement is more specifi-
cally focused on students. Nevertheless, the exo-
system and mesosystem remain two important 
levels at which decision- or policy-makers may 
intervene in an attempt to foster school 
belonging.

In a similar way, in the two-dimensional 
model of student engagement described by Finn, 
two components of engagement were identified, 
namely, participation and identification (Finn, 
1989, 1993; Finn & Rock, 1997). These compo-
nents were related to those suggested by Brewster 
and Bowen (2004), with the participation compo-
nent referring to the behavioral dimension and 
the identification part involving the affective side, 
which eventually relates to a student’s sense of 
belonging to school, thereby showing some 
degree of overlap of the two terms.

Another way of viewing this overlap is through 
the measures used for school belonging. In this 
case, when investigating school connectedness 
based on these measures, Libbey (2004) identi-
fied common constructs such as academic 
engagement, discipline and fairness, students’ 
liking of school, student voice, involvement in 
extracurricular activities, peer relations, safety, 
and teacher support which altogether represent 
important themes in a large number of measures 
and terms used to describe school belonging. As 
noted earlier, some of these constructs are also 
common in defining school engagement and 
hence further highlights how this concept is 
closely related to that of school belonging. 
Nevertheless, it should be remembered that both 
represent clearly defined terms and should there-
fore be used appropriately.
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�Outcomes of School Belonging 
and Engagement

From a historical perspective, it has been gener-
ally observed that students tend to show less 
enthusiasm as they progress through the school 
system, with increasing numbers either leaving 
or being almost uninterested by the time they 
reach higher schools (Skinner, Kindermann, 
Connell et al., 2009; Steinberg et al., 1996). The 
concepts of school belonging and engagement 
were, therefore, developed as a means of under-
standing this declining process, with the main 
outcome being to achieve academic success. This 
outcome was considered to be the primary objec-
tive which had to be attained but over time, the 
concepts evolved such that each concept now has 
a defined set of outcomes which, in a general 
way, can be classified as either positive or nega-
tive. For instance, based on the results of previ-
ous studies, Fredricks et  al. (2004), like other 
researchers (Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012), describe the positives under the 
broad category of academic achievement and 
found that they were positively related with both 
emotional and behavioral engagement (Connell 
& Wellborn, 1991; Skinner et  al., 1990). 
Conversely, school dropout is considered as the 
main negative outcome which occurs as a result 
of low engagement levels. In fact, preventing 
school dropouts may be considered to be the 
main objective behind the different theoretical 
frameworks of engagement (Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012), particularly the one devel-
oped by Finn (1989). However, other authors 
took a different approach although the ultimate 
outcome remains of promoting academic success 
or avoiding dropouts, a number of intermediate 
objectives have also been recognized, depending 
on which component of engagement was 
encouraged. One example is behavioral engage-
ment where three types of targeted results can be 
identified. These include following school regu-
lations while avoiding repeated absences or late-
ness as well as trouble-making (Finn, 1993; Finn 
& Rock, 1997), being involved in academic 
learning in the form of efforts, showing attention 
or completion of homework (Birch & Ladd, 

1997; Finn et al., 1995) and finally, participation 
in activities, both academic and nonacademic 
ones (Finn et al., 1995). Similarly, results of emo-
tional engagement could take the form of positive 
emotions or showing interest (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991) while developing good relation-
ships with peers and teachers (Lee & Smith, 
1995). On the other hand, being conceptualized 
as a student’s psychological investment, the out-
come of cognitive engagement may be more dif-
ficult to assess. However, some researchers 
consider visible markers such as the ability to 
solve problems, a particular preference for hard 
work as well as work commitments as indicative 
of successful cognitively engaged students 
(Connell & Wellborn, 1991).

As previously discussed, academic success is 
also a major outcome which is shared by school 
belonging, and achieving this has been the main 
focus of many studies (e.g., Mai et  al., 2015). 
Similarly, the main negative outcome due to the 
absence of belongingness is school dropout 
(Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010) but at the same 
time, a number of intermediate outcomes are also 
targeted. For instance, as explained by the socio-
ecological framework, school belonging is highly 
influenced by individual characteristics, relation-
ships, and school factors. Hence, positive out-
comes often involve improved self-characteristics 
such as higher self-esteem or self-discipline 
(Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016; Mai et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, better relationships with teachers 
and peers promote higher social skills (Mai et al., 
2015) while encouraging higher school participa-
tion (Finn, 1989). More importantly though, 
school belonging also helps to promote high lev-
els of engagement (Lam et  al., 2012; Roorda 
et al., 2011) and therefore, being connected to the 
school promotes positive student well-being.

�Interventions for School Belonging 
and Student Engagement

Since school belonging and student engagement 
are clearly important within the educational con-
text, it is, therefore, not surprising that a genuine 
attempt has been made to identify and apply 
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interventions to foster both of them. In this 
respect, through randomized control trials as well 
as systematic reviews, many researchers have 
assessed the suitability of interventions which are 
often guided by well-established theories to iden-
tify ideal points of intervention (Allen, Jamshidi 
et al., 2021a, 2021b; Christenson & Pohl, 2020; 
Fredricks et  al., 2019; Greenwood & Kelly, 
2019). For instance, Finn’s participation–identifi-
cation model (1989) helps to understand the pro-
cess which causes students to leave school early; 
this was applied in the design and implementa-
tion of the Check & Connect projects (C & C) 
that sought to increase school completion 
(Christenson & Pohl, 2020). In this case, engage-
ment was promoted in a number of ways by, for 
example, recognizing early warning signs of dis-
engagement, monitoring students’ attendance, 
academic performances and progress, and even 
involving parents in order to strengthen family–
school relationships. In fact, the multidimen-
sional nature of engagement makes it possible to 
identify different types of interventions which 
may be aimed at promoting specific components 
of engagement (i.e., behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive) (Fredricks et  al., 2019). Similarly, 
based on other models (e.g., the self-system 
motivational model), some interventions have 
considered contextual factors as a means of fos-
tering engagement, while others (e.g., the 
Positive-Activity Model or the Synergistic 
Change Model) have, instead, focused on posi-
tive psychology interventions to foster well-being 
(Fredricks et al., 2019; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 
2013; Rusk et al., 2018).

As far as belonging is concerned, Greenwood 
and Kelly’s (2019) systematic review pointed out 
the different ways in which belonging could be 
fostered. They identified providing support, 
whether academic or personal, the school culture 
and classroom practices as those features which 
were most likely to encourage connectedness. 
While these features are often part of normal 
practice within schools, they may also be imple-
mented as part of intervention programs. In a 
similar way to engagement interventions, empiri-
cally supported theories form the basis of belong-
ing interventions. These may be focused on the 

positive development of young people as well as 
the enhancement of their social skills, especially 
by establishing positive relationships with teach-
ers and peers while encouraging teacher–student 
communication (Chapman et  al., 2013). By 
building on the results of previous studies, Allen, 
Jamshidi et  al. (2021a, 2021b) also identified 
other types of school interventions, such as those 
targeting social skills, problem-solving, and goal 
planning which were aimed at improving stu-
dents’ behavior for better connectedness. 
Similarly, interventions involving the regulation 
of students’ emotions and those displayed toward 
teachers or peers were also found to be effective 
at promoting well-being, with positive effects 
even observed in the cases of disabled students, 
those who need mental health support as well as 
those who are likely to have low academic per-
formance. Although the above-mentioned mea-
sures are by no means exhaustive, they do 
represent examples where theoretical knowledge 
was successfully translated into practice.

�Future Research and Practice

There is no doubt that, since their conceptualiza-
tion, we have now come a long way in our under-
standing of belonging and engagement. However, 
the avenues for further research are as numerous 
as before, as we seek to improve our current 
knowledge regarding these concepts. One key 
issue is that there are  many discrepancies and 
inconsistencies in the way belonging and engage-
ment have been described and defined in litera-
ture (Allen, Jamshidi et al., 2021a, 2021b; Slaten 
et  al., 2016), leading to the overlap and differ-
ences mentioned previously. Furthermore, this 
can be particularly problematic when devising 
measurement scales aimed at providing empirical 
data in support of a theoretical framework, as 
results may not be easily comparable. More 
recently, Wong and Liem (2021) have elaborated 
on the risks associated with overgeneralization of 
terms such as student engagement. Hence work-
ing toward the standardization of constructs 
might help in overcoming such issues in the 
future. More precise measurements and careful 
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use of terminology are needed to clearly distin-
guish terms like belonging and engagement 
(Allen et al., 2021).

Future research may also be directed toward 
the implementation of new interventions as 
despite the positive outcomes, there have been a 
number of shortcomings. One key issue is that of 
implementation, which refers to how success-
fully a particular program is applied within a con-
text. The implementation of school measures to 
foster belonging and engagement is dependent on 
a number of factors (Sanetti & Luh, 2020), but as 
noted by Fredricks et  al. (2019), such informa-
tion is often absent despite its importance for 
interpreting results. In fact, many reported inter-
ventions may also not be of high quality, thereby 
preventing researchers from drawing appropriate 
conclusions from available data (Allen, Jamshidi 
et al., 2021a, 2021b). Fredricks et al. (2019) fur-
ther identified a number of other issues with 
reported measures but one which deserves men-
tion is that of variability among students. 
Although a multitiered approach (from general to 
specific subgroups of students) for belonging and 
engagement interventions can be used, they are 
often uniformly applied, albeit to specific class 
levels or age groups. As such, they often do not 
consider that the levels of belonging and engage-
ment can be highly variable among students. 
However, since individualized approaches might 
also not be a plausible option, having measures 
targeted at specific groups (e.g., socio-economic 

background, special needs, family issues) might, 
in the future, provide alternative options for reli-
ably assessing the suitability of measures aimed 
at fostering school belonging and student 
engagement.

�Conclusion

This chapter has presented a narrative synthesis 
that has explored the similarities and differences 
between school engagement and belonging. Our 
review reveals that the two concepts are often 
confused or used interchangeably despite being 
distinct terms which examine the different psy-
chological needs of students. However, they 
show unmistakable similarities in terms of their 
constructs, especially when considering the vari-
ous models which explain how they are influ-
enced by surrounding factors (see Table 1). The 
differences and similarities identified in this 
review are presented in Table 1.

Based on our review, it can be concluded that 
school belonging and engagement are intricately 
linked and may even be considered to be symbi-
otic, requiring each other to exist. However, it is 
also widely accepted that even though there is 
enough empirical evidence to show how they 
encourage positive outcomes and reduce negative 
ones, further research is still required to build on 
the available knowledge. In short, the concepts of 
belonging and student engagement can be con-

Table 1  Similarities and differences of school belonging and engagement

Features and themes School belonging School engagement
As a mediator of academic 
outcomes

Less evidence for grade improvement 
and more evidence for academic related 
outcomes like hardiness and motivation

Highly associated with improved 
academic performance and emotional 
well -being

Interventions Limited interventions that specifically 
aim to increase school belonging

Higher number of interventions aimed at 
improving behavioral, emotional and 
cognitive engagement

Feature Manifested at an emotional level Can be of different subtypes (i.e., 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) 
and hence, not limited to emotional traits

As an outcome Influenced by a number of factors 
grouped at different levels

Influenced by various factors identified 
through different theoretical models

Influential factors Can be fostered through positive 
emotions and building relationships

Positive emotions and relationships are 
particularly important for emotional 
engagement
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sidered two best friends—needed for one another 
and essential for students in educational 
contexts.
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Self-Efficacy and Engaged 
Learners

Dale H. Schunk and Maria K. DiBenedetto

Abstract

Student engagement bears an important rela-
tion to motivation and other positive out-
comes. Engagement refers to how learners’ 
cognitions, behaviors, and affects are ener-
gized, directed, and sustained during aca-
demic activities. According to Bandura’s 
social cognitive theory, self-efficacy (per-
ceived capabilities for learning or performing 
actions at designated levels) is a key cognitive 
variable influencing motivation and engage-
ment. 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-
efficacy affects motivation through goals and 
self-evaluations of progress and how various 
contextual factors may influence self-efficacy. 
Research is described that relates self-efficacy 
to motivation and engagement. This chapter 
concludes with educational implications and 
recommendations for future research.

�Self-Efficacy and Engaged Learners

Since the publication of the first edition of this 
handbook (Christenson et al., 2012), research and 
applied interest in student engagement has 
increased dramatically. Although historically 
many researchers and practitioners were inter-
ested in the topic as a means of lessening nega-
tive outcomes (e.g., school dropout), today there 
is growing interest in engagement as a means of 
promoting students’ positive outcomes such as 
motivation, learning, interest, and enjoyment 
(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014).

As used in this chapter, student engagement 
refers to the manifestation of students’ motiva-
tion, or how their cognitions, behaviors, and 
affects are energized, directed, and sustained dur-
ing learning and other academic activities 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Skinner et  al., 
2009). Motivation refers to internal processes 
that energize, direct, and sustain goal-directed 
activities (Schunk et al., 2014). This emphasis on 
engagement is well founded, with increasing evi-
dence showing its positive influence on myriad 
student outcomes including learning, achieve-
ment, and adjustment (Christenson et al., 2012).

Our thesis is that motivation is a key driving 
force behind engagement and that motivation and 
engagement can be enhanced. Although various 
theoretical principles can explain student motiva-
tion and engagement, we utilize Bandura’s 
(1977b, 1986, 1997, 2001) social cognitive the-
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ory, which emphasizes that much human learning 
and behavior occur in social environments. By 
interacting with others live or virtually, people 
learn knowledge, skills, strategies, beliefs, norms, 
and attitudes. Students act in accordance with 
their beliefs about their capabilities and the 
expected outcomes of their actions. Social cogni-
tive researchers have explored the operation and 
outcomes of cognitive and affective processes 
hypothesized to underlie motivation (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016, 2020).

We focus particularly on the key social cogni-
tive motivational variable of self-efficacy, defined 
as one’s perceived capabilities for learning or 
performing actions at designated levels (Bandura, 
1977a, 1997). Researchers have shown that a 
higher sense of self-efficacy can positively affect 
learning, achievement, self-regulation, and moti-
vational outcomes such as individuals’ choices of 
activities, effort, persistence, and interests 
(Bandura, 1997; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016; 
Schunk & Usher, 2019). Self-efficacious students 
are motivated and engaged in learning, which 
promotes their competence as learners. Thus, 
self-efficacy influences motivation, which affects 
engagement. As students are engaged in learning, 
they see that they are making progress, which 
helps sustain their self-efficacy and motivation 
(Fig. 1). Teachers who help students experience 
success by fostering their development of skills, 
learning strategies, and a positive outlook on 
their capabilities and future, can positively impact 
self-efficacy in their classrooms (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016).

We next describe the conceptual framework of 
social cognitive theory including vicarious, sym-

bolic, and self-regulatory processes. We then dis-
cuss self-efficacy and the process whereby 
self-efficacy affects motivation through goals and 
self-evaluations of progress, as well as how self-
efficacy can affect student engagement and how 
contextual factors may influence self-efficacy. 
The research evidence presented relates self-
efficacy to student success. We conclude with 
recommendations for future research and impli-
cations for educational practice.

�Conceptual Framework

Bandura’s social cognitive theory is based on a 
model of reciprocal interactions and vicarious, 
symbolic, and self-regulatory processes.

�Reciprocal Interactions

Bandura (1977b, 1986, 1997, 2001) postulated 
that human activity operates within a framework 
of reciprocal interactions involving personal 
(e.g., cognitions, beliefs, skills, affects), behav-
ioral, and social/environmental factors. For 
example, self-efficacy can influence achievement 
behaviors such as task choice, effort, persistence, 
and self-regulatory strategies (person → behav-
ior; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). These behav-
iors also affect self-efficacy. As students work on 
tasks and observe their learning progress, self-
efficacy for continued learning is enhanced 
(behavior → person). The links between self-
efficacy, motivation, and engagement demon-
strate this reciprocality.

Self-Efficacy

MotivationEngagement

Fig. 1  The inter-
relation of self-efficacy, 
motivation, and 
engagement
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The connection between personal and social/
environmental factors is often seen with students 
with learning disabilities who often hold low 
self-efficacy for performing well (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2020). Persons may react to these 
students based on attributes typically associated 
with them (e.g., low skills) rather than based on 
their actual capabilities (person → social/envi-
ronment). Environmental feedback can affect 
self-efficacy, as when teachers encourage stu-
dents by communicating, “I know you can do 
this” (social/environment → person).

The influence between behavioral and social/
environmental factors is evident in many instruc-
tional sequences. For example, when teachers 
point to a display and say, “Look here,” students 
may do that with little conscious attention (social/
environment → behavior). Behaviors can alter 
learners’ instructional environments. When stu-
dents give incorrect answers, teachers may stop 
the lesson and reteach the material (behavior → 
social/environment).

Social cognitive theory contends that individ-
uals strive to develop a sense of agency, or the 
belief that they can exert a large degree of control 
over important events in their lives (Schunk & 
Usher, 2019). They hold beliefs that allow them 
to exert control over their thoughts, feelings, and 
actions. In reciprocal fashion, people influence 
and are influenced by their actions and environ-
ments. The scope of this reciprocal influence is 
broader than individuals because they live in 
social environments. Collective agency refers to 
people’s shared beliefs about what they are capa-
ble of accomplishing as a group. Groups affect 
and are affected by their actions and environ-
ments as well.

�Vicarious, Symbolic, and Self-
Regulatory Processes

Vicarious, symbolic, and self-regulatory pro-
cesses influence people’s desire to attain a sense 
of agency.

Vicarious processes  Much human learning 
occurs vicariously through observing others 

(e.g., live, filmed, virtual; Bandura, 1977b). 
This capability allows individuals to acquire 
beliefs, cognitions, affects, skills, strategies, and 
behaviors from their social environments, 
media, the Internet, and the like, which saves 
time because learning is not demonstrated when 
it occurs. This capability also allows people to 
select environmental features (e.g., individuals, 
materials) to which they want to attend. Learners 
who strive to become musicians enroll in music 
lessons and classes and put themselves in situa-
tions where they can learn vicariously, such as 
by observing and working with musicians.

Symbolic processes  Symbolic processes 
involve language, mathematical and scientific 
notation, iconography, and cognition. These pro-
cesses help people adapt to and alter their envi-
ronments (Bandura, 1986). They use symbolic 
processes when they formulate thoughts to guide 
their actions. People do not just react to events. 
Rather, they plan, solve problems, and alter their 
self-regulatory strategies as needed. Symbolic 
processes also foster verbal and written commu-
nications and thereby promote learning.

Self-regulatory processes  Self-regulation 
refers to the processes people use to activate and 
sustain their behaviors, cognitions, and affects 
to attain goals (Zimmerman, 2000). People reg-
ulate their behaviors to conform to their internal 
standards and goals. Before they begin a task, 
individuals determine their goals and which 
strategies to use, and they feel self-efficacious 
about performing well. As they engage in tasks, 
they monitor their performances, assess their 
goal progress, and decide whether their strategy 
needs adjusting. During breaks in learning and 
when tasks are completed, they reflect, make 
modifications, and determine next steps. 
Believing they have learned and made progress 
strengthens their self-efficacy and motivates 
learning. Highly engaged learners also are apt to 
be self-regulated (Usher & Schunk, 2018; 
Zimmerman & Cleary, 2009).

Self-Efficacy and Engaged Learners
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�Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is a key personal factor and motiva-
tional variable in Bandura’s (1986, 1997) social 
cognitive theory (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). 
Self-efficacy can affect choice of activities, 
effort, persistence, and achievement. Research in 
academic settings shows that students who feel 
efficacious about learning tend to be engaged and 
set learning goals, use effective learning strate-
gies, monitor learning, evaluate goal progress, 
and create supportive environments (Usher & 
Schunk, 2018). In turn, self-efficacy is influenced 
by behavioral outcomes (e.g., goal progress, 
achievement) and environmental inputs (e.g., 
teacher feedback, comparisons with peers). Self-
efficacy impacts motivation and learning, as well 
as decisions and events that affect one’s life 
(Schunk & Usher, 2019).

�Sources of Self-Efficacy Information

Information for assessing one’s self-efficacy is 
acquired from actual performances, vicarious 
experiences, forms of persuasion, and physiolog-
ical indexes (e.g., anxiety, stress; Bandura, 1997). 
Because performances are tangible indicators of 
individuals’ capabilities, they are the most reli-
able source (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). 
Interpretations of one’s performances as success-
ful raise self-efficacy whereas perceived failures 
may lower it, although an occasional failure or 
success may not have much impact. Self-
efficacious learners are apt to view difficulties as 
challenges that they can overcome, whereas 
lower-efficacy learners may believe that they lack 
the capabilities to succeed (Bandura, 1997).

Individuals acquire much information about 
their capabilities through social comparisons 
with others (Bandura, 1997). Similarity to others is 
a cue for gauging self-efficacy (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016). Observing others succeed can 
raise observers’ self-efficacy and motivate them 
to try the task because they are apt to believe that if 
others can succeed, they can as well. But a vicari-
ous increase in self-efficacy can be negated by sub-
sequent difficulties. Persons who observe peers 

fail may believe they lack competence, which can 
dissuade them from attempting the task.

People also assess self-efficacy based on per-
suasive information from others (e.g., “I know 
you can do this”; Bandura, 1997); however, such 
persuasion must be credible for people to believe 
that success is attainable. Although positive feed-
back can raise individuals’ self-efficacy, the 
effects will not endure if they subsequently per-
form poorly (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016).

Physiological and emotional reactions such as 
anxiety and stress provide input about self-
efficacy (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-efficacy 
(Zajacova et al., 2005). Conversely, when people 
feel less stressful (e.g., anxiety subsides while 
taking a test), they may experience higher 
self-efficacy.

These sources do not operate automatically 
(Bandura, 1997). Individuals interpret the results 
of events and use these interpretations to gauge 
self-efficacy (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). 
Some ways that research has shown to effectively 
build students’ self-efficacy are to have students 
set difficult but attainable goals and assess their 
own goal progress (mastery experiences), allow 
students to observe models similar to themselves 
learning skills (vicarious experiences), and pro-
vide students with feedback that links their learn-
ing progress to their diligently applying a learning 
strategy (social persuasion; Schunk & Usher, 
2019).

Although important, self-efficacy is not the 
only influence on behavior. Self-efficacy will not 
produce competent performances when requisite 
skills are absent. Also important are outcome 
expectations (beliefs about the likely conse-
quences of actions; Bandura, 1997), and values 
(perceptions of the importance and utility of 
learning and acting in given ways (Wigfield et al., 
2016). Even students who feel efficacious about 
performing well in school may not be academi-
cally engaged if they do not value it or believe 
that negative outcomes may result, such as rejec-
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tion by peers. Assuming requisite skills and posi-
tive values and outcome expectations, 
self-efficacy is a key determinant of motivation, 
learning, self-regulation, and achievement 
(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016).

�Consequences of Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy can affect various motivational out-
comes relevant to student engagement, including 
task choice, effort, and persistence (Bandura, 
1997; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Individuals 
typically choose to engage in tasks at which they 
feel competent. Self-efficacy also can affect how 
much cognitive and physical effort they expend 
on task, how long they persist when they encoun-
ter difficulties, and how well they learn and 
achieve. Students with high self-efficacy tend to 
set challenging goals, work diligently, persist in 
the face of difficulty, and recover their sense of 
self-efficacy after setbacks. Those with low self-
efficacy may set easier goals, expend minimal 
effort, quit when they encounter difficulties, and 
feel dejected by failure, all of which negatively 
affect engagement and learning (Bandura, 1997).

�Goals and Self-Evaluations 
of Progress

Social cognitive theory highlights the importance 
of various symbolic processes for motivation. In 
addition to self-efficacy, goals and self-
evaluations of goal progress are critical.

Goals can instigate and sustain actions, 
assuming that learners make a commitment to 
attempt to attain the goals (Locke & Latham, 
2015). As learners work on a task, they compare 
their performances with their goals. Self-
evaluations of progress strengthen self-efficacy 
and sustain motivation. A perceived discrepancy 
between present performance and the goal may 
create dissatisfaction, which can increase effort. 
Goals motivate learners to expend the effort nec-
essary and persist at the task (Locke & Latham, 
2015), resulting in enhanced engagement and 
performance (Zimmerman et al., 2015).

Goals are important, but their motivational 
effects depend on the properties of specificity, 
proximity, and difficulty. Goals that denote spe-
cific performance standards (e.g., “Work 20 math 
problems.”) are more likely to lead to self-
evaluations of progress and enhance self-efficacy 
and motivation than are general goals (e.g., 
“Work some math problems”; Bandura, 1986). 
Goals also are distinguished by how far they proj-
ect into the future. Because it is easier to deter-
mine progress toward goals that are closer at 
hand (e.g., “Study math tonight.”), proximal 
(short-term) goals enhance self-efficacy and 
motivation better than do distant (long-term) 
goals (e.g., “Study math by the end of the week.”; 
Zimmerman et al., 2015).

Goal difficulty refers to the level of task 
proficiency required. People tend to work 
harder to attain challenging goals, although 
people may not be motivated to attempt to 
attain very difficult goals because they hold 
low self-efficacy for attaining them. Learners 
are apt to feel self-efficacious when they per-
ceive as goals as challenging but attainable 
(Zimmerman et al., 2015).

Goals also can be distinguished on the basis of 
intended outcome. A learning goal refers to 
which knowledge, behavior, skill, or strategy stu-
dents hope to acquire, whereas a performance 
goal refers to which task is to be completed. 
These goals can have differential effects on moti-
vation and achievement (Anderman & Wolters, 
2006). Learning goals motivate by focusing and 
sustaining attention on processes and strategies 
that help learners acquire competence and skills. 
Self-efficacy is substantiated as learners work on 
the task and assess their progress (Zimmerman 
et al., 2015).

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-efficacy for learn-
ing. As they engage in tasks, learners may not 
compare their present and past performances to 
determine progress. Performance goals can lead 
to social comparisons with others to determine 
progress. These comparisons can lower self-
efficacy when students experience learning diffi-

Self-Efficacy and Engaged Learners
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culties, which adversely affects motivation and 
engagement.

Research supports these hypothesized effects. 
Schunk and Ertmer (1999) conducted two studies 
with teacher education college undergraduates as 
they worked on computer projects. Students 
received the goal of learning computer applica-
tions or the goal of performing them. In the first 
study, half of the students in each goal condition 
evaluated their learning progress midway through 
the instructional program. The learning goal led 
to higher self-efficacy, self-judged progress, and 
self-regulatory competence and strategy use. The 
opportunity to self-evaluate progress promoted 
self-efficacy. 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 sug-
gest that multiple self-evaluations of progress can 
raise motivation, engagement, and achievement.

�Self-Efficacy and Student 
Engagement

�Characteristics of Engaged Learners

Student engagement in learning reflects cogni-
tive, behavioral, and affective variables that 
include motivation and self-regulation (Schunk 
& Usher, 2019; Zimmerman, 2000). Among cog-
nitive variables, students engaged in learning 
hold a sense of self-efficacy that they are capable 
of learning. They also value the learning and 
believe that positive outcomes will result from 
learning. They set goals and decide to use strate-
gies that they believe will help them learn.

Engaged learners also display productive 
achievement behaviors. They create physical and 
social environments conducive to learning that 
include necessary materials and equipment. 
While engaged in tasks, they focus their atten-
tion, expend effort, persist when they encounter 
difficulties, and evaluate their progress. They 
seek help from teachers, parents, peers, the 
Internet, and so on, when they are unsure of what 
to do. Engaged learners self-monitor their use of 

time. They may keep records of what they have 
done and what remains to be done (e.g., by using 
a planner).

Affective variables include creating and main-
taining a positive attitude toward learning. 
Engaged learners value learning; by succeeding, 
they experience a sense of pride. They are strate-
gic about learning and know how to keep them-
selves from becoming discouraged. For example, 
if they cannot answer the first few questions on a 
test, they answer other questions to gain a sense 
of progress. If they become stuck on difficult 
content, they seek help (e.g., from teachers) 
rather than sit idly and become anxious.

Self-efficacy comes into play at all points in 
engaged learning. Prior to beginning a task, stu-
dents hold a sense of self-efficacy for learning 
(Schunk & Usher, 2019). Their self-efficacy is 
substantiated as they work on tasks and observe 
their goal progress. Self-efficacy helps to keep 
students motivated and engaged in learning activ-
ities. Similar to how they handle difficulties, stu-
dents who feel efficacious about learning but 
perceive that their progress is inadequate make 
adjustments to improve their learning (e.g., 
change strategy, seek help, enhance one’s envi-
ronment). Such modifications promote continued 
engagement.

�Contextual Influences

Contextual variables affect self-efficacy, motiva-
tion, and engagement. Some of the most promi-
nent are familial, sociocultural, and educational 
variables (Table 1).

Familial variables  Families influence self-
efficacy through their capital, which includes 
resources and assets (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). 
Resources may be material (e.g., income), human 
(e.g., education), and social/cultural (e.g., net-
works). These resources include knowledge and 
skills that are valued in school settings (e.g., tech-
nological resources such as computers in the 
home; Yosso, 2005). Children are motivated to 
learn when the home has activities and materials 
that arouse and hold their interest and that pro-
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Table 1  Contextual variables affecting self-efficacy, 
motivation, and engagement

Contextual variables Examples
Familial Family capital

Family environment
Role models

Sociocultural Socioeconomic status
Possible selves
Peers
Culture related stress

Educational Methods of instruction
Modeling
Social feedback

vide attainable challenges (Schunk & Usher, 
2019). 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 self-efficacy, engagement, 
and learning.

Families that foster a responsive and support-
ive environment, encourage exploration and 
stimulate interest, and facilitate learning experi-
ences, accelerate their children’s intellectual 
development. Because mastery experiences con-
stitute a powerful source of self-efficacy informa-
tion, parents who arrange for their children to 
experience mastery in their interests (e.g., music, 
sports) are apt to develop efficacious youngsters 
(Schunk & Usher, 2019). In contrast, parents may 
negatively affect their children’s academic moti-
vation, engagement, and achievement through 
various practices. For example, providing extrin-
sic rewards that are not tied to learning progress 
may decrease motivation when rewards are not 
given. Parents who make unrealistic demands 
may create anxiety in learners. Those who do not 
encourage self-regulated learning may not pre-
pare students to meet academic challenges.

Another means of influence is vicariously 
through role models. Family members who 
model ways to cope with difficulties, persistence, 
and effort, strengthen their children’s self-
efficacy. Family members also provide persua-
sive information. Parents who encourage their 
children to try different activities facilitate their 
capability for addressing challenges.

Families also are influential with adult chil-
dren. Western societies are characterized by a 
longer transition to adulthood and a prolonged 
time to finish school, become employed, and start 
families (Settersten & Ray, 2010). Children from 
impoverished backgrounds may not attain these 
points at the same rate as their more privileged 
peers. Modern families can experience undue 
stress where children remain semi-dependent for 
different types of assistance. Those from low-
income families receive approximately 70% less 
material assistance than those in the top quarter 
of the income distribution (Settersten & Ray, 
2010).

Sociocultural variables  Socioeconomic status 
(SES) is positively related to self-efficacy and 
achievement. Borkowski and Thorpe (1994) 
reviewed empirical studies and found that lower-
SES students often lack positive visions of and 
long-term goals for themselves in school, career, 
and life.

Learners who view school subjects in light of 
who they want to become (e.g., lawyer, teacher) 
improve their capabilities, motivation, and 
engagement (Shell & Husman, 2001). Based on 
their study involving almost 200 primarily White 
undergraduate students, Shell and Husman 
(2001) found that students’ future time beliefs 
(i.e., relative importance of attaining immediate 
versus long-term future outcomes) were associ-
ated with higher self-efficacy, achievement, and 
study time and effort.

Children can be guided to develop future-
oriented conceptions (possible selves; (Borkowski 
& Thorpe, 1994). Short- and long-range goals are 
critical for their development (Borkowski & 
Thorpe, 1994; Oyserman & James, 2009). 
Teachers who have a future time perspective can 
influence engagement and motivate students by 
explaining the importance of present behavior on 
future actions and identity (Simons et al., 2004). 
Although short-term and specific goals are strong 
motivators, long-term goals also are important 
(Bandura, 1986).

Teachers engage their students by taking into 
account their capacities to think about the future 
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(Husman & Lens, 1999). Teachers exert socio-
cultural influence as role models when they help 
students understand what possibilities can be 
acted upon in their environment and when they 
assist with problem solving and goal setting for 
achieving future goals (Miller & Brickman, 
2004). Teachers can exert a positive influence by 
changing the classroom environment, modifying 
their instructional and interpersonal strategies, 
and addressing students’ individual goals (Miller 
& Brickman, 2004).

In a 5-year study of the motivational levels of 
Native Americans and White Americans, 
McInerney et al. (1998) found that middle school-
ers experienced difficulty 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 determining an 
instrumental route to the future (McInerney, 
2004). Developmental changes may make a dif-
ference. McInerney et al. (1998) found that when 
they reached high school, middle schoolers often 
became more receptive to imagining their futures 
and projecting themselves into colleges and jobs. 
Adolescents are better able to do this than 
younger children.

Peers constitute another sociocultural influ-
ence. With development, peers become important 
influences on self-efficacy (Schunk et al., 2014). 
Parents who steer their children toward effica-
cious peers provide opportunities for vicarious 
increases in self-efficacy. When children observe 
their peers succeed, they are likely to experience 
higher self-efficacy and motivation.

Peer influence also operates through networks, 
or groups of friends and others with whom 
students associate. Students who belong to net-
works tend to be similar (Cairns et  al., 1989), 
which enhances the likelihood of influence by 
modeling. Networks help define students’ oppor-
tunities for interactions and observations of oth-
ers’ interactions, as well as their access to 
activities. Over time, network members tend to 
become even more similar. Arroyo and Zigler 
(1995) studied African American and White peer 
groups in urban high schools and found that 
racial identification can affect achievement when 
members believe that others hold a negative per-

ception of their group. The African American 
participants reported lower identification with 
their racial group, instead being concerned about 
jeopardizing the approval of nonmembers.

Peer groups promote motivational socializa-
tion. Changes in children’s motivation across the 
school year are predicted by their peer group 
membership (Kindermann et al., 1996). Children 
affiliated with highly motivated groups change 
positively, whereas those in less motivated groups 
change negatively. Steinberg et al. (1996) tracked 
students throughout their high school years, find-
ing that those with similar grades but affiliated 
with academically oriented crowds achieved 
more than those affiliated with less academically 
inclined peers. Peer group academic socialization 
can influence academic self-efficacy (Schunk & 
Usher, 2019).

Another influence on academic self-efficacy is 
perceived stress and anxiety. Stress has the poten-
tial to depress students’ self-efficacy, especially 
among disadvantaged college populations (e.g., 
nontraditional, immigrant, and minority; 
Zajacova et al., 2005) and urban high school stu-
dents (Gillock & Reyes, 1999). Pajares and 
Kranzler (1995) found that mathematics anxiety 
exerted a weaker influence than self-efficacy on 
high school students’ mathematical perfor-
mances. Zajacova et  al. (2005) assessed self-
efficacy and stress among freshmen immigrant 
and minority college students and found that aca-
demic self-efficacy and stress were negatively 
correlated.

Minority and immigrant students experience 
culture-related stress, making them more suscep-
tible to social stress than native-born and White 
students (Zajacova et al., 2005). Despite increas-
ing diversity within classrooms, many African 
American and Hispanic students feel disengaged 
and culturally segregated.

Educational variables  The role of self-efficacy 
in student engagement has been explored by 
researchers in diverse educational domains with 
students differing in age, developmental level, 
and cultural background. Researchers have estab-
lished that self-efficacy influences individuals’ 
motivation, achievement, and self-regulation in 
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both correlational and empirical studies (Bandura, 
1997; Pajares, 1997; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 
2016; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). A recent study 
with 881 urban, primarily minority and low 
income, first-to-third graders, identified by teach-
ers as at-risk for reading, examined the role of 
self-efficacy in predicting achievement (Lee & 
Jonson-Reid, 2016). Students’ reading skills 
were tested at both the beginning and the end of 
the school year and students, parents, and teach-
ers were administered surveys assessing stu-
dents’ reading, self-efficacy, behavior, and 
global-reading self-concept. Surveys were devel-
oped by obtaining questions from previously 
established assessment scales of self-efficacy and 
self-concept and then modified to be more appro-
priate for this sample’s age. Findings revealed 
that young students were able to differentiate 
between self-efficacy and self-concept and that 
self-efficacy predicted students’ motivation and 
performance. Reading self-efficacy had a signifi-
cant and positive impact on standardized reading 
achievement measures whereas the effect of 
reading self-concept on reading achievement was 
not significant.

The relationship between self-efficacy, 
engagement, and performance has also been 
shown in high school and college students. In a 
study with 220 suburban high school students, 
researchers examined the impact of self-efficacy 
and other variables on cognitive engagement and 
achievement (Greene et  al., 2004). A series of 
questionnaires were distributed over a three-
month period. Results showed that self-efficacy 
and meaningful strategy use were the strongest 
predictors of academic achievement. Percentage 
grade was significantly and positively predicted 
by self-efficacy (B = :38, t = 5:29) and strategy 
use (B = :15, t  =  2:08). DiBenedetto and 
Bembenutty (2013) examined changes in science 
self-efficacy over a semester for 113 college stu-
dents enrolled in intermediate level science 
courses. Findings revealed self-efficacy beliefs at 
the end of the semester declined and yet were 
more closely related to final term averages than 
they were at the start of the semester (pre-
assessment M = 6.30, SD = 0.78 and postassess-

ment M = 6.02, SD 0.94, t = −3.68). These results 
suggest that students’ beliefs about their perfor-
mance became better calibrated as the semester 
progressed.

Experimental research also has shown that 
instructional and social practices that convey to 
students that they are making progress and 
becoming competent learners raise self-efficacy, 
motivation, and achievement (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016). Some beneficial practices 
are having students pursue proximal and specific 
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, 1999; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 
2016). Other benefits on students’ self-efficacy 
occur from role models who provide encourage-
ment 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 et  al., 2005; Miller & 
Brickman, 2004).

Falco and Summers (2019) conducted an 
intervention study incorporating the four sources 
of self-efficacy on high school girls’ STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, mathematics) 
career self-efficacy beliefs. Ethnically diverse 
high school girls received nine 50-minute coun-
seling sessions targeted at building students’ self-
efficacy for making intentional career decisions 
and for building self-efficacy for careers in 
STEM.  The four sources to build self-efficacy 
included focusing on performance accomplish-
ments, modeling, strategies for controlling anxi-
ety, and verbal persuasions and encouragement. 
Results showed positive moderate-to-large effect 
sizes for the impact of the intervention on both 
students’ career decision making self-efficacy 
and self-efficacy for careers in STEM.

Ramdass and Zimmerman (2011) examined 
the influence of modeling and social feedback on 
76 sixth- and seventh-grade students’ self-
efficacy and mathematical achievement. Students 
observed coping models with or without social 
feedback, or mastery models with or without 
social feedback. Mastery models demonstrate 
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faultless performance from the outset; coping 
models initially experience difficulties but gradu-
ally improve and eventually perform as well as 
mastery models. Findings revealed that students 
in the coping model conditions surpassed those 
in the mastery model conditions on the posttests 
mathematics performance (F(1, 71)  =  14.83, 
p < 0.001), and on self-efficacy (F(1, 71) = 5.04, 
p < 0.05). Thus, the sources of self-efficacy can 
be used to foster competency beliefs, motivation, 
and engagement in learners.

�Self-Efficacy and Positive 
Development and Outcomes

The role of self-efficacy in engagement has been 
studied extensively in underachievement and drop-
out (Alexander et  al., 2001; Christenson et  al., 
2012; Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Lee & Burkam, 
2003; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). Factors con-
tributing to underachievement and dropout include 
under-developed academic and social skills, little 
interest in school subjects, classrooms that stress 
competition and ability social comparisons, low 
perceived value of school learning, little sense of 
belonging or relatedness to the school environ-
ment, and inadequate vision of the future 
(Alexander et al., 2001; McInerney, 2004; Meece 
et al., 2006; Wentzel, 2005).

In recent years, researchers have increasingly 
turned their attention toward how self-efficacy 
may promote positive student development, 
adjustment, and other outcomes (Furlong et al., 
2014). The latter depend heavily on students’ 
involvement and participation in school; in par-
ticular, how much the environment promotes 
their perceptions of autonomy and relatedness 
(Suldo et al., 2014), which in turn can influence 
self-efficacy and achievement. Students who feel 
a sense of belonging at school are more apt to be 
engaged academically, socially, and physically in 
school activities (Ryan & Deci, 2016). Parents, 
teachers, and peers affect students’ feelings of 
belongingness, and peer groups exert increasing 
influence during adolescence (Kindermann, 
2007; Steinberg et al., 1996).

High self-efficacy can promote student 
engagement, but by itself does not guarantee 
motivation and engagement. It is possible to feel 
efficacious about learning but show little interest 
if students place little value on school learning or 
show low interest in it. It is important that teach-
ers, parents, and peers build self-efficacy in learn-
ers through the sources mentioned earlier: 
performance accomplishments, vicarious experi-
ences, social persuasions, and physiological 
indexes. The perception of progress in learning is 
a reliable indicator of capabilities because prog-
ress conveys to students that they are capable of 
learning. Such self-referential feedback that oth-
ers might provide can raise students’ self-efficacy 
and motivation for school (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016). Especially for learners who 
have disadvantaged backgrounds it is critical that 
they receive positive information in school that 
they can be successful.

Interventions can be simple such as class-
based programs, but they also can involve school 
district policies and entire schools. Social poli-
cies 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-efficacy, but this is neces-
sary. Increased research is needed on such pro-
grams and a focus on ethnic identity and 
prevention at the high school level or earlier 
(Bloom, 2010). Engagement strategies for assist-
ing high-risk dropout populations (e.g., immi-
grants, disabled, young mothers, foster care 
youth, youth offenders) include identity develop-
ment, paid work, internships, job training, com-
munity service, and life skills. Research shows 
that these types of experiences can promote aca-
demic self-efficacy of diverse first-generation 
students (Majer, 2009).

�Future Research Directions

The principles of social cognitive theory add 
value to understanding student engagement. 
There are several self-efficacy research areas that 
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should be addressed. Among these are contextual 
influences, cross-cultural relevance, collective 
self-efficacy, and integration with technology.

�Contextual Influences

Self-efficacy can affect and be influenced by 
social/environmental variables that often are con-
text specific. Enhancing students’ self-efficacy, 
motivation, and engagement requires an under-
standing of how contextual variables operate.

For example, an area needing to be addressed 
is the role of school transitions (e.g., middle 
school to high school) because these produce 
many contextual changes that can affect self-
efficacy. It is not unusual for students’ self-
efficacy to decline after a transition (Wigfield & 
Cambria, 2010). Material to be learned typically 
becomes more difficult and students’ comparison 
groups shift membership. Researchers should 
address how students perceive these changes and 
how they might affect self-efficacy. A key ques-
tion is how social/environmental variables might 
be structured to not only prevent a decline but 
also provide efficacy-strengthening experiences.

Another research emphasis should be on how 
self-efficacy interacts with students’ perceptions 
of school climate and sense of belonging—vari-
ables that are key predictors of school engage-
ment (Ryan & Deci, 2016; Suldo et  al., 2014). 
Learners who experience positive emotions in 
school and feel a sense of belonging in a positive 
environment are less at risk for underachieving 
and dropping out (Suldo et al., 2014). Research 
on students’ perceptions will suggest ways to 
improve their self-efficacy and engagement in 
learning. For example, imaging a future goal and 
how school might contribute to that can enhance 
self-efficacy and engagement (Borkowski & 
Thorpe, 1994; Jonson-Reid et  al., 2005). 
Knowing how classroom factors contribute to 
perceptions of climate can lead to improvements 
in environmental factors. Research also can 
investigate self-conceptions and possible selves, 
as well as experiences of academic identification 
(Kerpelman et al., 2008).

�Cross-Cultural Relevance

Most social cognitive research has been con-
ducted in Western societies, but this situation is 
changing as researchers are testing principles of 
social cognitive theory globally. The topics of self-
efficacy and self-regulation have much interna-
tional appeal. And cross-cultural research has 
yielded differences (McInerney, 2008). For 
example, Klassen (2004) found that individuals in 
individualistic (Western) cultures tend to judge 
self-efficacy higher than do learners in collectivist 
cultures. The correspondence between self-
efficacy and skills is better for those in collectivist 
cultures.

These are important findings because people 
who overestimate their self-efficacy may attempt 
tasks beyond their means and perform poorly, 
whereas those who underestimate may be reluc-
tant to engage in tasks and thereby preclude 
opportunities for learning (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2020). These results suggest that 
collectivist cultures may promote modest self-
efficacy judgments and that in some cultures col-
lective self-efficacy (self-efficacy of what a group 
can accomplish; discussed next) may predict 
learning outcomes better than individual 
self-efficacy.

Although social cognitive theory has been 
found to be cross-culturally relevant, more needs 
to be known about students from different cul-
tures and countries. Most educational self-
efficacy studies have focused on students from 
the United States without sufficient attention on 
issues of diversity, especially as related to learn-
ing and engagement. This is especially important 
today as schools become more diverse including 
within cultures. Cross-cultural studies will 
expand understanding of the operation and gen-
erality of self-efficacy.

Research that focuses on culturally ethnic stu-
dents’ experiences at different types of institu-
tions is also needed. Hand in hand with this focus 
is that of social policies and programs that can 
address in a specific way not only the lower 
achievement and higher attrition for African 
American college students but also what types of 
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interventions and resources foster ethnic stu-
dents’ self-efficacy and success. Given that 
research on self-efficacy has mostly focused on 
White students at predominately White institu-
tions, we need a better understanding of African 
American youths’ sense of self-efficacy, in addi-
tion to strategies that foster a belief in the value 
of education (Jonson-Reid et al., 2005).

�Collective Self-Efficacy

As noted previously, cultural dimensions such as 
individualism and collectivism may influence the 
relation of self-efficacy to academic outcomes 
(Oettingen & Zosuls, 2006). Kim and Park (2006) 
argued that theories that emphasize individualis-
tic values—such as self-efficacy—cannot explain 
the high achievement of East Asian students. 
Instead, the Confucian-based socialization prac-
tices that promote close parent–child relation-
ships seem responsible for high levels of 
self-regulatory, relational, and social efficacy. In 
these cultures, relational efficacy (i.e., perceived 
competence in family and social relations), as 
well as social support from parents, may influ-
ence students’ academic performances. Self-
efficacy may be more other-oriented in some 
non-Western (particularly Asian) cultures than in 
Western cultures (Klassen, 2004), a point that 
needs further research.

Many educational contexts are structured for 
group work. It makes sense to ask how to create 
and sustain engaged groups. These groups dis-
play the same features as engaged individuals. 
Collective self-efficacy (perceived capabilities of 
the group, team, or larger social entity) is not the 
average of individuals’ self-efficacy but rather 
members’ perceived capabilities to attain a com-
mon goal by working together (Bandura, 1997).

As noted earlier in this chapter, collective self-
efficacy may predict group performance better 
than individual self-efficacy and especially 
among persons in collectivist cultures. But even 
in more individualistic cultures, working in 
groups is considered important in- and 
outside-of-school.

In a similar vein, collective teacher self-
efficacy is the belief of a group of teachers that 
they can enhance students’ achievement and 
well-being (Bandura, 1997). Collective self-
efficacy and collective teacher self-efficacy are 
influenced by the same sources as is individual 
self-efficacy. Collective efficacy can be devel-
oped when group members work together to 
achieve common goals (performance accom-
plishments), learn from one another and from 
mentors (vicarious experiences), receive encour-
agement and support from others (forms of per-
suasion), and work together to cope with 
difficulties and alleviate stress (physiological 
indexes). Cantrell and Hughes (2008), for exam-
ple, found that sixth- and ninth-grade teachers’ 
collective self-efficacy improved after a year-
long professional development program involv-
ing a team approach to teaching literacy.

Relative to individual self-efficacy, there is far 
less research on collective efficacy. But research-
ers have shown that collective self-efficacy is 
positively related to teacher job satisfaction and 
retention (Caprara et al., 2003). Teachers and stu-
dents who remain engaged are less likely to drop 
out of teaching or school. We recommend 
enhanced research on collective self-efficacy 
both to clarify its operation within groups and 
suggest implications for educational practices.

�Integration with Technology

Social cognitive theory was largely developed 
prior to technological advances. Most research 
has been face-to-face. The theory does not need 
major revisions because the principles are 
intended to be generic and apply across different 
contexts. But the role of technology requires 
some theoretical adaptations.

Social cognitive research is needed with social 
media. These media offer ways for learners to be 
engaged with others, and we know little about 
how such engaged interactions may influence 
self-efficacy and other variables. Learning from 
others is a source of self-efficacy information, 
and this should be true regardless of whether the 
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interactions are live or virtual. Social media fit 
well with a social cognitive theory.

Such research has implications for teaching 
and learning. There are many educational uses 
for technologies such as Facebook and Zoom. 
How might these and other forms of media be 
used to help students set goals, monitor progress, 
assess self-efficacy for learning, and the like? 
How might instruction be designed to incorpo-
rate social media that take self-efficacy of learn-
ers and teachers into account? Research is needed 
to expand the generality of the theory beyond its 
original formulation.

�Educational Applications

There are several applications of self-efficacy 
theory and research for student engagement, 
especially using the four sources of self-efficacy 
information. Mastery experiences are powerful 
influences on self-efficacy, especially when 
learners set challenging but attainable goals and 
practice and refine skills. As they observe their 
goal and learning progress, their self-efficacy for 
continued learning is strengthened. Teachers also 
can provide vicarious experiences by indicating 
how other similar students have mastered skills, 
as well as persuasive information through realis-
tic encouragement. Encouraging students to 
attempt very difficult tasks may prove demoral-
izing and lower self-efficacy. Teachers can use 
physiological indicators, such as when they tell 
students that they are reacting in a less-stressful 
way to completing assignments.

Teachers want students to be successful and 
may be tempted to assist them. Assistance often 
is necessary in the early stages of learning. But 
success with help does not build strong self-
efficacy because students may attribute the suc-
cess to the teacher’s help. Allowing learners to 
succeed on their own strengthens self-efficacy 
better.

Another idea is to use an appropriate instruc-
tional model that allows for differentiation. 
Students do not learn at the same rate or in the 
same way. Nonindividualized assignments mean 
some will succeed but others will not. The latter 

students, when they compare their performances 
to those of students who have done well, may 
doubt their capabilities. Individualized instruc-
tion minimizes social comparisons. Teachers can 
provide individualized feedback, such as by tell-
ing them, “See how much better you’re doing on 
these now?”

Students can be encouraged to evaluate their 
learning and gauge their progress. For example, 
teachers could give students a scale ranging from 
1 (low) to 10 and ask them to assess their prog-
ress in solving different types of mathematical 
problems. Such assessments are good indicators 
of where students may need additional instruc-
tion and practice.

A key goal is for learners to have a sense of 
realistic optimism about what they can learn or 
accomplish, which can motivate them to improve 
(Bandura, 1997). A sense of realistic optimism 
gives learners goals to strive for and makes for 
enjoyable environments in which to learn.

�Conclusion

Research evidence supports the point that self-
efficacy is a significant influence on learners’ 
motivation and engagement (Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2016, 2020). Self-efficacy helps to 
create a sense of agency and contributes to learn-
ers’ positive development in- and out-of-school 
(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016).

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-efficacy is a critical 
personal factor that can affect motivation, 
engagement, learning, and achievement. Self-
efficacy is shaped by personal, cultural, and 
social factors.

Attention to ways of building students’ skills 
and self-efficacy will help learners become aca-
demically motivated and stay engaged in learn-
ing. These outcomes should help diminish 
underachievement and dropout, as well as pro-
vide learners with a sense of realistic optimism 
about their capabilities. Important research ques-
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tions remain that will help refine the theory and 
have implications for teaching and learning.
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Using Self-Regulated Learning 
(SRL) Assessment Data to Promote 
Regulatory Engagement 
in Learning and Performance 
Contexts

Timothy J. Cleary and Angela M. Lui

Abstract

Applications of self-regulated learning (SRL) 
processes in school contexts continue to rise 
in popularity and sophistication. In addition to 
intervention programs and initiatives, 
researchers have begun examining the effects 
of professional development programming 
and the role of SRL assessment practices in 
promoting optimal functioning and develop-
ment. This chapter focuses on both SRL inter-
vention and assessment practices, with 
particular emphasis on the emerging role of 
various SRL measures as formative assess-
ment tools. Specifically, we review research 
and illustrate how SRL microanalysis and the 
Diagnostic Assessment and Achievement of 
College Students (DAACS) self-report ques-
tionnaire can be used in a formative fashion by 
researchers and/or practitioners to promote 
optimal feedback that can enhance student 
engagement and overall learning as well as 
teachers’ instructional approaches or interac-
tions with students. Implications for practice 
and suggested areas for future research are 
also presented and discussed.

Student engagement represents one of the most 
important constructs that school-based research-
ers and educators can address in their profes-
sional roles and activities, given its strong relation 
to students’ behavioral and academic outcomes 
(Cleary & Kitsantas, 2017; Lovelace et al., 2017; 
Reschly, 2020). Defined by Christenson et  al. 
(2012) as “[…] active participation in academic 
and cocurricular or school-related activities, and 
commitment to educational goals and learning” 
(pp.  816–817), student engagement is often 
viewed as a multi-dimensional construct with 
multiple subtypes: academic, behavioral, cogni-
tive, and affective categories (Fredericks et  al., 
2004; Reschly & Christenson et  al., 2012). 
Linked to each subtype are several indicators, 
such as task completion, productivity, or perfor-
mance (i.e., academic engagement), class partici-
pation and attendance (i.e., behavioral 
engagement), self-regulatory processes like self-
reflection or goal-setting (i.e., cognitive engage-
ment), and feelings of connectedness and 
belongingness to school and peers (i.e., affective 
or emotional engagement).

Many scholars assert that models of student 
engagement and self-regulated learning (SRL) 
overlap conceptually, at least to some degree 
(Cleary et al., 2021; Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012; 
Reschly & Christenson et  al., 2012). From an 
engagement perspective, regulatory and motiva-
tional processes (e.g., goal-setting, monitoring, 
and evaluation) are subsumed within cognitive 
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engagement. Pohl (2020) underscored this prem-
ise, noting that “cognitive engagement can be 
defined as students’ investment in their learning, 
valuing of their learning, directing effort toward 
learning, and using learning strategies to under-
stand material, accomplish tasks, master skills, 
and achieve goals” (p. 254). In the first edition of 
this Handbook, Cleary and Zimmerman (2012) 
also discussed SRL specifically with regard to 
cognitive engagement. They argued that most 
SRL models are discussed in terms of a cyclical 
feedback loop; that is, an internal, largely cogni-
tively driven cyclical process that is central to 
understanding the ways through which individu-
als optimize their overall engagement and learn-
ing in school. They also underscored additional 
areas of overlap between these two constructs, 
namely with respect to the role of situational 
dependence or context in understanding students’ 
engagement or regulation.

The primary objectives of this chapter are (1) 
to stretch the boundaries of current thinking 
about the link between student engagement and 
SRL processes and (2) to underscore recent 
research focusing on innovative applications of 
SRL intervention and assessment practices that 
promote student engagement. To begin, we pro-
vide a general overview of the definitions and 
descriptions of both student engagement and 
SRL, emphasizing areas of overlap and diver-
gence. While we still concur with Cleary and 
Zimmerman (2012) regarding the close corre-
spondence between cognitive engagement and 
SRL, we emphasize a more expansive viewpoint 
of SRL that underscores an integration of 
cognitive, affective, behavioral, and contextual 
factors (Cleary & Callan, 2018; Zimmerman, 
2000). With respect to this comprehensive con-
ceptualization and our desire to underscore the 
close connection between engagement and regu-
lation concepts, we use the term regulatory 
engagement and SRL interchangeably through-
out this chapter.

We then shift our focus to recent trends in the 
SRL literature, highlighting research on emerg-
ing and innovative attempts to optimize students’ 
achievement and regulatory engagement in learn-
ing contexts. Although we consider initiatives 

from both direct (i.e., SRL interventions) and 
indirect (i.e., SRL professional development with 
teachers) service delivery perspectives, our pri-
mary objective is to discuss how SRL assessment 
practices and tools (e.g., self-report question-
naires, SRL microanalysis) can be used in a for-
mative fashion by researchers and/or practitioners 
to promote optimal feedback that can enhance 
student engagement and overall learning. We end 
this chapter with implications for practice and 
areas for future research.

�Conceptual Overview of SRL 
and Student Engagement

Educators have long been interested in under-
standing the determinants of student engagement 
and/or SRL processes in school contexts. From 
the perspectives of various school personnel, 
such as school psychologists and teachers, these 
constructs are critical to student success and thus 
are often the topic of professional development 
initiatives (Cleary et  al., 2010; Cleary & 
Zimmerman, 2006; Coalition for Psychology in 
Schools and Education, 2006; Wehmeyer et al., 
2000). The focus of this section involves examin-
ing the conceptual overlap (i.e., similarities and 
distinctions) between models of student engage-
ment and SRL frameworks. Our goal in conduct-
ing this broad level analysis is not to draw any 
conclusions regarding the relative effectiveness 
or superiority of a given model, perspective, or 
approach to enhancing student engagement in 
school. We simply hope to provide some com-
mentary for readers to more clearly understand 
the nature of SRL processes, or what we term 
regulatory engagement.

In reviewing the engagement literature, it is 
clear that most models depict engagement as a 
mega-construct consisting of different subtypes 
(i.e., academic, behavioral, cognitive, and affec-
tive), and with each subtype having associated 
indicators and facilitators (Christenson et  al., 
2012; Fredericks et  al., 2004; Skinner et  al., 
2008). Academic engagement entails one’s over-
all investment or participation in school-related 
work, tasks, or classroom activities (Reschly, 
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2020). When students are academically engaged, 
they will often complete their classwork and 
homework on time, have opportunities to respond 
during class, and sustain efforts to complete 
coursework. In contrast, behavioral engagement 
refers to student conduct and their overall partici-
pation in school-related events or activities 
(Fredericks et  al., 2004). If a teacher describes 
their students as behaviorally engaged, one would 
likely observe these students attending school on 
a regular basis and showing up on time, actively 
listening during classroom instruction or taking 
notes, or perhaps getting involved in extra-
curricular school activities (e.g., theatre, sports). 
Christenson and colleagues’ model of student 
engagement also posits that academic and behav-
ioral engagement tend to reflect observable indi-
cators, while the other two dimensions—affective 
and cognitive—reflect internal processes.

Affective engagement is conceptualized as the 
emotions or feelings that have a motivational 
effect for engaging in an activity or task (Cook 
et  al., 2020). Affective engagement typically 
emphasizes interpersonal factors and feelings of 
connectedness or belongingness in students 
(Christenson et al., 2012). Thus, students who are 
affectively engaged will likely feel connected to 
school, supported by teachers and peers, and 
have positive, stable friendships. The fourth 
dimension, cognitive engagement, has often been 
equated with or described in terms of self-
regulatory and motivational processes, such as 
perception of task value, goal orientation, or use 
of regulatory strategies. Overall, there is much 
research showing that each of these four 
engagement subtypes plays a critical role in stu-
dents’ academic success, whether success is 
defined in terms of grades, persistence, behav-
ioral functioning, or even dropout rates (Reschly, 
2020).

Over the past few decades, several SRL theo-
retical frameworks have also been developed 
(Panadero, 2017; Schunk & Greene, 2018; 
Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). Collectively, 
these models have provided a fertile foundation 
from which to examine and understand essential 
processes that promote students’ strategic think-
ing and behaviors in learning or performance sit-

uations (Panadero, 2017; Schunk & Greene, 
2018). Although there are important distinctions 
across models in terms of the processes that are 
emphasized, sources of motivation, and the per-
ceived role of the social environment, there is 
also considerable overlap among them (Puustinen 
& Pulkkinen, 2001; Panadero, 2017). In fact, in a 
recent review of several theoretical frameworks 
frequently cited in the SRL literature, Panadero 
(2017) noted that among other things, virtually 
all of the models converge on the premise that 
SRL is a dynamic, fluid, cyclical process consist-
ing of different phases and subprocesses.

Most contemporary SRL researchers are inter-
ested in detailing the task-specific, dynamic, 
goal-directed aspects of the regulatory processes 
than they are in discussing stable traits or regula-
tory dispositions of students. In other words, SRL 
researchers and interventionists typically strive to 
target the malleable and teachable regulatory 
skills and processes that enable students to man-
age their lives in pursuit of personal goals. Cleary 
and Zimmerman (2004) aptly capture this con-
textualized, dynamic aspect of SRL in terms of a 
guiding regulatory question relevant for assess-
ment and intervention practices, “To what extent 
does this student have the knowledge of, select, 
and regulate the use of these specific study and 
self-regulation strategies to enhance his or her 
performance on these performance outcomes in 
that particular class?” (p. 541). Central to most 
contemporary models of SRL is the focus on 
accomplishing and adapting behaviors and strate-
gies to reach one’s goals.

It is important to note, however, that outside of 
learning and academic situations, other research-
ers use the term self-regulation (SR), or in some 
cases self-control (Barkley, 2016; Greene, 2018). 
SR models are similar to SRL perspectives in 
their focus on the management and monitoring of 
cognition, behavior, and emotional arousal to 
achieve goals. However, SR researchers tend to 
address topics or situations outside of academic 
learning, such as addictions, behavioral control, 
dieting, or interpersonal interactions, and focus 
on individuals’ ability to resist temptations, to 
delay gratification or impulses, or to think in flex-
ible adaptable ways during problem-solving 
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(Barkley, 2016; Vohs & Baumeister, 2016). We 
recognize the importance of such models in a 
broad sense, but focus this chapter exclusively on 
SRL models and their applications in academic 
or learning contexts.

Another commonality across SRL models is a 
focus on the operation and structure of the cycli-
cal feedback loop (Panadero, 2017; Schunk & 
Greene, 2018). Conceptually, a feedback loop 
refers to a goal-directed process whereby infor-
mation or feedback about behavior or perfor-
mance is used to evaluate goal progress and to 
facilitate decision-making regarding adaptations 
needed to attain goals. The basic idea is that indi-
viduals will be motivated to reduce a discrepancy 
between their performance and a standard (i.e., 
goal). After an initial goal is achieved, students 
will stop engagement or shift their engagement 
efforts toward new goals or activities. Self-
regulatory feedback loops also tend to operate in 
a temporal sequence (i.e., before, during, and 
after dimensions) that mirrors the temporal char-
acteristics of learning activities. For example, to 
understand the regulatory engagement of stu-
dents attempting to write a persuasive essay, 
researchers or practitioners would examine how 
the students plan or approach the task (before), 
use and monitor the effectiveness of specific 
strategies while writing (during), and use internal 
or external feedback to evaluate the strategy 
effectiveness relative to their goals (after). 
Although different labels have been used to 
describe this temporal process (Schmitz & Wiese, 
2006; Winne  & Perry, 2000), we focus on 
Zimmerman’s three-phase model of SRL, which 
is grounded in social-cognitive theoretical prin-
ciples (Bandura, 1986; Zimmerman, 2000).

Zimmerman’s (2000) cyclical model of SRL 
is represented by three sequential, interrelated 
phases—forethought, performance control, and 
self-reflection. His theoretical framework is one 
of the most widely cited in the SRL literature and 
has been used as the theoretical foundation for 
both assessment and intervention programming 
(Cleary et al., 2021; Cleary et al., 2017; Panadero, 
2017). It is also quite useful from a practical per-
spective in that it provides an organizational 
structure for researchers and practitioners alike to 

understand the operation, influence, and relation 
among motivational, metacognitive, behavioral, 
and affective processes as individuals engage in 
learning-related activities, such as taking notes in 
class, completing homework assignments, or 
studying for exams.

Before engaging in a learning activity, highly 
regulated learners plan and think about an appro-
priate course of action. In the SRL model, these 
preparatory actions and thoughts reflect fore-
thought processes, such as identifying the 
demands and expectations of a learning task (task 
analysis), setting specific goals for that activity 
(goal setting), and developing plans or approaches 
on how best to achieve one’s goals (strategic 
planning). Because SRL is an effortful process, 
this model also underscores the deterministic role 
of motivation beliefs, such as self-efficacy and 
task values, in stimulating students to engage in 
the learning process (Cleary et al., 2018).

During attempts to learn in the performance 
control phase, students will purposefully and 
intentionally use specific self-control strategies 
to optimize their learning, behaviors, and emo-
tions. For example, when studying for a mathe-
matics test, students may use concept mapping 
and self-quizzing (i.e., learning strategies), deep 
breathing and mindfulness (i.e., anxiety control), 
or positive self-talk to sustain high levels of moti-
vation. Regulated learners do not rigidly use the 
same strategies in all situations; they tend to be 
flexible and nimble in their strategic behaviors 
and are willing to adapt or change their approach 
based on emerging challenges or difficulties in a 
given situation (Wolters, 2003; Zimmerman, 
2000). In addition to deploying effective strate-
gies during learning, highly regulated learners 
engage in self-observation, a process entailing 
tracking one’s task performance and the condi-
tions surrounding it. From a regulatory engage-
ment perspective, self-monitoring or observation 
is a hallmark feature of the cyclical feedback 
loop because it facilitates error analysis and 
enhances the likelihood that individuals will 
make fine-grained adjustments to their strategies 
when not learning effectively.

In the final phase of this cyclical feedback 
loop, regulated learners will often reflect on par-
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ticular aspects of their learning or performance 
including how well did I do? (i.e., self-evaluation); 
why did I perform that way? (i.e., causal attribu-
tions), how do I feel about my performance? (sat-
isfaction/affect), and what do I need to do now? 
(i.e., adaptive inferences). Thus, highly regulated 
learners will first compare self-monitored or 
externally provided feedback to their personal 
goals or other standards to determine their level 
of success. They then search for the most tenable 
reasons for their performance, and ideally attri-
bute their performance to controllable factors, 
such as the strategies used during learning. Of 
particular importance from a regulatory perspec-
tive, however, are the conclusions or adaptive 
inferences that individuals make about how to 
improve performance or their behaviors when 
they are not reaching their goals.

When comparing Christenson and colleagues’ 
model of student engagement and Zimmerman’s 
three phase model of SRL, there are clear simi-
larities (see Table 1). Both perspectives focus on 
multi-dimensional aspects of student function-
ing, specifically across academic, cognitive, 
behavioral, and affective aspects of functioning. 
Christenson and colleagues’ model is quite 
explicit in terms of the operational definitions 
and indicators for the four subtypes. SRL models 
are similar in that they consider these four areas 
when conceptualizing or defining the regulatory 
processes, although these descriptions are nar-
rower in focus. Zimmerman (2000) aptly cap-
tured the multi-dimensional focus of SRL in 
stating, “Self-regulation refers to self-generated 
thoughts, feelings, and actions that are planned 
and cyclically adapted to the attainment of per-

sonal goals” (italics added for emphasis, p. 14). 
SRL models do not label the terms cognitive, 
affective, and behaviors as distinct subtypes of 
regulation; rather, they conceive of them as inter-
related domains of functioning that become inte-
grated as individuals perform specific academic 
or learning activities.

Both models also recognize the importance of 
the reciprocal relations between contextual influ-
ences and student engagement. For example, 
Reschly and Christenson et al. (2012) highlighted 
myriad contextual facilitators that play a role in 
student engagement, such as family supports, 
peer relations, school-based initiatives and sup-
ports, and even community impacts. These con-
textual facilitators are intertwined with 
engagement-related interventions and can be 
adapted or changed to best meet student needs 
(Reschly et  al., 2020). Zimmerman’s model is 
largely grounded in Bandura’s (1986) premise of 
reciprocal determinism; that is, human function-
ing can be described in terms of the reciprocal 
relations among personal and environmental fac-
tors as well as behavior. Similar to engagement 
models, social-cognitive theorists recognize that 
contexts are dynamic entities that can directly 
influence but also be influenced by students oper-
ating in that context. Similarly, both engagement 
and SRL perspectives appear to support the 
premise that student perceptions and perspectives 
are central in understanding student functioning; 
when devising interventions to enhance student 
engagement, their perceptions might even serve 
as a key mediator between contextual influences 
and enhanced engagement (Cleary & Kitsantas, 
2017; Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

Table 1  Broad comparison of student engagement and SRL frameworks

Engagement Point of comparison SRL
Yes Considers academic, behavioral cognitive, and affective 

aspects of functioning
Yes

Yes Emphasizes the importance of social, contextual, or 
cultural milieu

Yes

Yes Emphasizes importance of student perceptions for 
engagement

Yes

No Described and operationalized as a task-specific 
process

Yes

No Defined by the goals that individuals set for themselves Yes
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From our perspective, SRL and engagement 
models can be most easily distinguished in terms 
of the specificity in focus on particular academic 
tasks and the explicitness of a goal-directed pro-
cess. That is, although both models clearly 
address similar aspects of functioning (i.e., aca-
demic, behavioral, cognitive, affective), SRL 
models are more fine-grained and narrower in 
their description of these areas of functioning and 
explicitly explicate particular regulatory pro-
cesses and their intersecting influences on stu-
dent learning and performance. For example, if 
school psychologists are interested in optimizing 
students’ regulatory engagement, they typically 
will be most concerned with assessing and pro-
viding interventions that simultaneously consider 
students’ cognitive (including metacognitive), 
affective, and behavioral processes during 
engagement in specific learning tasks or activi-
ties, such as writing an essay, studying for an 
exam, or completing a science investigation. This 
“in the moment” type of regulatory engagement 
is not only defined by the nature of the activity in 
which students engage but also the goals students 
possess relative to that activity. Thus, as students’ 
goals shift and change within the short and long 
term, so too will the nature of their regulatory 
engagement.

�Trends in Approaches to Optimize 
SRL Engagement

There is a burgeoning literature focused on SRL 
applications in school contexts. Central to these 
“application innovations” are SRL-focused inter-
ventions for academically at-risk youth and the 
provision of SRL professional development (PD) 
for educators. Most recently, researchers have 
begun to consider how SRL assessment tools can 
be used in a formative manner to enhance student 
functioning and/or to guide instructional efforts. 
We briefly consider research on SRL and PD 
innovations, but focus most directly on the use of 
SRL assessment data as feedback and progress 
monitoring mechanisms to promote regulatory 
engagement.

�Student-Focused SRL Interventions

There are myriad academic, behavioral, and 
mental health interventions that incorporate SRL 
processes, such as goal-setting, self-monitoring, 
or self-evaluation (Briesch & Briesch, 2016; 
Reddy et al., 2018; Suveg et al., 2015). For exam-
ple, a large percentage of interventions designed 
to help students with ADHD utilize aspects of 
self-monitoring or self-evaluation (Reddy et al., 
2018). Many academic interventions consider 
SRL principles and processes as primary or cen-
tral aspects. Collectively, these academic inter-
ventions seek to optimize students’ metacognitive, 
strategic, and motivational functioning as they 
engage in reading texts (Tonks & Taboada, 2011), 
writing essays (Graham & Harris, 2009; Graham 
et  al., 2012), or solving mathematics problems 
(Montague et al., 2014). Other school-based SRL 
interventions focus less on the development of 
academic skills and more on the optimization of 
students’ strategic skills in managing and over-
coming common academic, motivational, and 
regulatory challenges experienced during learn-
ing or the completion of common school-related 
activities. The Self-Regulation Empowerment 
Program (SREP) is illustrative of these programs 
(Cleary et al., 2017).

SREP is a comprehensive intervention pro-
gram designed to optimize the strategic, motiva-
tional, and metacognitive skills of academically 
at-risk middle school and high school students as 
they engage in learning and academic activities. 
SREP sessions are typically presented in small 
group formats and provide students with struc-
tured instructional supports and coaching that 
enables and empowers student to think and act in 
cyclical, regulatory ways during learning (Cleary 
& Platten, 2013; Cleary et  al., 2017). In the 
beginning stages of the SREP instructional pro-
cess, students are introduced to the importance of 
strategic thinking and adaptive mindsets as they 
learn and evaluate success or failure. The SREP 
coaches also provide modeling and guided prac-
tice experiences so that students learn new and 
effective strategies to learn course content or to 
more effectively manage their behaviors (e.g., 
effort, help seeking) and emotions (e.g., anxiety). 
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Importantly, the SREP coaches guide students 
through a highly systematic process of self-
reflection about grades for course assignments 
and tests. Through the use of microanalysis ques-
tions (see assessment section; Cleary et  al., 
2017), the coaches prompt students to respond to 
critical questions linked to their reflective phase 
processes: “how well did I do?” (self-evaluation); 
“why did I perform this way?” (attributions); “am 
I satisfied with my performance?” (satisfaction/
affect); and “what do I need to do to improve?” 
(adaptive inferences). Both students and SREP 
coaches use this microanalysis assessment infor-
mation to stimulate interactive conversations and 
discussions within the SREP group.

�Teacher SRL Professional 
Development (PD) Experiences

Survey research in education reveals that student 
SRL and motivational skills are of particular 
interest to educators and other school personnel 
(e.g., school psychologists)  because  such skills 
are essential to student success and are often 
raised as areas of concern for students referred 
for psychoeducational evaluations (Cleary et al., 
2010). Interestingly, despite the importance of 
SRL processes, most educators do not believe 
they receive enough training or experiences to 
effectively assess and/or enhance students’ regu-
latory engagement (Cleary et al., 2010; Kremer-
Hayon & Tillema, 1999; Lau, 2012; Pauli et al., 
2007; Spruce & Bol, 2015). This gap has stimu-
lated efforts by researchers to develop and evalu-
ate the effects of SRL PD programming.

In the literature, SRL PD initiatives can vary 
in both comprehensiveness and duration. Some 
PD programs are implemented over several years 
(e.g., Perry et  al., 2007), while others are pro-
vided on a continuous basis over the course of a 
couple of months (e.g., Ganda & Boruchovitch, 
2018; Kramarski & Michalsky, 2015; Peters-
Burton & Botov, 2017) or even for only one or 
two sessions (Allshouse, 2016). Despite this vari-
ability in SRL PD training duration and the nature 
of PD experiences, research tends to support its 
overall effectiveness for both the teachers and 

students (Kramarski et  al., 2013; Peters-Burton 
et  al., 2020; Spruce & Bol, 2015). Perry et  al. 
(2007) implemented a long-term project empha-
sizing SRL PD with 18 preservice teachers, and 
reported important shifts in teachers’ ability to 
develop learning activities that promoted stu-
dents’ regulatory engagement during reading and 
writing. Peters-Burton and Botov (2017) found 
that immersing SRL principles within an inten-
sive PD program helped to improve the SRL 
skills (i.e., goal setting, self-monitoring, learning 
tactics) of elementary science teachers. Further, 
Allshouse (2016) reported statistically significant 
pretest-posttest changes in the knowledge and 
SRL application skills of middle school and high 
school teachers following one half-day SRL 
workshop experience. In short, PD initiatives 
represent an important SRL application innova-
tion that can better reach a broader set of students 
than is possible with direct intervention services.

�Overview of SRL Measures 
and Formative Assessment Practices

A contemporary and important issue in educa-
tional circles involves the extent to which appro-
priate decisions regarding resource and service 
allocation can be made based on assessment data 
about students’ academic and behavioral func-
tioning. In the realm of assessment, there is often 
a distinction made between summative (i.e., 
assessment of learning) and formative assess-
ments (assessment for learning; Stiggins, 2005). 
Summative assessments are administered at the 
end of a unit or course, with the purpose of mea-
suring students’ achievement, and/or mastery of 
required content or skills. In contrast, formative 
assessments are administered on a more frequent 
and continuous basis, often throughout the 
instructional or intervention process. The key 
objective in this approach is to gather data that 
informs and enhances both learning and teaching 
processes.

As an example, when students are assigned to 
write an argumentative essay for summative pur-
poses, teachers focus on reviewing and evaluat-
ing the quality of the essay and subsequently 
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assigning a grade, perhaps using a rubric with 
specified criteria. In this situation, students are 
less likely to receive much feedback about the 
writing process because the focus is on evaluat-
ing how well students have written their essays 
and/or their level of learning. On the other hand, 
if a teacher utilized a formative assessment 
approach as part of the essay writing process, 
they would be more interested in structuring the 
activity to optimize student feedback or to create 
opportunities for students to evaluate progress 
and make strategic adaptations, as needed, to 
their writing. The benefits of a formative assess-
ment framework, however, are not confined to 
students. In fact, by gathering information about 
student behavior, work products, or ways of 
thinking, teachers can develop a deeper and more 
accurate understanding of student skills and stra-
tegic processes; information that can be used to 
potentially adapt their own instruction and/or 
approaches when interacting with students.

Feedback is an integral part of formative 
assessment given that it seeks to “reduce discrep-
ancies between students’ current 
understandings/performance and a desired goal” 
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 87). Effective feed-
back conveys information to the student and/or 
teacher about the goals to be attained (Where am 
I going?), goal progress (How am I going?), and 
likely next steps (Where to next?). While the 
nature of feedback is critical, it is equally impor-
tant that students are provided clear standards on 
how to use that feedback to make appropriate 
modifications and adaptations. Scholars have 
argued that for formative assessments to improve 
student learning: (1) the learning standards 
should be clear to students, indicating where they 
need to be (goals); (2) teacher, peer, or self-
feedback should reflect these standards so stu-
dents can more easily self-evaluate or monitor 
progress; and (3) students and/or teachers need 
opportunities to use the assessment data to reduce 
discrepancies between current and expected skill 
levels (e.g., Andrade, 2016; Butler & Winne, 
1995; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Wiggins, 2012). 
When feedback reflects these essential compo-
nents, is delivered in a supportive and timely 
manner, and is communicated in a way that stu-

dents can understand, there is an increased likeli-
hood that students will value and use the feedback 
in productive ways to enhance learning (Andrade, 
2013; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2008). 
Furthermore, formative assessment, when imple-
mented effectively, would naturally engage stu-
dents in their learning process (Nichols & 
Dawson, 2012).

From our perspective, there is a natural sym-
metry between formative assessment practices 
and SRL assessments. We believe that using SRL 
assessment data within a formative assessment 
process can, when implemented effectively, 
directly inform and improve students’ SRL pro-
cesses and overall learning and performance. 
Increasingly, efforts have been made to explicitly 
foster students’ regulatory engagement through 
SRL assessments and feedback of these pro-
cesses (e.g., Cleary et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 
2020; Peters-Burton et al., 2020).

Overview of SRL assessments  Broadly speak-
ing, SRL researchers have identified two broad 
categories of assessment tools: aptitude and event 
measures (Cleary et  al., 2021; Winne & Perry, 
2000). Although assessment tools within each of 
these categories are similar in their overall focus 
on SRL, they are actually quite distinct in format, 
procedure, and overall scope and purpose (Cleary 
& Callan, 2018; Cleary et al., 2021).

Briefly, event measures gather data about SRL 
processes as they emerge or change in specific 
moments, situations, or learning activities 
(Schunk & Greene, 2018). These measures, 
which include direct observations, think alouds, 
and SRL microanalysis, are structured to reveal 
information regarding how individuals plan, 
engage in, monitor, and/or reflect on and adapt 
their strategic actions during a specific activity in 
a given situation at a particular moment in time 
(Bernacki, 2018; Cleary et  al., 2021; Greene, 
2018). In most situations, event measures are 
well-suited to target specific processes within the 
three-phase cyclical loop as individuals learn, 
solve mathematic problems, write essays, or 
engage in other relevant academic tasks.
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Conversely, aptitude measures capture 
broader information regarding students’ SRL 
skills and tend to produce scores that reflect a 
global attribute or stable trait within a person 
(Cleary et  al., 2021; Winne & Perry, 2000). 
Aptitude measures, which include self-report 
questionnaires, rating scales, and certain types of 
interviews, typically entail having respondents 
provide retrospective ratings about their general 
tendencies, quality, and/or frequency of their reg-
ulatory behaviors, beliefs, and/or processes. 
Although questionnaire items can reflect a gen-
eral context (e.g., school) or content area (e.g., 
mathematics), they are not designed to measure 
SRL as it unfolds or evolves during specific tasks 
or academic activities (i.e., as is the case with 
event measures). In fact, in most instances, scores 
from multiple items or questions are aggregated 
into a composite score. It is from these composite 
scores that inferences are made regarding indi-
viduals’ regulatory engagement. Given these fea-
tures, aptitude measures are ideal for targeting 
aspects within and across the broader dimensions 
of SRL (i.e., metacognition, strategy use, motiva-
tion), while event measures are more appropriate 
for capturing the dynamic, fluid task-specific 
processes.

Although most SRL assessments have not tra-
ditionally been used in a diagnostic or formative 
sense, there has been increased interest in such 
applications. In the next sections, we describe 
one event measure (i.e., SRL microanalysis) and 
one aptitude measure (i.e., DAACS SRL 
Survey) and how they have been provide illustra-
tive examples of how they are used in a formative 
manner to optimize student skill development or 
learning and/or to enhance the nature of instruc-
tion provided to the students.

SRL Microanalysis  The term SRL microanaly-
sis reflects a task-specific structured interview 
designed to assess myriad SRL processes (e.g., 
goal-setting, self-observation, attributions) 
within the three-phase cyclical model as individ-
uals engage in learning or performance-related 
activities. Although information about this 
assessment approach is described elsewhere in 
much detail (see Cleary, 2011; Cleary et  al., 

2021), we provide a brief summary to help read-
ers understand its potential as a formative assess-
ment tool.

One of the most important features of SRL 
microanalysis is that the target questions are 
directly and intimately linked with tasks or learn-
ing activities (e.g., writing an essay, studying for 
an exam, completing homework) commonly used 
in schools. Thus, the development of microanaly-
sis tools necessitates one to identify and under-
stand the demands, requirements, and challenges 
of those activities (i.e., beginning, middle, and 
end). After selecting the activity, one needs to 
identify the SRL processes to assess. As revealed 
in a recent systematic review of the SRL micro-
analytic literature, over 40 empirical studies uti-
lizing microanalysis procedures across various 
domains (e.g., academic, sports, clinical) and 
corresponding domain tasks (e.g., test prepara-
tion, basketball free throw shooting, practicing a 
musical instrument) have been published (Cleary 
et al., 2021). Some researchers have comprehen-
sively examined SRL processes across all three 
cyclical phases, while others have adopted a 
more narrow and selective approach, such as 
focusing on forethought or reflection phase only.

Regardless of the scope of assessment, micro-
analysis questions should be simple, brief, and 
directly linked to a specific regulatory process. 
Thus, they are often phrased to represent the defi-
nitions of SRL sub-processes included within 
Zimmerman’s three-phase model (Cleary, 2011). 
Further,  given that microanalysis questions are 
directly linked to these activities and domains, 
they are phrased to reflect such activities. Thus, 
to assess students’ strategic planning and adap-
tive inferences relative to solving a set of algebra 
word problems, example questions might include, 
“Do you have a plan in mind as you prepare to 
solve this problem? Tell me about that” (strategic 
planning) and “What do you need to do to sustain 
or improve your performance when solving simi-
lar types of problems in the future?” (adaptive 
inferences). Although free response or open-
ended formats are often emphasized in micro-
analysis assessments, the use of metric or 
quantitative questions (e.g., Likert scale) can be 
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utilized when assessing certain processes, such as 
motivational beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy).

One of the most important aspects of SRL 
microanalysis involves the sequence or order 
with which the specific questions are adminis-
tered. Given that most target activities reflect 
some temporal dimension (i.e., before, during, 
and after the activity), microanalysis assessments 
are structured so that phase-specific questions 
(i.e., forethought, performance, self-reflection) 
are aligned with the before, during, and after 
dimensions of the activity. Specifically, fore-
thought questions (e.g., goal-setting, planning) 
are administered as individuals prepare to engage 
in the target activity, performance questions (e.g., 
self-observation, monitoring) during the activity, 
and reflection questions following the activity or 
after receiving some type of performance feed-
back. From a formative assessment perspective, 
this SRL phase-task dimension alignment enables 
one to draw meaningful inferences from data 
regarding the nature of students’ SRL processes 
in the context of critical academic activities 
(Cleary & Callan, 2018).

Self-Report Questionnaires  Self-report ques-
tionnaires represent one of the most common 
approaches for assessing learners’ SRL skills and 
processes, and the various dimensions of student 
engagement. O’Donnell and Reschly (2020) noted 
that self-report questionnaires and teacher rating 
scales are often used to assess students’ academic, 
cognitive, and affective engagement, one of which 
is the Student Engagement Instrument (see 
Fredericks, chapter “The Measurement of Student 
Engagement: Methodological Advances and 
Comparison of New Self-Report Instruments”, 
this volume, for a review of measures). This mea-
sure has been used across elementary and second-
ary school populations. Some of the most common 
SRL self-report measures include the Motivated 
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; 
Pintrich et  al., 1991), Self-Regulation Strategy 
Inventory (SRSI; Cleary, 2006), Metacognitive 
Awareness Inventory (MAI; Schraw & Dennison, 
1994), and Learning and Study Strategies 
Inventory (LASSI; Weinstein et  al., 2002). 
Collectively, these measures generate information 

regarding student perceptions of their regulatory 
behaviors and strategies, metacognitive processes, 
and motivational beliefs.

The self-report measure we feature in this 
chapter is the SRL Survey from the Diagnostic 
Assessment and Achievement of College Skills 
(DAACS) assessment-to-feedback system (daacs.
net; Bryer et  al., 2022). DAACS represents an 
open-source diagnostic assessment tool designed 
to assess the reading, writing, mathematics, and 
SRL skills of newly enrolled college students. As 
part of this system, students receive actionable, 
individualized feedback and resources that they 
can use to enhance their preparation and overall 
performance in college. There are four primary 
components of the DAACS system: (1) diagnostic 
assessments of SRL, reading, writing, and mathe-
matics; (2) automated feedback, recommenda-
tions, and links to open educational resources 
(OERs) based on scores from the diagnostic 
assessments; (3) a dashboard to guide advisor–stu-
dent interactions; and (4) predictive modeling. The 
first three components were designed to directly 
influence student engagement, while the fourth 
represents an institutional-level feature for better 
understanding students’ continued matriculation 
and dropout rates. For the purpose of this chapter, 
we focus on the SRL survey component of DAACS 
and the corresponding actionable feedback and 
recommendations within the DAACS system 
(Bryer et al., 2022; Lui et al., 2018).

�Applications of SRL Measures 
as Formative Assessment Tools

�Use of SRL Microanalysis to Promote 
Regulatory Engagement

SRL Microanalysis procedures have been applied 
to diverse domains, settings, and learning activi-
ties. We provide an overview of recent attempts 
to use this assessment approach in a formative 
way to enhance learning and/or the instructional 
process. We draw from research focusing on SRL 
interventions with middle school students in 
mathematics, SRL PD activities with high school 
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science teachers, and self-directed practice ses-
sions with college musicians. For each of these 
examples, we focus on two key issues: (a) the use 
of microanalysis as a formative assessment tool, 
and (b) the use of microanalysis data as feedback 
to enhance student learning and/or the nature of 
teacher instruction.

SRL Microanalysis and Academic 
Interventions  Cleary and colleagues have 
examined the effects of the Self-Regulation 
Empowerment Program (SREP) on motivation, 
SRL skills, and academic achievement of middle 
school and high school students (Cleary & 
Platten, 2013: Cleary et al., 2017). As previously 
mentioned, SREP is a comprehensive SRL pro-
gram that enables students to become more goal-
directed and strategic as they complete 
assignments and study for exams across different 
content area classes. Students meet in small 
groups with trained SREP coaches one or two 
times per week over the course of several months. 
Although the majority of the coaching sessions 
involve modeling and practice in using learning 
and SRL strategies, the coaches engage students 
in structured self-reflection activities following 
each major assignment or test. To begin this 
reflection activity, each student is asked to com-
plete a  self-reflection microanalysis form (with 
approximately 6–7 questions) and an SRL Graph. 
On the SRL Graph, students plot their grades and 
record the nature of the strategies they utilized to 
complete or prepare for that activity. The micro-
analysis form includes questions pertaining to the 
self-reflection phase of the cyclical feedback 
loop: self-evaluative judgments (i.e., perceptions 
of success or failure), attributions (i.e., potential 
causes of grade), satisfaction or affect (i.e., affec-
tive reaction to obtained grade), and adaptive 
inferences (i.e., conclusions about how to sustain 
or enhance future grades on similar assignments 
or activities; Cleary et  al., 2017). The students 
use the graph and microanalysis questions in an 
integrated fashion to reflect.

As students reflect on their answer to the 
microanalysis questions, the SREP coaches 
encourage peer collaboration and discussion 

among students to reveal strategies that worked 
well, and to identify alternative ways of perceiv-
ing their performance, the potential causes of 
their grade, and how best to adapt or change their 
strategic behaviors, if needed. Thus, the micro-
analysis data are used in a formative way by indi-
vidual students (or as a peer group) to help 
understand “what happened?” regarding the test 
or assignment grade and to figure out “what 
now?”; that is, to chart the best pathway forward 
for enhancing future performance (Cleary et al., 
2021).

SREP coaches play a key role in this reflection 
process as they structure or guide the collabora-
tive exchanges among peers while also prompt-
ing students to reflect on the effectiveness of their 
learning strategies (Cleary et al., 2017). From a 
formative assessment perspective, SREP coaches 
will also use student responses to the microanaly-
sis questions to guide their instruction during 
subsequent SREP sessions. For example, if the 
coach observes that many of the students believe 
that they struggle to effectively manage their time 
and have not yet mastered how to use concept 
maps or other strategies to learn course materials, 
they will explore these issues with the students 
and, if appropriate, teach them the relevant strate-
gies. In short, the data generated from the SRL 
microanalysis can be directly used by students in 
their reflections about how to improve but also by 
the coaches in helping them make decisions 
about how best to facilitate this improvement.

SRL Microanalysis and PD Activities  Peters-
Burton and colleagues have conducted a couple 
of studies that have embedded microanalysis in 
PD activities in order to optimize teachers’ peda-
gogical skills and to enhance the overall quality 
of PD sessions. Peters-Burton and Botov (2017) 
implemented a 15-week (3 hours once a week) 
PD course for elementary science teachers. As 
part of this study, microanalysis was used forma-
tively by the PD facilitator to generate data to 
guide instructional enhancements and to assist 
teachers in guiding their own behaviors during 
their learning of pedagogical skills in inquiry-
based teaching, and when developing inquiry-
based lesson plans. As part of the 15-week PD 
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course, teachers participated in sample inquiry-
oriented lessons on earth science topics, watched 
videos of modeled scientific inquiry, and devel-
oped lesson plans for earth science content.

The SRL microanalysis procedure was sepa-
rated into three parts—forethought, performance, 
and reflection protocols—which were subse-
quently administered at three different timepoints 
(i.e., before, during, after) of the PD process. 
Thus, the forethought protocol was administered 
before the start of the PD course. These questions 
targeted teachers’ self-efficacy, task interest, and 
goal orientation, and their skills in goal setting 
and strategic planning. The performance proto-
col, which assessed teachers’ attention focusing, 
self-instruction, and self-monitoring, was admin-
istered during different PD activities, but most 
notably during lesson plan development. Finally, 
the reflection protocol was administered at the 
end of the 15-week PD course to examine teach-
ers’ self-evaluation, attributions, and 
self-reactions.

Given the nature of the target activity (i.e., 
defined as the 15-week PD experience), the PD 
facilitator was only able to use forethought and 
performance phase microanalysis data to gener-
ate real-time feedback for the participating teach-
ers and for herself as the facilitator. Of particular 
interest to the authors was examining how 
microanalysis data informed the facilitator’s 
decisions about how to expand, modify, or 
enhance the nature of PD activities and scaffold-
ing support. Using forethought microanalysis 
data, the PD facilitator came to understand that 
teachers struggled to set process goals. For exam-
ple, one teacher set a vague and general goal to, 
“acquire knowledge of what inquiry lessons are 
and how to teach the lessons” (p.  58), while 
another teacher set a goal to, “become more com-
fortable planning inquiry lessons,” (p. 61). With 
this information, the PD instructor learned that 
teachers needed smaller steps from which to 
design the inquiry-based lessons. Therefore, the 
PD instructor created a rubric in collaboration 
with the teachers, detailing the key characteris-
tics of inquiry-based lessons. This rubric was 
used as a monitoring tool in subsequent lessons.

The participating teachers also directly used 
the microanalysis data to reflect on and adapt 
their approaches to lesson plan development. The 
rubric, thereafter, provided teachers with clarity 
in terms of the standards to which they would 
self-monitor, reflect, and set goals as they revised 
existing lessons and created new ones. In addi-
tion to this evaluative criteria, the teachers’ own 
responses to performance phase (i.e., self-
monitoring and self-observation) microanalysis 
questions enabled them to monitor their progress 
and work toward these standards. Peters-Burton 
and Botov (2017) noted, “Two criteria from the 
rubric […] resonated with the group and became 
the touchstones for self-monitoring.” (p. 68). As a 
result, they became aware of what worked well 
for them and what did not, and made adjustments 
to self-instruction and improvements to subse-
quent lesson plans.

SRL Microanalysis and Music 
Intervention  As  a final example, we discuss 
recent research that used SRL microanalysis data 
to guide students’ self-assessment of their regula-
tory processes during practice of a musical instru-
ment. Multiple studies have been conducted by 
McPherson and colleagues in this realm 
(McPherson et  al., 2017; Osborne et  al., 2020). 
Most recently, Osborne et al. (2020) designed a 
five-page microanalysis-embedded diary, 
Optimal Music Practice Protocol(OMPP), for 
seven students who were selected from 33 piano 
students who got accepted into the Bachelor of 
Music at a prestigious Australian University 
music program. Unlike Peters-Burton and Botov 
(2017) and Cleary et al. (2017), this study focused 
specifically on the use of microanalysis data 
gathered by  students as they engaged in self-
directed practice sessions. A coach or teacher did 
not play a role in the feedback generation or 
prompting process given the self-directed nature 
of the target activity.

All of the college musicians were instructed to 
use the microanalytic diary during self-directed 
piano practice sessions. For these practice ses-
sions, students focused on a new piece of reper-
toire to be performed for an end-of-semester 
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examination recital. In alignment with the sug-
gested three-phase design of a microanalysis pro-
cedure, the diary was divided into three sections: 
(1) Before starting my practice (forethought). (2) 
During my practice (performance). (3) After my 
practice was completed (self-reflection). The 
diary consisted of open-ended prompts, Likert-
type, and forced-choice items that were designed 
to target different aspects of students’ regulatory 
engagement. The forethought section of the diary 
was completed prior to the students initiating 
their self-directed practice sessions, and targeted 
their goals and strategic plans for the practice as 
well as the nature of their self-motivation beliefs 
(i.e., self-efficacy, outcome expectancies, task 
interest, and task value). The performance sec-
tion was completed during the practice sessions 
when students were able to record their engage-
ment or use of strategic processes, such as self-
control (e.g., task strategies, self-instruction, 
time management, environmental structuring, 
help-seeking) and self-observations (i.e., meta-
cognitive monitoring, self-recording). After com-
pleting a given practice session, the students 
answered questions regarding their self-
judgments (i.e., self-evaluation on practice and 
strategy effectiveness), self-reactions, and overall 
satisfaction. All students were asked to complete 
the diary at three specific timepoints within a 
9-week semester (Weeks 4, 8, and 12). 
Importantly, they were encouraged and prompted 
by researchers, during a one-on-one meeting 
before Week 8, to use information from each ses-
sion to guide behavior in future practice sessions 
and to self-assess growth in the quality of their 
regulatory processes over the semester.

Findings from this study suggested that the 
OMPP provided prompts for students to become 
more aware of the self-regulatory processes, 
which, in turn, appeared to stimulate their meta-
cognitive thinking (planning, monitoring, and 
reflection) relative to their performance or prog-
ress at the moment (Where am I?) as well as end 
of semester goals and expectations (Where do I 
need to be?). Through enhanced self-awareness 
and explicit documentation of these processes in 
the diary, the students’ notes became a source of 
formative self-feedback that could be used to 

inform their goals and strategies for subsequent 
practice sessions (Osborne et al., 2020). Findings 
from informal interviews with these undergradu-
ate students also suggested that this notebook, 
designed based on the microanalysis framework, 
was easy to understand and use to self-assess 
their learning processes and outcomes. It is 
important to emphasize that as undergraduates 
pursuing a Bachelor of Music degree and major-
ing in piano, these students were experienced in 
the field of music and piano performance. 
Instruction or scaffolding directly from a teacher 
or mentor on how to use the OMPP for formative 
purposes may be needed to enhance its effective-
ness for more novice or inexperienced learners. 
This is an important area for future research.

�Use of Self-Report Assessment Data 
to Promote Regulatory Engagement

Self-report questionnaires are frequently used by 
researchers and practitioners, in part, because 
they are easy to administer and score and because 
of their potential for targeting covert constructs 
that might relate to student functioning in school. 
Unlike SRL microanalysis, self-report question-
naires typically do not reveal task-specific infor-
mation about students’ regulatory engagement. 
Rather, they produce scores that can lead to infer-
ences regarding students’ perceptions of broader 
aspects of perceived regulatory engagement, 
such as typical strategy use or level of motiva-
tional beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy, interest). Despite 
a lack of task-specificity, questionnaire data can 
be used in a formative fashion to help students 
enhance their functioning; whether directly by 
using that data themselves or through interac-
tions with others who share access to such 
information.

DAACS SRL Survey  In this section, we discuss 
the SRL survey as part of DAACS and detail ini-
tial attempts to use it as a formative assessment 
tool. The DAACS SRL self-report measure 
focuses on three core dimensions and 11 sub-
scales of self-regulatory processes related to aca-
demic success in college: (1) motivation (i.e., 
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measures of mastery orientation, test anxiety, 
self-efficacy, and mindset); (2) learning strategies 
(i.e., measures of help seeking behaviors and 
ability to manage their understanding, time, and 
environment; and (3) metacognition (i.e., mea-
sures of planning, monitoring, and evaluation 
skills; Efklides, 2011; Lui et al., 2018; Winne & 
Hadwin, 1998; Zimmerman, 2000). As defined 
and operationalized by the DAACS SRL Survey, 
motivation is a multidimensional process that 
“activates and sustains cognitions, emotions, and 
actions in the interest of one’s goals” (Lui et al., 
2018, p. 2), including goal orientation, test anxi-
ety, self-efficacy, and mindset. Metacognition is 
the awareness and management of one’s thoughts, 
and involves planning one’s learning, monitoring 
the learning progress, and reflecting on if and 
how well the learning occurred. The learning 
strategies scale measures the cognitions and 
behaviors that learners engage in when process-
ing new knowledge and completing academic 
tasks. There are three to six items per subscale, 
with internal consistencies ranging between .61 
and .91 (Lui et al., 2018).

Consistent with formative assessment princi-
ples, the DAACS system was developed to ensure 
that all assessments (i.e., reading, math, writing, 
SRL) generate scores and information that: (a) 
can be used by both individual learners and their 
advisors, and (b) correspond to actionable feed-
back with links to relevant open educational 
resources. For the SRL survey, feedback was 
generated and provided at the composite level 
(motivation, strategies, metacognition; Fig.  1), 
subscales within each composite score (Fig. 2), 
and item levels (Fig. 3). The feedback that stu-
dents receive is based on scores across the com-
posite and subscale levels. Using a hypothetical 
example, suppose Aurora completed the DAACS 
survey and received feedback as illustrated in 
Figs. 1, 2, and 3. In Fig. 1, Aurora and her advisor 
can easily see that Aurora received three stars 
(maximum rating) for learning strategies and 
metacognition, indicating a level of mastery or 
highly frequent use of such strategies. However, 
she only received two stars for motivation, indi-
cating a less than optimal level. At this composite 

level analysis, Aurora would be prompted to 
explore ways in which her motivation can be 
improved. If she clicked on the “More Info” tab 
for Motivation, Aurora would observe a more 
nuanced profile of her motivational beliefs across 
the four motivation subscales (i.e., self-efficacy, 
managing test anxiety, mastery orientation, and 
mindset). These profiles are useful because they 
communicate areas of strengths and weaknesses 
while concurrently offering recommendations 
and actionable steps that Aurora may perceive as 
valuable or helpful to improving her skills 
(Fig. 2).

Suppose Aurora was particularly interested in 
understanding why her self-efficacy was so low 
(i.e., one star, indicating the lowest level of devel-
opment), and more importantly, why improving 
her overall confidence could help her as a learner. 
Within the DAACS system, she could click on 
“More Info” for self-efficacy. She would then 
have access to information that addresses self-
efficacy on a conceptual level (i.e., in written 
form and videos) and on a practical level (i.e., 
case scenarios, her responses to individual items 
on the self-efficacy subscale; see Fig. 3). She also 
would be directed to use various open educational 
resources, if desired, such as the SRL Lab (srl.
daacs.net), an open educational resource on self-
regulated learning.

DAACS is structured so that students and col-
lege advisors have access to the same informa-
tion about students’ SRL profiles and skills. In a 
similar way that Aurora has gone through her 
feedback, her advisor or instructors can do the 
same, and use the same information to encourage 
Aurora to become more engaged in her learning 
by becoming more self-regulated (Bryer et  al., 
2022).

�Conclusions and Future Directions

SRL and student engagement are critical con-
structs that researchers and practitioners have 
increasingly focused on over the past several 
decades. In this chapter, we operationally defined 
the term regulatory engagement and discussed 
areas of similarity and divergence relative to 
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Fig. 1  Sample DAACS feedback for motivation, strategies, and metacognition scales. (From Diagnostic Assessment & 
Achievement of College Skills by DAACS, 2016 (https://my.daacs.net). CC BY 4.0)
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Fig. 2  Sample DAACS feedback for self-efficacy and managing test anxiety subscales. (From Diagnostic Assessment 
& Achievement of College Skills by DAACS, 2016 (https://my.daacs.net). CC BY 4.0)

other commonly used engagement constructs in 
the educational literature. Of particular impor-
tance to this chapter, however, was our premise 
that SRL interventions, SRL PD training initia-
tives, and SRL formative assessment practices 
represent a set of potentially valuable approaches 
for applying SRL principles in school contexts. 
We briefly addressed the importance of each of 
these innovations, but focused most heavily on 
SRL formative assessment (i.e., ongoing assess-
ments of student SRL as they engage in learning 
activities) and its potential for directly enhancing 
students’ behavioral and academic functioning or 
indirectly through the promotion of more effec-
tive instructional practices.

When reflecting on how best to implement 
and apply SRL principles to academic contexts, it 
is critical to understand the development process 
through which students become independent and 
strategic regulated learners, as well as the various 
socialization processes (e.g., modeling, feed-
back, prompts) that optimize this development. 

Zimmerman (2000) presented a model of strate-
gic and regulatory development consisting of 
four levels: observation, emulation, self-control, 
and self-regulation. This model is based on the 
assumption that social and contextual influences 
predominate in the early stages of learning strate-
gic skills (i.e., observation, emulation) but that 
over time, students assume greater control and 
responsibility over the learning process (i.e., self-
control and self-regulation; Cleary et al., 2018). 
At the observational and emulation levels, stu-
dents learn from watching others (i.e., observa-
tion) and from practicing strategies and skills 
within the context of guided practice sessions and 
feedback developed and structured by a teacher, 
parent, or other individual (i.e., emulation). A key 
aspect of these two levels is the heavy role of 
social agents on the structuring and organization 
of “regulatory opportunities” for the students 
(Cleary et al., 2018; Zimmerman, 2000). In our 
chapter, this notion of guided practice sessions 
was illustrated in the reflection activities that stu-
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Fig. 3  Sample DAACS feedback for self-efficacy subscale and items. (From Diagnostic Assessment & Achievement of 
College Skills by DAACS, 2016 (https://my.daacs.net). CC BY 4.0)
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dents experience as part of SREP.  That is, the 
SREP coaches intentionally and purposefully 
structure reflective conversations and use micro-
analysis approaches to gather information about 
students’ thoughts, behaviors, and reactions. It is 
within this highly structured practice session that 
students receive feedback, prompts, or recom-
mendations on how to improve their strategic 
skills (Cleary et al., 2017).

As students shift to the self-control level of 
strategy development, the influence of socializa-
tion processes, such as modeling and feedback, 
are less emphasized or needed. At this level, stu-
dents intentionally practice skills or use strate-
gies, often in the absence of their teachers or 
others who would typically provide support or 
feedback. Although students at the self-control 
level may still seek out help and supports from 
others, they are more proactive in making their 
own decisions about how best to learn and prac-
tice their skills. The methods used by Osborne 
et al. (2020) to examine SRL skills of high per-
forming musicians reflect practice sessions oper-
ating at the self-control level of development. 
Although the researchers devised the microana-
lytic diary and procedures, students were operat-
ing at the self-control level given that they 
initiated and used these procedures on their own, 
often making their personal decisions and 
determinations about how to use the microanaly-
sis data to guide behaviors.

The final and most sophisticated level of 
development, self-regulation, involves learners 
proactively setting their own goals and standards 
of performance; these learners are much more 
likely to adapt and refine their strategies to meet 
new and unique demands that they face. Students 
who typically operate at this level of develop-
ment tend to be highly autonomous and self-
sufficient and thus do not need social agents to as 
large extent (Zimmerman, 2000). Students who 
read and act on the DAACS SRL Survey feed-
back independently, perhaps by trying out the 
suggested strategies, are likely to be functioning 
at this level.

From an SRL development perspective, it is 
also important to recognize that the expected 
level of sophistication of students’ SRL and stra-

tegic skills is a function of the demands and 
expectations of the contexts and settings in which 
they learn (Cleary et  al., 2018; Grolnick & 
Raftery-Helmer, 2015). Cleary et  al. (2018) 
emphasized this point while noting that SRL 
skills are most important and functional when 
students face challenges or obstacles or, more 
informally, when “the rules of the game change.” 
To understand this latter phrase, consider the 
example of students transitioning from elemen-
tary school to middle school and then on to high 
school. In most elementary school settings, stu-
dents have a primary teacher for much of the day 
and often complete much of the required work 
and learning during school hours. However, upon 
entering middle school, students are now faced 
with a different set of demands and experiences. 
That is, students will typically have different 
teachers for each of their academic content areas, 
all of whom may have different or unique rules 
and expectations for students. Students in middle 
school will also be exposed to more complex 
course content and assignments, with much of 
the work conducted outside of school hours, such 
as completing research lab reports, studying for 
cumulative exams, and writing research papers or 
essays (Grolnick & Raftery-Helmer, 2015). Thus, 
as the expectations of the contexts, teachers, and 
coursework increase in complexity or nuance, 
students will need to independently draw upon 
their regulatory capacities to meet such chal-
lenges. Conversely, students will not need to 
engage in high levels of independent, regulatory 
thinking and action when the situation is not 
challenging or does not require students to adapt 
to a new situation or demand.

In developing SRL skills, it is also important 
to differentiate students’ motivation or desire to 
engage in a learning activity from the regulatory 
skills needed to complete and perform well on 
that activity. Because the SRL  process is an 
effortful one, students need to display some level 
of motivation along with a sense of personal 
agency to control and manage their actions, 
thoughts, as well as their learning environment. 
Social-cognitive theorists underscore the role of 
various self-motivational beliefs in promoting 
human agency, but they place particular emphasis 
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on self-efficacy—the belief in one’s ability to 
perform specific actions at a particular level in 
specific situations and contexts (Bandura, 1997). 
It is through the developmental process of obser-
vation, emulation, and self-control and the cor-
responding feedback from others that students 
will begin to experience heightened levels of self-
efficacy and a corresponding sense of personal 
agency (Bandura, 1997; Cleary & Kitsantas, 
2017).

There are other important considerations that 
pertain specifically to the nature of SRL assess-
ments and their use as a feedback-generating or 
formative assessment tool. One of the most 
important considerations involves the clarity of 
expectations and standards for students, teachers, 
and others who might be using the SRL data. 
Because goals or self-standards ultimately gov-
ern the regulatory engagement process, it is 
important that all individuals who interact with 
students, such as parents, teachers, or tutors, be 
cognizant of their own goals within their respec-
tive roles. Another important implication is that 
SRL assessment data should speak to various 
aspects of students’ functioning, including their 
cognitive, affective, metacognitive, and behav-
ioral changes. Finally, using SRL assessment 
data as feedback for students is only one step in 
the formative assessment process. After SRL 
assessment data are collected and interpreted, 
students and/or other individuals (e.g., teachers) 
need opportunities to use that feedback, while 
receiving additional guidance, structure, and 
prompts, to make improvements and promote 
learning.

Regarding microanalysis, although there is 
fairly robust evidence (i.e., convergent, concur-
rent validity) to support the validity of inferences 
made from microanalysis results, there is a pau-
city of studies examining other validity issues, 
such as consequential validity; that is, the 
intended and unintended consequences of using 
microanalysis assessments as a formative assess-
ment tool for guiding instructional or interven-
tion initiatives (Cleary et al., 2021). At this point, 
researchers have used microanalysis in a forma-
tive fashion or to inform practice relative to SREP 
implementation, PD initiatives with teachers, and 

structured practice sessions with advanced musi-
cians. It is clear that research in the use of SRL 
microanalysis formative assessment practices is 
still in its infancy and thus, many questions 
remain. Future research needs to expand the 
range of situations and contexts for applying SRL 
microanalysis and to examine the sensitivity of 
microanalysis assessments to intra- and inter-
individual differences in measuring SRL pro-
cesses. Further, as schools increasingly rely on 
data-based decision-making and service delivery 
frameworks that emphasize progress monitoring 
tools, it is critical for researchers to gather evi-
dence on school personnel’s perceived accept-
ability, usability, feasibility, and/or perceived 
effectiveness of microanalysis assessments. 
Given the qualitative nature of microanalysis 
data and the corresponding time intensive nature 
of data analysis, developers of microanalysis 
assessments need to also consider how techno-
logical supports and innovations can enhance the 
overall feasibility and scalability of its use in 
schools for formative purposes. Reducing logis-
tic burdens in assessment implementation will 
enhance the quality of data obtained and deci-
sions made for improving intervention planning 
that lead to meaningful educators and student 
outcomes (Cleary et al., 2021).

As school personnel continue to become more 
interested in instructional effectiveness and stu-
dent progress across key academic skill areas, 
another potentially fruitful line of research 
involves examining reliable estimates of change 
or growth in student SRL processes over time. 
Aligned with formative assessment practices, 
microanalysis assessment approaches need to be 
shown to reliably gather information about SRL 
processes across multiple time points in a school 
year, with opportunities for students and teachers 
to use this information to inform revisions and 
next steps. The degree to which microanalysis 
scores obtained from repeated measures reflect 
“true” rates of change in SRL regulatory pro-
cesses is a key prerequisite for improving educa-
tor intervention implementation (fidelity) and 
student goal attainment.

Several areas of future research that we rec-
ommended for SRL microanalysis are also appli-
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cable to the DAACS SRL Survey or other types 
of SRL questionnaires; that is, issues pertaining 
to feasibility, utility, scalability, and overall effec-
tiveness of these measures as formative assess-
ment tools. Another interesting line of research 
entails examining the unique and relative effects 
of SRL microanalysis and DAACS SRL Survey 
data on student outcomes and overall rates of 
growth and improvement. It is certainly possible 
that there are additive effects to using both assess-
ment approaches as part of the formative assess-
ment process. Finally, while the DAACS system 
is still in its infancy in terms of development and 
use in applied contexts, it has much potential 
given that it leverages technology and open 
resource supports to customize and streamline 
the nature of data and feedback provided to stu-
dents. Unfortunately, not much is known regard-
ing how students actually use these survey data to 
improve their regulatory skills and performance. 
This is an area in need of more research and 
investigation.
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Abstract

A number of psychological factors contribute 
to students’ capacity to access and benefit 
from instruction. These include motivation, 
self-efficacy, agency, social skills, student 
engagement, and hope. This chapter aims to 
explore the relationship between student 
engagement, hope, and student outcomes. 
Both student engagement and hope serve as 
psychological facilitators of achievement. 
That is, students who are actively engaged in 
learning and who have high levels of hope are 
likely to benefit from instruction and experi-
ence positive academic, social, emotional, and 
behavioral outcomes at school. In this chapter, 
we first describe and define our conceptualiza-
tion of student engagement. Then, we define 
hope, explore Hope Theory, and describe how 
hope is measured in children and adolescents. 
Following this foundational discussion, we 
provide an integrative review of the extant lit-
erature regarding student outcomes associated 
with hope and student engagement, and we 
explore how student engagement and hope 
may interact to impact student outcomes. We 
also briefly describe interventions which show 

promise for promoting hope among students. 
The chapter ends with a discussion of future 
directions for research from which findings 
may assist educators in fostering student 
engagement and hope in order to promote pos-
itive outcomes for all students.

�Hope and Student Engagement: 
Keys to School Success

Hope is not equivalent to desire. Hope is a cogni-
tive process involving thinking about one’s goals, 
feeling motivated to accomplish those goals, and 
understanding the path toward goal attainment 
(Snyder, 1995). Consider the last time you set a 
goal. Did you experience high hope related to the 
likelihood that you would attain your goal, or did 
you feel a sense of hopelessness? Perhaps your 
goal was to compete in a 5K run or triathlon. 
Maybe you identified a number of books you 
would like to read for pleasure, or you aspired to 
learn a new skill like cooking or knitting. High 
hope, and subsequently a greater likelihood of 
goal attainment, is elicited by engaging in both 
agency and pathway thinking related to one’s 
goal (Snyder, 1995, 2002). Agency thinking 
serves as the motivational component of hope, 
while pathway thinking provides the possible 
route toward goal attainment as well as alterna-
tives should one need to overcome an obstacle 
along the way. For example, if you experienced 
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high hope regarding a goal to compete in a 5K 
run, you might engage in pathway thinking by 
creating a plausible training plan to prepare for 
the race. Likewise, you would engage in agency 
thinking, believing that you are capable of fol-
lowing your training plan, adjusting your plan as 
needed, and crossing the finish line on race day. 
Individuals who engage in these cognitive pro-
cesses indicative of high hope are more likely to 
attain their goals and experience positive out-
comes in areas such as academic achievement, 
athletics, physical health, psychological adjust-
ment, and human connection (see Snyder et al., 
2018).

As with our personal and professional goal 
attainment as adults, the construct of hope is rel-
evant to educational outcomes for students (see 
TeramotoPedrotti, 2018). While working in ele-
mentary and secondary school settings, we 
observed students who experienced high levels of 
hope as well as those who had a sense of hope-
lessness, lacking agency or a clear direction 
toward goal attainment. Sometimes students who 
experienced low hope struggled to articulate 
clear and achievable goals. During structured stu-
dent interviews and informal interactions, we 
began asking students about their goals and what 
they hoped to do in the future. From these con-
versations, we noticed a pattern. The students 
who demonstrated behaviors consistent with 
higher engagement in school (e.g., better atten-
dance, realistic future planning, and connections 
to peers and teachers; Appleton et al., 2008) also 
articulated hopes for the future. They had clear 
goals, plans to accomplish their goals, and the 
motivation or agency to follow through on those 
plans.

The hopes they shared were specific like 
attending culinary school and opening a restau-
rant or owning their own auto mechanic busi-
ness or attending college to become a teacher or 
nurse. For each of these future aspirations, they 
were able to describe the steps needed to pursue 
their goals, including the actions they needed to 
take as a student to support the accomplishment 
of these hopes. Conversely, the students who 
demonstrated behaviors correlated with lower 

levels of engagement (e.g., difficulty maintain-
ing relationships with peers and teachers, lack 
of active involvement in the learning process, 
and difficulty setting goals; Appleton et  al., 
2008) frequently struggled to describe their 
hopes for the future. When asked what they 
hoped to do in the future, this group of students 
often shrugged, stated “I dunno,” or provided a 
vague, generic response like “probably go to 
college or something.” Students who demon-
strated behaviors representative of lower levels 
of engagement struggled to articulate their 
hopes and were unable to identify what actions 
they would need to take to pursue the vague 
goals.

Notably, these observations are anecdotal; 
however, they led us to wonder whether hope is 
related to student engagement. Past studies pro-
vide empirical evidence for the relationship 
between hope and several academic, cognitive, 
affective, and behavioral indicators of student 
engagement (e.g., Dixson & Stevens, 2018; 
Marques et al., 2017; Rubens et al., 2020; Snyder, 
2002; Wurster et al., 2021). For example, Dixson 
and Stevens (2018) reported moderate, positive 
effects with higher levels of hope being associ-
ated with increased school belongingness, aca-
demic self-concept, goal valuation, attitude 
toward teachers, academic motivation, and self-
regulation. Further, students with high levels of 
hope were more likely to achieve positive aca-
demic outcomes, such as improved grades and 
higher rates of school completion (Marques et al., 
2017; Rubens et al., 2020). Finally, some studies 
suggest students who experience high hope may 
be less likely to demonstrate school disengage-
ment and experience negative affect (Dixson, 
2019; Marques et  al., 2017), while being more 
likely to feel self-efficacious (Wurster et  al., 
2021). Collectively, these findings suggest there 
may be an important relationship between hope 
and student engagement.

Before examining the relationship between 
indicators of the four domains of student engage-
ment and hope, we will describe our conceptual-
ization of student engagement and define the 
construct of hope through a review of Hope 
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Theory (see Snyder et  al., 1991; Snyder, 1994; 
Snyder et al., 1999; and Snyder, 2002). We will 
also discuss how hope is measured among stu-
dents and the educational outcomes that are asso-
ciated with high versus low levels of hope. After 
providing this foundational information about 
hope, we will review selected empirical findings 
regarding the relationship between hope and 
indicators of student engagement described in the 
literature (see Reschly & Christenson, 2012). A 
brief summary of interventions and supports to 
foster student hope will also be presented. Finally, 
since this is an emerging area of interest, we will 
discuss future directions for research regarding 
the relationship between hope and student 
engagement.

�Conceptualization of Student 
Engagement

To begin to understand the relationship between 
hope and student engagement, it is important to 
describe our conceptualization of student engage-
ment given the variations in how engagement is 
defined in the literature. Researchers define stu-
dent engagement as a multi-dimensional con-
struct (see Appleton et al., 2008 for a review of 
definitions of student engagement) with varying 
domains. Most definitions include the behavioral 
and cognitive domains of engagement, while 
some scholars have acknowledged the academic 
and affective domains of engagement (see 
Appleton et al., 2008). Being an engaged learner 
is an essential facilitator of positive academic and 
behavioral outcomes among elementary and sec-
ondary students. Namely, studies indicate that 
disengaged students are more likely to partake in 
risk and problem behaviors (Wang & Fredericks, 
2014), experience peer rejection (Crosnoe, 2002), 
and dropout of school (Finn, 1989). Further, stu-
dents who are highly engaged are 2.4 times more 
likely to graduate from high school and less 
likely to demonstrate significant absenteeism 
(Finn & Zimmer, 2012). Clearly, being engaged 
(e.g., actively participating in class, setting realis-
tic goals, completing assignments, feeling con-

nected to peers and educators) facilitates access 
to instruction, leading to more positive short- and 
long-term outcomes for all students.

In this chapter, we conceptualize student 
engagement as a multi-dimensional construct 
with four domains (i.e., behavioral, academic, 
cognitive, and affective engagement), consistent 
with the model of engagement proposed by 
Christenson, Appleton, Reschly and colleagues 
(see Appleton et  al., 2006; Christenson et  al., 
2008; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). In this 
model of engagement, behavioral engagement is 
demonstrated via attendance, behavior incidents, 
class participation, and how well prepared a stu-
dent is for school, whereas academic engagement 
is measured by a student’s on-task behaviors, 
work completion, grades, and credits accrued. 
Cognitive engagement represents the value 
placed on learning, self-regulatory classroom 
behaviors, and goals set by a student. Finally, a 
student’s affective engagement is reflective of 
their feelings of belonging and connectedness to 
peers, teachers, and school. This model was 
selected as a tool for describing the relationship 
between student engagement and hope because 
the domains align with the outcomes studied by 
researchers interested in student hope. Namely, 
many indicators of student engagement described 
in this model have been investigated as correlates 
or outcomes associated with student levels of 
hope.

For instance, the goal-setting indicators of 
cognitive engagement are reflective of the goal-
setting demonstrated by students with high hope. 
In both theories, students who endorse high lev-
els of hope and students who demonstrate higher 
levels of student engagement set realistic and 
attainable goals and participate in future-directed 
thinking. Likewise, the indicators of behavioral 
and academic engagement proposed in Reschly 
and Christenson’s (2012) model of student 
engagement align with the behaviors that would 
be necessary for demonstrating effective pathway 
thinking in Snyder’s (2002) Hope Theory. 
Students who, for example, attend school regu-
larly, actively participate in class, pass classes, 
and graduate are engaging in behaviors that facil-
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itate accomplishment of their goals. In this way, 
there is overlap between the indicators of behav-
ioral and academic engagement with pathway 
thinking. Unlike cognitive, behavioral, and aca-
demic indicators of engagement, there is a less 
clear link between this model of student engage-
ment and Hope Theory as it relates to affective 
engagement. Perhaps affective student engage-
ment is an artifact of experiencing high hope or 
students who experience high hope feel a greater 
sense of belonging and connectedness to school. 
This is an area for further investigation.

Finally, both Reschly and Christenson’s 
(2012) model of student engagement and 
Snyder’s (2002) Hope Theory overlap with the 
construct of motivation. Agency thinking 
involved in the development of high hope reflects 
an individual’s motivation to accomplish a goal. 
The individual must make a plan, feel self-
efficacious, and adjust their plan when obstacles 
are encountered. Similarly, students who are 
highly engaged in school demonstrate motivation 
to do well. They engage in class, complete their 
work, are on-task, and place a high value on 
learning.

�Defining Hope and Hope Theory

Snyder (1995) defined hope as, “the process of 
thinking about one’s goals, along with the moti-
vation to move toward (agency) and the ways to 
achieve (pathways) those goals” (p. 355).

Snyder (2002) discussed the three components 
of hope (i.e., agency thinking, pathway thinking, 
and goals) which comprise Hope Theory. Hope 
Theory was first proposed by Snyder and 
colleagues in 1991. The original theory was then 
expanded upon by Snyder and colleagues in 1994 
and 2002, respectively, to better define and 
explain the theoretical components. The three 
previously mentioned components have been 
studied and empirically validated in past research 
in terms of their relevance and contribution to 
Hope Theory (Cheavens & Ritschel, 2014). The 
following sections discuss goals, agency, and 
pathways as they apply to Hope Theory, as well 

as point out any overlap with our conceptualiza-
tion of student engagement.

�Goals

Goals are defined in Hope Theory as anything a 
student wishes to experience, make, attain, or 
become (Snyder et al., 2003). It is also important 
to note that an underlying assumption of goals is 
that all human behavior is goal-oriented, mean-
ing that humans behave in a manner that helps 
them reach their goals (Snyder, 1994). Students 
who experience high hope have goals which 
serve as mental targets for promoting desired 
outcomes or preventing negative outcomes. To 
attain these goals, students with high hope are 
able to engage in pathway and agency thinking. 
That is, students who experience high hope are 
able to create a plausible plan to achieve their 
goals (i.e., they can visualize a clear pathway 
between their current and desired states) and 
believe they have the capacity to reach their 
goals and overcome obstacles (i.e., they feel a 
sense of agency).

Students with high levels of hope also tend to 
have more well-specified goals (Cheavens & 
Ritschel, 2014). Well-specified goals foster more 
effective pathway and agency thinking. That is, 
well-specified goals serve as a catalyst to guide 
student behavior in a manner which carries out 
their plausible plan. In this way, it is possible that 
hope, like motivation, self-efficacy, and study 
skills, may serve as an important academic 
enabler to promote student success (see DiPerna, 
2006). Namely, scholars suggest that students 
who endorse high levels of hope and well-
specified goals may be more likely to engage in 
behaviors that promote success in school like 
attending in class, completing required assign-
ments, and engaging as active learners (Dixson, 
2019). Goals set by the student and each of the 
correlated behaviors are reflective of the indica-
tors of the cognitive (goal-setting), behavioral 
(class attendance and active participation), and 
academic (work completion) domains of student 
engagement.
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�Pathway Thinking

Pathway thinking is the plausible planning and 
thinking that a student engages in in order to 
attain their goals (Snyder, 1994). Ultimately, stu-
dents with high levels of hope are engaging in 
pathway thinking when they visualize the steps 
necessary to progress toward achieving their 
well-specified goals. Referring to the previously 
used example, if your goal was to compete in a 
5 K run, you might engage in pathway thinking 
by creating a plausible training plan to prepare 
for the race. This may involve setting a schedule 
to train, beginning with shorter increments, and 
progressively working your way up to a 5 K dis-
tance. This planning and following a path toward 
a goal demonstrates pathway thinking.

It is important to note that hope theorists agree 
that students with high hope tend to have at least 
one primary pathway developed to help propel 
them toward their goals as well as the belief that 
they can engage in this pathway (i.e., agency 
thinking; Snyder et al., 1991). However, students 
with high hope also tend to have flexibility in 
their pathways and are able to generate multiple 
pathways toward their goal. These students 
understand that obstacles and barriers may occur 
as they engage in goal-oriented behaviors. They 
are then able to appropriately assess and over-
come barriers, disengage from their current path-
way, and begin a new route to goal attainment 
(Cheavens & Ritschel, 2014; Snyder et al., 1991). 
Students with low hope may struggle to generate 
pathways toward goals or flexibility in pathways. 
For example, if a student with high hope has the 
goal of maintaining an A-average in their classes, 
but they are also a student athlete and practices 
begin to take place during their normal study 
times, they will have flexibility to adjust their 
study and practice schedule to continue working 
toward their goals.

Referring back to hope as it relates to student 
engagement, behavioral engagement is demon-
strated via attendance, behavior incidents, class 
participation, and how well prepared a student is 
for school, whereas academic engagement is 

measured by a student’s on-task behaviors, work 
completion, grades, and credits accrued (Reschly 
& Christenson, 2012). Students with high hope 
engage in these behaviors as they coincide with 
their pathway thinking to achieve educational 
goals, further demonstrating the relationship 
between Hope Theory and student engagement 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Snyder, 2002).

�Agency Thinking

Within Hope Theory, agency thinking is the moti-
vation behind engaging in pathway-related 
behaviors, as well as the belief in oneself and 
one’s ability to successfully engage in these 
behaviors in order to achieve goals (Snyder et al., 
1998). This is perhaps the most important com-
ponent of Hope Theory because if students do not 
believe they can engage in the pathway to their 
desired goals, they simply will not and thus will 
not achieve important goals. Agency thinking is 
related to student engagement because it reflects 
an individual’s motivation to accomplish a goal. 
As mentioned previously, students who are 
highly engaged in school demonstrate motivation 
to do well. They engage in class, complete their 
work, are on-task, and place a high value on 
learning. They also demonstrate high self-
efficacy in their ability to achieve their academic 
goals, aligning with the other facet of agency 
thinking (Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Snyder, 
2002).

An example of agency thinking as it relates to 
student engagement is illustrated in a student 
with low levels of academically engaged behav-
iors, who still maintains the goal of passing their 
math class. Despite having this goal, lack of 
motivation and low self-efficacy are barriers to 
goal attainment and agency thinking (Snyder, 
2002). If the student does not engage in agency 
thinking, they will not have the motivation, nor 
belief in their ability, to take the necessary steps 
(i.e., pathways), such as studying, getting a tutor, 
or paying attention in class, to attain the goal of 
passing math. These behaviors are also all related 
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to academic engagement, and thus, this student’s 
lack of agency thinking indicates both low levels 
of hope and low levels of academic 
engagement.

�Measuring Student Hope

To date, few assessments have been developed 
and studied for the purpose of measuring hope in 
children and adolescents. The two most popular 
assessments are both trait-based measures of 
hope (Snyder et al., 1991, 1997). Specifically, the 
Child Hope Scale (CHS) was developed for use 
with children ages 7–14 years and the Hope Scale 
(HS) was created for use with adolescents who 
are of 15  years or older and adults. The HS is 
comprised of 12 items, 4 that aim to measure 
pathways (e.g., “I can think of many ways to get 
out of a jam”), 4 that aim to measure agency (e.g., 
“I energetically pursue my goals”), and 4 which 
are meant to serve as distractors (e.g., “I feel tired 
most of the time”), whereas the CHS consists of 
3 items that aim to measure pathways (e.g., 
“When I have a problem, I can come up with a lot 
of ways to solve it”) and 3 that aim to measure 
agency (e.g., “I am doing just as well as other 
kids my age”; Snyder et  al., 1991, 1997). Each 
item on the HS is rated with a 4-point Likert 
scale, though more recent developments of the 
scale include an 8-point Likert scale to encourage 
diverse responses, with ratings ranging from 
“definitely false” to “definitely true.” Each item 
on the CHS is rated with a 6-point Likert scale, 
with ratings ranging from “none of the time” to 
“all of the time.” Scores are then calculated by 
adding up the numbers associated with the Likert-
scale ratings and omitting the distractor items for 
the HS, yielding an overall score for hope. 
Agency and pathways scores can also be derived 
by only summing the Likert ratings for the items 
which correspond to each. Ultimately, higher 
scores on the HS or CHS indicate higher levels of 
hope in students (Snyder et al., 1991, 1997, 2002, 
2003).

Both the CHS and HS have been studied 
across populations to validate their use as a mea-
surement of hope among children and adoles-

cents, respectively. Confirmatory factor analyses 
(CFA) have indicated that the agency and path-
ways items on the HS intercorrelate, and success-
fully confirmed these as the two components of 
hope measured by these tools (Babyak et  al., 
1993). They are dissimilar enough that the CFA 
reveals them as individual components of hope, 
but also intercorrelated to reveal that they are 
related. Reliability evidence has also been 
reported in past studies for the HS and CHS 
(Snyder et  al., 1991, 1997, 2002, 2003). Test-
retest reliability has been conducted in intervals 
of 3 to 10  weeks and yielded high correlations 
(alpha levels ranging from 0.85 for 3  weeks to 
0.82 for 10 weeks; Snyder et al., 2003), indicat-
ing that hope, as a construct, may have temporal 
consistency. Additionally, in its applications 
across various populations, there was no indica-
tion that gender, race, age, or ethnicity impacted 
internal consistency of HS.  It should be noted 
that across ethnic groups, it appears that individ-
uals who identify as Caucasian tend to experi-
ence fewer obstacles (e.g., oppression and 
prejudice) across the lifespan and in goal attain-
ment than individuals that identify with ethnic 
minority groups. However, these obstacles do not 
impact levels of hope for individuals belonging to 
ethnic minorities, and they sometimes even report 
higher scores on the HS than Caucasian individu-
als (McDermott et al., 1997; Snyder et al., 2003). 
Similar results were yielded in tests of reliability 
with the CHS (Snyder et al., 1997, 2003).

Validity evidence of the HS and CHS is also 
extensively available in the existing literature 
(Snyder et  al., 1991, 1997, 2002, 2003). Past 
research indicates evidence of concurrent validity 
for the HS, with several other construct measures, 
including those which measure self-esteem, opti-
mism, self-efficacy, problem-solving abilities, 
positive outcome expectancy, academic engage-
ment, persistence, and student affect (Dixson, 
2017; Feldman & Kubota, 2015; McDermott 
et al., 1997). The high level of agreement between 
the HS and other well-established measures indi-
cates that hope, as a construct, may overlap with 
these other constructs. Similarly, evidence of 
concurrent validity between the CHS and mea-
sures of depression and academic outcomes 
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exists (Dixson, 2017; Snyder et  al., 2003). In 
addition, construct validity has been explored for 
both the HS and CHS, where individuals who 
demonstrated high levels of hope and individuals 
who demonstrated low levels of hope were asked 
to set a goal and work toward it. Those with 
higher levels of hope reported having more 
energy and demonstrated more pathways toward 
attaining their goals. While these differences 
could be explained by several factors (e.g., dis-
crepancies in intelligence, access to resources, 
and individual differences in temperament), these 
findings suggest that the HS and CHS likely mea-
sure hope, which serves as evidence for construct 
validity (Snyder et al., 1991, 1997, 2002, 2003).

Along with the HS and CHS, Snyder and col-
leagues also developed another version of the 
Hope Scale, with the goal of measuring hope-
related behaviors for a given moment in time. 
This scale was known as the State Hope Scale 
(SHS; Snyder et al., 1996). The SHS is a 6-item 
scale that, like the CHS and HS, contains sub-
scale items for both agency thinking (i.e., “at this 
time, I am meeting the goals I have set for 
myself”) and pathway thinking (i.e., “I can think 
of many ways to reach my current goals”). Three 
items comprise each subscale with the total, 
6-item score indicating the level of hope an indi-
vidual person is experiencing in that moment. 
Responses fall on a 1 to 8 Likert scale rating, 
ranging from “definitely false” to “definitely 
true.” The main difference of the SHS is that the 
items all include words which stress the present 
beliefs and goals a person is working toward, 
indicating their current level of hope rather than 
their overall sense of hope. An individual’s pres-
ent level of hope can be different, depending 
upon the goals or activities that an individual is 
engaging in (Gallagher et al., 2019; Snyder et al., 
1996).

Like the HS and the CHS, the SHS has also 
been tested for reliability and validity in past 
research. Internal reliability was demonstrated in 
four studies using the SHS on college students 
(alpha levels ranged from 0.79 to 0.95; Snyder 
et al., 1996). Test-retest reliability across 2 days 
to 4  weeks also yielded acceptable correlation 
coefficients (alpha levels ranging from 0.48 to 

0.93; Snyder et al., 1996). In addition to reliabil-
ity measures, there is also an extensive literature 
base which reveals the discriminant and conver-
gent validity of the SHS with several other mea-
sures. For example, the SHS has been compared 
with measures of self-esteem, positive and nega-
tive affect, anxiety, depression, athletic perfor-
mance, and depression and all were shown to be 
correlated or related to SHS measures of hope 
(Cheavens et  al., 2006; Curry & Snyder, 2000; 
Curry et  al., 1997; Gallagher et  al., 2019; Ong 
et  al., 2006; Snyder et  al., 1996). The SHS has 
also been shown to reveal changes in an individ-
ual’s hope over time (Cheavens et al., 2006). This 
means, it can be more sensitive to changes that 
occur with hope over time or through interven-
tion. And finally, the SHS did not reveal differ-
ences in state hope across participant’s gender or 
age (Martin-Krumm et al., 2015), meaning scores 
on it are not higher or lower as a result of any 
influence of these variables.

Finally, another method to measure hope in 
students is through the Gallup Student Poll (GSP; 
Lopez, 2009). The GSP is a school-wide screener 
or data collection tool with 20 survey items that 
measure students’ levels of hope, engagement, 
and well-being. The aim of the GSP is to provide 
schools with data to identify which area they 
need to target to improve overall outcomes for 
students (Lopez, 2009; Lopez & Calderon, 2016). 
Hope, engagement, and well-being were chosen 
by Gallup researchers, because they have been 
linked to grades, academic achievement, reten-
tion rates, and employment in the future (Lopez, 
2009). The poll was derived from sampling ques-
tions with over 70,000 students in grades 5 
through 12. There are six items in the GSP which 
make up the subscale measuring hope. These 
include statements such as “I know I will gradu-
ate from high school” and “I can find lots of ways 
around a problem.” Students rank their level of 
agreement with each on a Likert-scale, with five 
levels ranging from “strongly disagree” to 
“strongly agree.” There are also seven items that 
measure engagement (i.e., “I feel safe in this 
school” and “My teachers make me feel my 
schoolwork is important”), and seven items that 
measure well-being (i.e., “Were you treated with 
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respect all day yesterday?” and “Did you smile or 
laugh a lot yesterday?”). Internal consistency 
estimates for the hope items of the GSP are 
acceptable (alpha levels 0.76; Lopez & Calderon, 
2011), but very little other data are available on 
how the scale has been validated empirically. 
Overall, it is a method of data collection to solve 
large-scale problems that schools may encounter 
with their students, as they relate to student hope, 
engagement, and well-being.

�Educational Outcomes Associated 
with Hope

High levels of hope in students have been associ-
ated with several positive outcomes, particularly 
positive academic outcomes (for a summary see 
TeramotoPedrotti, 2018). For example, when 
controlling for cognitive ability in students, hope 
has been shown to have a positive correlation 
with academic achievement for elementary, sec-
ondary, and even postsecondary students (Curry 
et al., 1997; Snyder et al., 2002). Hope was also 
shown to be the greatest predictor of grade point 
average (GPA) in college students (Feldman & 
Kubota, 2015), indicating that hope may be a 
facilitator for achievement. In another study 
examining the relationship between hope and 
GPA, it was revealed that hope had a mediating 
relationship between student socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) and GPA. In initial models, Dixson and 
colleagues, 2017) found that SES predicted GPA, 
with students belonging to a lower SES group 
tending to have lower GPAs, whereas students 
belonging to higher SES groups tending to have 
higher GPAs. However, after adding hope to the 
model, the significant influence of SES was no 
longer observed. Instead, hope partially mediated 
the relationship between SES and GPA. Dixson 
and colleagues, (2017) concluded that “being 
from a low-SES background may in part have an 
effect on academic achievement through limiting 
the possibilities that the low-SES individuals per-
ceive as reason-ably likely” (p. 512). That is, stu-
dents who are from lower SES backgrounds may 
begin with lower levels of hope which contrib-
utes to lower achievement. It was noted that 

increasing student hope among students who live 
in low-income households may bolster hope, and 
thus, result in improved achievement (Dixson 
and colleagues, 2017).

Students with higher levels of hope also tend 
to exhibit higher levels of motivation and a 
greater sense of belonging at school (Dixson, 
2019; Dixson et al., 2017). Executive functioning 
has also been linked with hope in previous 
research. Some studies have indicated that stu-
dents who experience difficulty in their executive 
functioning tend to have better academic out-
comes when they feel a sense of belonging and 
hope related to their school and academic work 
(Dixson & Scalcucci, 2021; Kruger, 2011). 
Finally, higher levels of hope in students have 
also been associated with higher levels of aca-
demic self-efficacy and academic self-regulation 
(Dixson, 2020). Because the components of hope 
include agency and pathways, it makes sense that 
students with high hope, and therefore the capac-
ity to develop plausible plans to attain goals and 
believe in themselves, tend to have high levels of 
self-efficacy and self-regulation, as these con-
structs appear to be related to hope.

�Hope and Student Engagement

Past studies provide evidence of a relationship 
between hope and student engagement. 
Specifically, three connections between hope 
and engagement emerged from the extant litera-
ture. First, several studies suggest that a stu-
dent’s level of hope is associated with cognitive, 
behavioral, affective, and academic indicators 
of student engagement (e.g., Bryce et al., 2020; 
Dixson, 2019; Dixson & Stevens, 2018; 
Marques et  al., 2017). Collectively, hope and 
student engagement have been associated with 
educational outcomes, including grade point 
average (GPA), grades, executive functioning 
skills, motivation, achievement, academic self-
efficacy, and educational expectations (e.g., 
Dixson, 2019, 2020; Dixson & Scalcucci, 
2021). Finally, some research has suggested 
that a mediation effect is present between hope, 
student engagement, and achievement. These 
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studies, however, have not consistently identi-
fied the directionality of the relationship 
between these variables; that is, some research 
suggests hope mediates the relationship 
between student engagement and achievement 
while other findings indicate that student 
engagement mediates the relationship between 
hope and achievement (see Chen et  al., 2020; 
Lin et  al., 2021). An integrative synthesis of 
selected studies addressing these associations 
between hope and student engagement is out-
lined below. Table  1 summarizes the findings 
from the extant literature.

�Is Hope Associated with Student 
Engagement?

According to the Gallup Student Poll which 
includes over 915,000 United States fifth through 
eighth grade respondents, students who endorsed 
high levels of engagement were 4.5 times more 
likely to endorse high levels of hope (Gallup, 
2017). Supporting this notable finding, past 
research suggests that student hope may influ-
ence academic (i.e., GPA, task completion, and 
graduation rates; Marques et  al., 2017; Rubens 
et  al., 2020), cognitive (i.e., engaging in self-

Table 1  Summary of studies investigating hope and student engagement

Study Sample characteristics Findings
Bryce et al. (2019) 643 middle and high 

school students
Higher levels of cognitive (goal-oriented thinking) and 
behavioral (goal-oriented actions) hope were predictive of 
increased school engagement. High cognitive hope was also 
predictive of higher achievement and lower stress and anxiety.

Chen et al. (2020) 949 third—Chinese fifth 
grade students

Behavioral engagement mediated the relationship between hope 
and academic achievement.

Demirci (2020) 322 Turkish secondary 
students

Hope mediated the relationship between student engagement 
and well-being.

Dixson (2019) 447 high school students 
and 375 college students

Students were clustered into high, moderate, and low hope 
groups. Membership in the high hope cluster was associated 
with moderate to large effects on behavioral and affective 
engagement.

Dixson (2020) 447 high school students Hope predicted academic achievement and self-efficacy after 
controlling for growth mindset and affective engagement.

Dixson &Scalcucci 
(2021)

216 high school students Level of hope and school belongingness predicted executive 
functioning at school.

Dixson and 
Stevens (2018)

117 African American 
high school students

Higher levels of hope were related to greater school belonging, 
goal valuation, and academic motivation and self-regulation.

Lin et al. (2021) 562 Italian kindergarten-
3rd grade students

Hope mediated the relationship between externalizing behaviors 
and student–teacher closeness, with higher hope facilitating 
more adaptive behaviors.

Marques (2016) 592 Portuguese sixth 
grade students

Students with lower levels of hope experienced diminished 
mental health outcomes and difficulties with school engagement.

Marques et al. 
(2017)

Meta-analysis of 45 
studies (N = 9250)

12% of students with high hope demonstrated better academic 
outcomes than those who were low in hope with 14% having 
higher grades and 7% showing improved graduation rates.

Rubens et al. 
(2020)

41 Latinx middle school 
students

Agency thinking had a significant, positive effect on GPA, 
school support, and school engagement, while pathway thinking 
significantly predicted GPA and school engagement.

Tomas et al. (2020) 614 Dominican middle 
school students

Hope and self-efficacy were positively associated with higher 
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement. Engagement 
mediated the relationship between hope and academic 
achievement.
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regulatory behaviors and persistence toward 
goals; Bryce et  al., 2020; Dixson & Stevens, 
2018), behavioral (i.e., class participation and 
attendance; Dixson, 2019), and affective (i.e., 
belongingness, connectedness, and increased 
motivation; Dixson, 2019; Dixson & Stevens, 
2018; Rubens et  al., 2020) engagement. Study 
participants ranged in age from elementary 
school students through graduate students; most 
participants were in middle or high school. 
Across the studies reviewed, high hope was asso-
ciated with higher levels of student engagement. 
That is, students who actively engaged in path-
way and agency thinking were more likely to 
have higher grades and graduation rates, feel 
more connected to school, and engage in self-
regulatory behaviors that facilitated goal achieve-
ment (see Dixson & Stevens, 2018; Marques 
et al., 2017).

For example, two studies were identified link-
ing student hope to academic engagement 
(Marques et  al., 2017; Rubens et  al., 2020). 
Findings suggested that higher levels of hope 
were correlated with more positive indicators of 
academic engagement (e.g., higher GPA, greater 
work completion, and improved graduation 
rates). In a meta-analysis of 45 studies (N = 9250) 
examining the relationship between hope and 
academic outcomes (i.e., GPA, task performance, 
and graduation rates among elementary, second-
ary, undergraduate, and graduate students), find-
ings indicated that hope had small to approaching 
moderate positive effects on academic indicators 
of engagement (ES = 0.13–0.27; Marques et al., 
2017). Students classified as “high hope” demon-
strated better indicators of academic engagement 
than their peers classified in the “low hope” 
group. Namely, when compared to students in the 
“low hope” group, 14% of the “high hope” group 
earned better grades, and 7% of the “high hope” 
group had higher graduation rates (Marques 
et  al., 2017). Notably, these effects were stron-
gest among elementary, middle, and high school 
students, suggesting that school level may mod-
erate the relationship between hope and indica-
tors of academic engagement. Similarly, Rubens 
et  al. (2020) reported that agency and pathway 

thinking were significant predictors of students’ 
GPA and overall engagement among a sample of 
41 low income, Latinx middle school students 
who attended a private parochial school. The 
relationship between agency thinking (i.e., the 
motivational component of hope theory) and 
GPA (i.e., an indicator of academic engagement) 
was influenced by the students’ level of daytime 
sleepiness, with the association between hope 
and engagement being more robust when stu-
dents demonstrated less daytime sleepiness. The 
authors · hypothesized that perhaps students who 
were more tired were less capable of engaging in 
agency thinking or perhaps those with greater 
agency were more likely to engage in healthy 
sleep hygiene habits (Rubens et al., 2020).

As with academic engagement, past studies 
have demonstrated a relationship between hope 
and indicators of cognitive engagement (see 
Bryce et  al., 2020; Dixson & Stevens, 2018). 
Specifically, research suggests higher levels of 
hope are positively associated with higher cogni-
tive engagement as measured by the Student 
Engagement Instrument ([SEI]; see Appleton 
et  al., 2006 for information about the SEI) and 
more goal-directed thinking (Bryce et al., 2020), 
as well as higher levels of academic motivation 
and self-regulatory classroom behaviors (Dixson 
& Stevens, 2018) among middle and high school 
students. For instance, Bryce and colleagues 
(2020) found that students who demonstrated 
higher levels of cognitive (i.e., thoughts that 
facilitate goal attainment) and behavioral (i.e., 
actions that are needed to attain a goal) hope 
were more cognitively engaged than their peers 
who demonstrated lower levels of hope. Among 
the 634 middle school students included in their 
study, students with higher hope tended to show 
greater persistence toward their academic goals 
and endorsed feelingless stress and anxiety at 
school. Higher levels of hope were also associ-
ated with increased academic motivation and 
self-regulation among 117 African American 
high school students (Dixson & Stevens, 2018). 
Here, hope accounted for a significant amount of 
variance in academic motivation and self-
regulation after controlling for sociodemographic 
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variables and previous achievement, with the 
final model explaining 34.4% of the variation in 
these indicators of cognitive engagement. In par-
ticular, higher levels of agency thinking (i.e., the 
motivational component of Hope Theory) were 
associated with significantly higher student self-
reported academic motivation and self-regulation. 
Hope was also a significant predictor of goal 
valuation, accounting for 41.9% of the variance 
in goal valuation among participants. Both 
agency and pathway thinking were unique pre-
dictors of students’ goal valuation (Dixson & 
Stevens, 2018). These results may not be surpris-
ing given goal-directed thinking and behaviors 
are central to both cognitive engagement and 
hope. Therefore, a positive association between 
these constructs is to be expected.

Four studies were identified which show a 
significant, positive link between hope and affec-
tive engagement (i.e., belongingness, connected-
ness, and relationships with peers and adults). 
Findings from two studies indicate that agency 
thinking is a significant predictor of connected-
ness and belongingness among middle and high 
school students (Dixson & Stevens, 2018; 
Rubens et al., 2020), while one study suggested 
pathway thinking (i.e., goal-oriented thinking 
and behaviors) was positively associated with 
higher affective engagement in secondary stu-
dents (Bryce et al., 2020). A final study investi-
gated how the level of a student’s hope (low, 
moderate, or high) predicted feelings of belong-
ingness and connection at school (Dixson, 2019), 
finding a moderate to strong effect of high hope 
on affective engagement (ES = 0.49; 1.06) when 
compared to moderate and low hope member-
ship, respectively. Dixon and Stevens (2018) 
examined the relationship between hope and 
several school-based outcomes, concluding that 
agency thinking explained 20.3% of the variance 
in belongingness in a sample of 117 African 
American high school students. Subsequent 
research supported this finding, with agency 
thinking being a significant predictor of school 
connectedness among 41 low income, Latinx 
middle school students (B  =  0.27 [SE  =  0.10], 
p = <0.02; Rubens et al., 2020).

While little evidence was identified linking 
hope with behavioral engagement, one study 
investigated this relationship with promising 
results. Dixson (2019) studied how low, moder-
ate, and high hope related to behavioral engage-
ment among high school and college students. 
Indicators of behavioral engagement included 
participation in class and regular class atten-
dance. Membership in the high hope cluster was 
associated with moderate to large effects on 
behavioral engagement (ES = 0.57; 1.23) when 
compared to moderate and low hope member-
ship, respectively. Students who demonstrated 
high hope were also significantly less likely to 
skip class and demonstrate academically disen-
gaged behaviors during class.

Together, past studies provide emerging evi-
dence that hope and academic, cognitive, behav-
ioral, and affective engagement are related. The 
directionality of these relationships has not yet 
been established. Thus, we do not know whether 
higher hope contributes to greater student engage-
ment or if student engagement contributes 
directly to a student’s level of hope. This should 
be further investigated in future studies to better 
understand the relationship between cognitive, 
academic, behavioral, and affective engagement 
with hope.

�Do Hope and Student Engagement 
Predict Educational Outcomes?

Past studies have also focused on the extent to 
which hope and student engagement predict edu-
cational outcomes (Dixson, 2020; Dixson & 
Scalcucci, 2021). Collectively, findings suggest 
that both hope and indicators of student affective 
engagement (i.e., belongingness) predicted posi-
tive educational outcomes and may be important 
targets for intervention. Dixson (2020) studied the 
extent to which a student’s level of hope, growth 
mindset, and sense of belongingness (i.e., affective 
engagement) predicted several academic out-
comes, including academic achievement, aca-
demic self-efficacy, and educational expectations. 
Interestingly, growth mindset and belongingness 
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accounted for a significant amount of variance in 
academic self-efficacy among students after con-
trolling for demographic variables, but they did 
not explain a significant amount of variance in aca-
demic achievement and educational expectations. 
Level of hope, however, explained a significant 
amount of variance in academic achievement 
(14.8%) and academic self-efficacy (15.9%) after 
controlling for demographic variables, growth 
mindset, and belongingness. Dixson argued that 
this may indicate that hope interventions are a bet-
ter investment than interventions targeting mind-
sets or affective engagement.

Similarly, Dixson and Scalcucci (2021) exam-
ined whether hope and school belongingness and 
connectedness (i.e., affective engagement) pre-
dicted students’ executive functioning skills in 
school (i.e., self-regulation, motivation, problem-
solving, inhibition, and time management). They 
found that both hope and school belongingness 
positively predicted executive functioning in high 
school students. Pathway thinking (i.e., goal-
directed thinking and planning) was a significant 
predictor of time management, problem-solving, 
and self-regulation, while belongingness signifi-
cantly predicted self-regulation, motivation, and 
inhibition among students. Executive functioning 
skills are essential for positive behavioral and 
academic school outcomes (e.g., Masten et  al., 
2012; Samuels et al., 2016); therefore, the impact 
of hope and affective engagement on these skills 
has important implications for improving both 
behavioral and academic student outcomes.

�Hope and Student Engagement: 
Which Is the Mediator?

Finally, previous research examining the rela-
tionship between hope and student engagement 
has attempted to explain the process through 
which hope and student engagement are related 
to educational outcomes (see Chen et al., 2020; 
Lin et al., 2021). Both studies proposed media-
tion models to explain variation in student out-
comes; however, each utilized a different 
mediator (i.e., hope or student engagement) and 
outcome measure (i.e., student behavioral versus 

achievement outcomes). First, Lin et  al. (2021) 
studied the potential mediating effect of hope 
between student–teacher closeness (i.e., an indi-
cator of affective engagement) and behavior inci-
dents (e.g., office discipline referrals, detentions, 
and suspensions) among 562 Italian kindergarten 
through third grade students. They found that 
hope mediated the relationship between student–
teacher closeness and externalizing behaviors 
(estimated indirect effect = −0.03[CI = –0.05 to 
−0.01]. Lin and colleagues write, “Hope is there-
fore likely to channel more adaptive and func-
tional methods of dealing with situations by 
reducing distress” (p. 6). In this way, hope may 
mediate the relationship between student–teacher 
closeness and behavioral outcomes and may be 
an important factor to study to better understand 
how to reduce undesired behaviors in schools and 
increase positive affective engagement.

Conversely, Chen and colleagues (2020) inves-
tigated the relationship between hope and aca-
demic achievement (i.e., final exam scores on tests 
of Chinese, math and English) among a sample of 
949 third through fifth grade Chinese students. 
They found that the relationship between hope and 
achievement was mediated by behavioral engage-
ment (i.e., the student’s level of participation or 
involvement in the classroom) as measured by the 
Student Engagement Questionnaire. Chen and 
colleagues reported, “...elementary school stu-
dents with higher levels of hope reported more 
willingness to invest energy and behave appropri-
ately in school activities, such as engaging with 
course materials, devoting time to school tasks, 
and asking questions, which in turn predicted suc-
cessful academic outcomes” (p.7). They argued, 
however, that the relationship between hope, 
achievement, and engagement needs further inves-
tigation, highlighting that the three constructs are 
related and may have reciprocal influences on each 
other. Chen and colleagues noted students who 
demonstrate higher achievement probably exhib-
ited greater effort toward earning higher grades, 
which in turn may have bolstered their level of 
hope. In this way, levels of engagement (i.e., aca-
demic engagement as measured by grades and 
behavioral engagement as measured by effort) 
may bolster hope which may influence achieve-
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ment. Still, there exists the possibility that students 
who enter school with more hope may be more 
engaged which enables access to instruction and 
future achievement. The directionality of these 
relationships should be explored further in future 
research.

�Fostering Student Hope

Given the positive association between hope and 
student educational outcomes as well as the evi-
dence linking hope with student engagement, it is 
important to understand how high hope can be 
fostered among children and adolescents. This 
knowledge may inform intervention planning in 
schools, contributing to improved student out-
comes. Below, three approaches to fostering hope 
identified from the extant literature are summa-
rized. Notably, each is grounded in the principles 
of positive psychology (see Seligman, 2003).

�Life Coaching Interventions

One approach to fostering hope that has been 
studied is solution-focused life coaching with a 
cognitive-behavioral orientation. Researchers 
implemented a life coaching intervention to 
examine the efficacy of this approach on foster-
ing hope and cognitive hardiness (i.e., resilience; 
Green et al., 2007). The life coaching interven-
tion was implemented with 56 female high school 
students with a mean age of 16 years. A random-
ized controlled experimental design was utilized, 
with participants randomly assigned to the life 
coaching group or control group. Participants 
assigned to the life coaching group met individu-
ally with a Teacher-Coach trained in life coach-
ing psychology for ten sessions over two 
academic terms (Green et al., 2007).

Findings from this study indicated that the 
applied positive psychology approach of life 
coaching may be an effective intervention for the 
cultivation of hope and resilience with high school 
students. According to Green et  al. (2007), par-
ticipants reported significant reductions in levels 
of depression and increases in hope and cognitive 

hardiness as measured by the Satisfaction with 
Life Scale (SWLS), the Positive and Negative 
Affect Scale (PANAS), and the Hope Scale (HS). 
This study provides emerging evidence that artic-
ulation of goals and interventions designed to cul-
tivate agency with the assistance of a more skilled 
individual (i.e., Teacher-Coach) may lead to 
increased hope in students.

�Single Session Hope Interventions

Another approach to bolstering hope was investi-
gated by researchers who sought to understand 
how single session hope interventions might 
impact hopeful goal-directed thinking and grades 
among college students (Davidson et  al., 2012; 
Feldman & Dreher, 2012). In these investiga-
tions, the researchers administered single session 
positive psychology interventions to increase stu-
dent hope. Both studies focused on fostering stu-
dents’ strengths (e.g., sense of coherence, 
goal-directed thinking, and hope) and agency 
(i.e., self-efficacy) to achieve personal goals 
through the implementation of a brief 
intervention.

Feldman and Dreher (2012) investigated the 
implementation of a 90-minute, single session 
intervention implementing “hope visualization,” 
where participants in the intervention condition 
received psychoeducation about the components 
of hope (i.e., goals, pathways, and agency; 
Feldman & Dreher, 2012). Participants included 
96 college students who were assigned to either 
the hope intervention or one of two comparison/
control conditions (i.e., progressive muscle relax-
ation or no intervention). Participant data regard-
ing hope, goals, and sense of agency were 
assessed prior to intervention (pre-test), follow-
ing intervention (post-test), and at a one-month 
follow-up interval. Findings suggested partici-
pants in the intervention group showed increased 
scores on measures of vocational calling, life 
purpose, and hope as measured by the Goal 
Specific Hope Scale, the Purpose in Life Test, 
and the Vocation Identity Questionnaire. Further, 
they observed that the hope intervention was 
found to increase goal progress in the college stu-
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dent participants when surveyed at the one-month 
follow-up.

Similarly, Davidson et  al. (2012) investi-
gated the impact of a brief workshop aimed at 
improving first year college students’ hope, 
self-efficacy, and grades. Participants included 
43 first year college students who were assigned 
to one of three intervention conditions, includ-
ing two intervention conditions with varying 
components (i.e., Groups 1, 2, and 3). 
Participants in all three groups engaged in psy-
choeducation about the components of hope. 
Then, the Group 1 and 2 participants completed 
a goal-mapping activity aimed at increasing 
their pathway thinking. In addition to the goal-
mapping activity, the Group 2 participants 
engaged in a “verbal persuasion” activity to 
bolster self-efficacy (i.e., agency thinking). 
Notably, Group 3 did not complete the goal-
mapping or “verbal persuasion” activities; 
instead, Group 3 participants observed a lecture 
about sense of coherence and completed a 
cognitive-mapping worksheet focused on les-
sons they learned from the past and future 
expectations. Davidson et  al. (2012) reported 
scores on the State Hope School and the New 
General Self-efficacy Scale increased across all 
study groups following intervention, with the 
increased self-efficacy scores being retained at 
a 1-month follow-up interval. Within each 
study group, results suggested that high hope 
and low hope subgroups emerged. Study results 
indicated that only members of the high hope 
subgroups demonstrated improved grades when 
compared to pre-intervention. Since there was 
no control group, Davidson et al. (2012) noted 
that the findings reported in this study may be 
due to maturation effects or other factors; they 
also were unable to distinguish variables that 
were correlated with membership in the high 
versus low hope subgroups, concluding that 
additional research should be conducted to 
identify these factors. Collectively, the findings 
from these studies provide limited emerging 
evidence that brief interventions, focused on 
psychoeducation and grounded in the principles 
of positive psychology, may increase student 
hope and positively impact outcomes such as 

goal-directed behavior. These interventions 
should be a focus of future investigations.

�Multiple Session Hope Interventions

Finally, other researchers have implemented 
manualized interventions over longer periods of 
time to understand how they enhance hope and 
correlated outcomes (Houston et  al., 2017; 
Marques et  al., 2011; Platt et  al., 2020). Each 
multiple session hope intervention focused on 
improving participants’ hopefulness, mental 
health, and well-being. Participants across the 
studies included middle school, high school, and 
undergraduate students who participated in three 
to eight intervention sessions. Overall, findings 
indicated that the multiple session hope interven-
tions were associated with small, but significant, 
increases in student hope as measured by the 
Trait Hope Scale (Houston et al., 2017) and the 
Child Hope Scale (Marques et  al., 2011; Platt 
et al., 2020).

For instance, Marques and colleagues con-
ducted a study of the five-session Building Hope 
for the Future intervention, consisting of weekly 
60-minute lessons focused on improving student 
hope, mental health, life satisfaction, and self-
worth. Participants included 62 middle school 
students who were assigned to either a treatment 
or matched comparison group. Findings sug-
gested that while a student’s level of hope as 
measured by the Child Hope Scale was correlated 
with life satisfaction, mental health, self-worth, 
and academic achievement for both groups prior 
to intervention, only students in the intervention 
group benefited from increased levels of hope 
and subsequent improved outcomes overtime. 
Namely, intervention group participants “…
showed a significant increase in hope from pre- 
to post-assessment t(60) = −4.29, p < 0.001 (two-
tailed) and to 6-month t(52) = −4.03, p = 0.001 
(two-tailed) and 18-month follow-up 
t(49) = −3.38, p = 0.003 (two-tailed). The com-
parison group showed no significant change over 
time” (Marques et al., 2011, p. 148). The increase 
in hope among those students who received the 
intervention was correlated with increase life sat-
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isfaction and self-worth that were not observed 
among comparison group peers. This study sug-
gests that secondary students may benefit from 
multiple session hope interventions by experi-
encing not only greater levels of hope but also 
other positive psychological outcomes (e.g., 
improved self-worth).

Similar findings were reported by Platt and 
colleagues (2020) who examined the impact of 
the Hummingbird Project, an 8-session positive 
psychology intervention aimed at increasing high 
school students’ hope, gratitude, happiness, well-
being, mental health, grit, and resilience. Study 
participants included 90 British high school stu-
dents whose baseline scores (i.e., pre-
intervention) were compared to their 
post-intervention scores to assess changes in 
hope, academic tenacity, grit, and well-being. 
After participating in one orientation session, six 
psychoeducational intervention sessions, and a 
review session, participants reported small, but 
significant, increases in well-being as measured 
by the World Health Organization-Five 
Well-Being Index, academic tenacity as mea-
sured by the Bolton Uni-Stride Scale, and hope 
as measured by the Children’s Hope Scale. 
Notably, the largest intervention effect was 
increased hope (d = 0.24).

Finally, in a randomized control trial study, 
researchers investigated the efficacy of a multiple 
session group intervention (Houston et al., 2017). 
The Resilience and Coping Intervention, which 
included three 45-minute sessions, was adminis-
tered to the treatment group with the goal of bol-
stering hope, resilience, and coping skills and 
decreasing stress, anxiety, and depression. The 
intervention utilizes cognitive behavioral strate-
gies to engage participants in group problem-
solving, normalize stressful experiences, and 
teach healthy coping skills. Participants included 
129 undergraduate students attending a large uni-
versity in the United States. Results indicated 
that when compared to the control group, treat-
ment group participants reported increases in 
feelings of hope, resilience, and coping skills and 
decreases in stress symptoms such as depression 
and anxiety. Each of these changes following 
intervention were small but significant with the 

impact on hope showing a small effect (i.e., 
Cohen’s f2 = 0.04). Taken together, the results of 
these studies provide evidence that multiple ses-
sion interventions grounded in positive psychol-
ogy and using cognitive behavioral approaches 
may have small, yet positive, impacts on individ-
ual’s experience of hope.

�Directions for Future Research

While there are clear overlaps between the con-
structs of student engagement and hope (e.g., 
importance of goal-setting and engaging in 
behaviors that facilitate goal attainment), only 
emerging empirical support exists for the rela-
tionship between these two important facilitators 
of positive educational outcomes, and the direc-
tionality of their relationship remains unknown. 
There is strong evidence that both high hope and 
higher levels of engagement serve as enablers of 
academic achievement, educational attainment, 
and positive school-based emotional and behav-
ioral outcomes (see Lei et al., 2018; O’Farrell & 
Morrison, 2003; TeramotoPedrotti, 2018). 
Perhaps, like motivation and self-efficacy, hope 
should be considered an academic enabler 
(DiPerna, 2006) or “psychological capital” 
(Luthans et  al., 2007) that facilitates learning, 
student engagement, and subsequent positive stu-
dent outcomes (e.g., life satisfaction). Future 
studies should explicitly explore the relationship 
between hope, student engagement, and student 
educational outcomes conceptualized broadly.

Specifically, researchers should investigate 
the extent to which hope mediates or moderates 
the relationship between student engagement and 
educational outcomes such as school completion, 
credit accrual, attendance, achievement, and 
behavior. Understanding the role of a student’s 
level of hope may serve as another mechanism 
for increasing engagement which is positively 
correlated with successful educational outcomes 
(Lei et al., 2018). An important area of investiga-
tion would be to understand whether a student’s 
level of hope mediates the relationship between 
student engagement and the proximal and distal 
outcomes articulated by Reschly and Christenson 
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(2012) or whether student engagement mediates 
the relationship between hope and these out-
comes. An investigation fitting data to both medi-
ation models and determining which best fits the 
data may help inform whether hope or student 
engagement has the most significant impact on 
student outcomes. It is essential to understand the 
directionality and magnitude of these relation-
ships as this knowledge will inform intervention 
selection, planning, and implementation and lead 
to the more efficient use of resources to promote 
positive educational outcomes. Further, research-
ers may consider whether hope predicts engage-
ment or vice versa whether engagement predicts 
hope. Given the alignment of cognitive, behav-
ioral, affective, and academic engagement with 
hope, it would also be important to determine if 
there are different magnitudes of associations 
between the domains of engagement and student 
hope to determine how to intervene with students 
low in either competency.

In addition to investigating the relationship 
between student engagement and hope, future 
research should focus on individual differences 
in hope and how these differences impact student 
engagement and educational outcomes. Scholars 
should conduct research that illuminates for 
whom and under what conditions experiencing 
high hope is associated with higher levels of 
engagement and better school and life outcomes. 
Studies utilizing latent class analysis, for exam-
ple, may help educators understand how students 
experiencing low, moderate, and high hope func-
tion differently at school and what conditions 
foster increased student engagement and more 
positive outcomes for students in each group. 
These types of group analyses, as well as qualita-
tive research and single-case design studies, may 
help educators create school climates and pro-
grams that more effectively increase student hope 
and other correlated positive outcomes. Findings 
from these studies may also inform future 
research regarding the extent to which interven-
tions and supports aimed at fostering student 
hope impact students’ engagement and educa-
tional outcomes.

A third area for further investigation relates to 
unpacking the overlapping constructs of hope, 
student engagement, and motivation (among 
other related constructs; e.g., goal attainment 

theory and self-efficacy). Specifically, is each of 
these constructs unique? Are they interrelated or 
are they confounded? When we measure the 
impact of motivation, hope, or student engage-
ment on educational outcomes, are we in actuality 
measuring different influences or overlapping 
mechanisms of success? Studies should focus on 
how these constructs are unique contributors to 
educational outcomes as well as areas of overlap, 
helping to inform greater clarity in our operation-
alization of terms and variables used in educa-
tional research.

Finally, perhaps the most practically signifi-
cant future research should focus on the impact 
of interventions and supports that foster high 
hope in students. Given the strong association 
between high hope and more positive educational 
outcomes, including a positive association with 
student engagement (e.g., Bryce et  al., 2020; 
Dixson & Stevens, 2018; Marques et al., 2017), it 
is prudent to understand how increasing student 
levels of hope may increase positive outcomes, 
such as graduation rates, work completion, aca-
demic achievement, and active participation in 
learning. Researchers should examine whether 
existing interventions that target setting and 
working toward realistic goals and bolstering 
self-efficacy and student agency influence hope, 
student engagement, and academic outcomes. 
Unveiling strategies and multi-tiered supports for 
fostering hope among students may have a sig-
nificant effect on student outcomes.
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Abstract

This chapter reviews empirical links between 
youth mental health and behavioral, emo-
tional/affective, cognitive engagement among 
school-aged youths. Youth mental health is 
defined in a dual-factor model, as comprised 
of positive indicators of well-being (e.g., sub-
jective well-being) and negative indicators of 
ill-being (e.g., internalizing and externalizing 
symptoms of mental health problems). After 
establishing the associations between student 
engagement and mental health as indicated 
from observational studies, we describe how 
interventions that target engagement have 
impacted youth mental health, and vice versa 
how addressing mental health problems that 
pose barriers to student engagement actually 
impact aspects of engagement. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of considerations 
for marginalized or underrepresented groups 
of students, implications for practice, and 
directions for future research.

�Defining Student Engagement 
and Mental Health

Within a larger text that examines how student 
engagement drives positive development for 
youths, in this chapter we focus on positive emo-
tional development (i.e., emotional well-being) 
with the view that optimal mental health reflects 
a complete state of being. This view is aligned 
with a dual-factor model of mental health, in 
which a complete state of mental health is defined 
as (a) minimal symptoms of internalizing and 
externalizing forms of psychopathology (the ill-
being factor), coupled with (b) the presence of 
positive factors such as high subjective well-
being (the well-being factor; Suldo & Doll, 2021; 
Suldo & Shaffer, 2008). Subjective well-being is 
the construct scholars have used most commonly 
to operationalize happiness, and includes both 
cognitive and affective dimensions. A youth with 
high subjective well-being judges their life to be 
going well on the whole (i.e., high global life sat-
isfaction) and on a daily basis experiences posi-
tive feelings more frequently than negative 
feelings. In contrast to traditional psychological 
research and practice that focuses on emotional 
and behavioral problems (i.e., the ill-being fac-
tor), a modern positive psychology lens attends to 
facilitating well-being beyond the mere absence 
of psychopathology, as reflected in high levels of 
indicators of eudemonic and hedonic well-being 
(e.g., subjective well-being).
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Leaders within positive psychology purport 
that flourishing is predicted by Positive emotions, 
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and 
Accomplishment (PERMA; Morrish et al., 2018; 
Seligman, 2011). The first element—positive 
emotions—includes pleasant feelings such as 
pride, cheer, joy, enthusiasm—the positive affec-
tive dimension of subjective well-being. Kern 
et  al. (2016) advanced the EPOCH Measure of 
Adolescent Well-Being to measure characteris-
tics in youth that are believed to influence the 
PERMA domains later in life, specifically: 
Engagement, Perseverance, Optimism, 
Connectedness, and Happiness. In this chapter, 
we examine associations between student 
engagement and a flourishing emotional state, as 
conceptualized within a PERMA framework and 
its variants such as EPOCH.  Of note, the term 
“engagement” within PERMA refers to complete 
absorption in one’s activity/task—sometimes 
called a “flow” state (i.e., Csikszentmihalyi, 
2014) where time passes differently due to focus 
and immersion in the task at hand. There is some 
overlap between engagement as conceptualized 
in PERMA and cognitive student engagement (as 
defined in the next paragraph). For instance, a 
youth who is totally focused on an academic task 
that is challenging yet doable may demonstrate 
both the engagement element of psychological 
flourishing and cognitive engagement at school. 
Regardless, within the positive psychology litera-
ture, use of the term engagement is generally 
context-free; a youth can be engaged in leisure 
pursuits, in community activities, in sports, at 
school, or in other settings.

The construct of student engagement pertains 
to “how students think, act, and feel in school” 
and is often conceptualized as having affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive dimensions (Fredricks 
et al., 2019, p. 1). These dimensions are interre-
lated but cover distinct aspects of student engage-
ment. Affective engagement includes students’ 
emotional reactions toward school and class, as 
well as their feelings of belonging to school and 
connectedness to adults and peers within. 
Behavioral engagement includes students’ school 
attendance, conduct in class, and participation in 
school-based activities outside of class time such 

as involvement in extracurricular activities. 
Cognitive engagement refers to students’ deliber-
ate investment in learning, including beliefs 
about the value of education, as well as use of 
self-regulated learning and metacognitive strate-
gies to facilitate learning (Fredricks et al., 2019). 
Of note, researchers sometimes use terms such as 
school engagement and, less commonly, study 
engagement (i.e., Kwok & Fang, 2021; Ouweneel 
et al., 2011), but a review of items used to assess 
those constructs reveals conceptual alignment 
with one or more dimensions of student engage-
ment as defined earlier in this paragraph. For 
instance, publications that reference study 
engagement provide an operational definition 
analogous to cognitive engagement (i.e., student 
experiences of vigor, dedication, and absorption 
in relation to academic tasks). In this chapter, we 
conceptualize student engagement as comprised 
of the three aforementioned subtypes—affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive engagement—and 
review studies that examined one or more of 
these subtypes of student engagement even if it 
was not termed such in the publication.

With these definitions of mental health and 
student engagement in mind, in the next sections 
we examine links between the two constructs as 
given by theory and then examined in empirical 
research. After summarizing the associations 
between student engagement and mental health 
as indicated from observational studies, we 
describe how interventions that target engage-
ment have impacted youth mental health, and 
vice versa how addressing mental health prob-
lems that pose barriers to student engagement 
actually impact aspects of engagement. We then 
conclude with a summary of implications for 
future research.

�Theoretical Associations Between 
Mental Health and Student 
Engagement

A convincing part of the argument for locating, 
expanding, and integrating mental health services 
in schools rests on the salience of youth mental 
health to academic success. Adelman and Taylor 
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(2010) delineated numerous social, economic, 
and health problems, including forms of psycho-
pathology that if left unaddressed pose barriers to 
learning thereby making prevention and treat-
ment of emotional and behavioral problems inte-
gral considerations in school reform efforts. By 
definition, youths who meet criteria for various 
mental health problems experience cognitive and 
behavioral symptoms that reduce opportunities 
for student engagement. Primary features of anx-
iety and depression such as frequent worries, 
lethargy, social avoidance, and somatic symp-
toms logically translate to increased likelihood of 
absences from school, challenges concentrating 
on academic material, and withdrawal from 
potential social supports. With respect to com-
mon symptoms of externalizing disorders, non-
compliance, impulsivity, and affiliation with 
deviant peers translate to teacher and peer rejec-
tion, deficits in organizational and study skills, 
and truancy. Central features of thought disorders 
such as paranoia, hallucinations and delusions, 
and sleep disruptions logically pose barriers to 
full cognitive, behavioral, and affective engage-
ment in and out of the classroom during episodes 
of psychosis. Taken together, children and ado-
lescents without clinically impairing levels of 
emotional or behavioral symptoms are simply 
more likely to enter the classroom able to take 
advantage of opportunity for full student engage-
ment, whereas students with and without diag-
nosed forms of psychopathology must mitigate 
an additional set of barriers to learning.

Is reducing and managing the aforementioned 
forms of negative emotionality sufficient to 
enable student engagement, or are students’ posi-
tive emotions important in and of themselves? 
Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-Build theory 
would suggest that positive emotions are highly 
salient to student learning and engagement, and 
essential to optimal functioning across contexts 
as well (see Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 
chapter “Academic Emotions and Student 
Engagement”, this volume). In particular, posi-
tive emotions create an upward spiral, marked 
broadening of one’s cognitive capacity and 
behavioral flexibility (i.e., momentary thought–
action repertoires) that, over time, allows one to 

build lasting personal social, psychological, and 
physical resources (Fredrickson, 2001). Extensive 
empirical support for this “broaden-and-build” 
theory shows that positive emotions open up our 
minds to creative and flexible thinking, broaden 
the scope of our attentional field, and create new 
opportunities for positive experiences. Positive 
emotions foster personal knowledge and social 
connections, whereas negative emotions lead to 
impulsive, rigid, and narrow thoughts and behav-
ioral responses. In a test of this theory to the edu-
cational context, Stiglbauer et  al. (2013) found 
strong support for reciprocal relationships 
between high school students’ positive affect and 
schooling experiences when both constructs were 
assessed five times during one school year. In par-
ticular, students who experienced frequent posi-
tive affect also reported the highest levels of 
relatedness, competency, and autonomy at school 
concurrently and later in the year, and such posi-
tive school experiences also predicted increases in 
affective well-being, illustrating the upward spiral 
at the core of the broaden-and-build theory.

The personal, social, and cognitive resources 
built by positive emotions can lead to student 
engagement and achievement. Case in point, 
Reschly et al. (2008) examined 7th–10th grade 
students’ self-reports of frequency of emotional 
experiences at school, coping responses, and 
cognitive and affective engagement. They 
found that higher positive affect predicted 
greater use of adaptive coping strategies (a psy-
chological and social resource), specifically 
responding to stress by using problem-solving 
strategies and/or seeking support. In contrast, 
frequency of negative affect at school was unre-
lated to coping. Such ties between positive 
emotional experiences and broadened psycho-
logical and social resources (i.e., problem-
solving and turning to others, respectively) are 
in line with the broaden-and-build theory with 
respect to the adaptive functions served by pos-
itive emotions which, in turn, lead to better out-
comes such as cognitive and affective 
engagement (Reschly et al., 2008).

The heightened academic success engendered 
by engagement likely strengthens opportunities 
for elements of PERMA such as accomplishment 
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and relationships, which co-occur with and beget 
additional positive affect. Such pathways are 
illustrated in studies in which more frequent pos-
itive emotions in the academic context predicted 
higher levels of psychological capital (i.e., aca-
demic self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resil-
ience) among students in high school 
(Carmona–Halty et  al., 2019) and college 
(Ouweneel et al., 2011), with psychological capi-
tal in turn predicting greater cognitive engage-
ment (i.e., vigor, dedication, and absorption 
during academic tasks; Ouweneel et  al., 2011) 
and better grades in math and language 
(Carmona–Halty et al., 2019). Further, longitudi-
nal studies with adolescents support the existence 
of positive reciprocal relations between subjec-
tive well-being and student engagement (Datu & 
King, 2018) and achievement (e.g., 9-week grade 
point average; Ng et al., 2015). Recent longitudi-
nal research with elementary school age children 
(grades 4–6; M age 10 years) examined strengths 
use as a personal resource that may mediate asso-
ciations between positive emotions and cognitive 
engagement (i.e., perserverance and motivation 
in academic tasks; Kwok & Fang, 2021). 
Strengths use includes the identification and 
deployment of one’s strengths, which are the 
“characteristics that allow a person to perform 
well or at their personal best” (p. 1036). Children 
who experienced more frequent positive emo-
tions at the start of the study were more likely to 
use their strengths concurrently and later; use of 
strengths, in turn, predicted higher levels of cog-
nitive engagement across time. Kwok and Fang 
(2021) concluded that “positive emotions may 
trigger the use of strengths both in school and in 
daily life, a kind of ‘personal resource’ in gen-
eral” which makes students more likely to experi-
ence greater initiative, confidence, positive 
feedback, and mastery, which engender student 
engagement (p.  1047). Taken together, findings 
from a growing number of studies with children 
and adolescents indicate that attending to nega-
tive emotionality is important but insufficient, as 
the presence of positive emotions is critical to 
building resources that produce optimal 
outcomes.

�Empirical Relationships Between 
Student Engagement and Youth 
Mental Health

Indicators of mental health (both psychopathol-
ogy and subjective well-being) have been found 
to be associated with the various dimensions of 
student engagement, particularly among adoles-
cent students. Adolescents are an appropriate 
focal population given the decline in student 
engagement that often characterizes transitions to 
middle and high school (Marks, 2000), and the 
increase in mental health problems (rising rates 
of mental illness; declines in average levels of 
subjective well-being; Casas & Gonzalez-
Carrasco, 2019; Merikangas et  al., 2010) seen 
during the adolescent years. In this section we 
highlight evidence of empirical relationships 
between mental health and engagement from 
observational studies assessing positive and neg-
ative indicators of youth mental health.

�Subjective Well-Being

Findings from correlational studies have pro-
vided support for connections between each 
affective and cognitive component of subjective 
well-being and co-occurring student engage-
ment. Even in regression analyses that control for 
the shared variance between affect and life satis-
faction, Heffner and Antaramian (2016) found 
that higher levels of positive affect and life satis-
faction in middle school students significantly 
predicted higher levels of cognitive engagement 
(academic aspirations), behavioral engagement 
(on-task behavior in class), and affective engage-
ment (closeness to teachers), whereas higher lev-
els of negative affect uniquely predicted lower 
affective and behavioral engagement.

Positive affect is one of multiple elements in 
the expanded PERMA/EPOCH framework 
reflecting flourishing mental health. Kern et al.’s 
(2016) examination of EPOCH elements in rela-
tion to youth outcomes found significant, positive 
correlations between participant scores on each 
EPOCH dimension and indicators of student 
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engagement. The magnitude of the bivariate cor-
relations was small for teacher-rated behavioral 
engagement and moderate-to-large for student-
reported affective engagement. Specifically, 
higher levels of engagement (i.e., flow—absorp-
tion in activity, losing track of time), persever-
ance (i.e., task completion, determination), 
optimism (i.e., positive beliefs about the future), 
connectedness (i.e., perceived social support, 
caring relationships), and happiness (i.e., feeling 
cheerful, loving life, having fun), co-occurred 
with greater affective engagement (i.e., feeling 
excited and interest in class, and eager to go to 
school; r  =  0.40, 0.58, 0.50, 0.37, and 0.44, 
respectively) and more teacher-reported effort in 
class (r = 0.09, 0.36, 0.16, 0.16, and 0.15, respec-
tively). Further, Datu (2018) found that high 
school students who scored higher on a measure 
of global flourishing that taps purpose and mean-
ing, rich social relationships, engagement, and 
optimism had higher levels of emotional and 
behavioral engagement, even after accounting for 
variance in student engagement explained by 
positive affect and other dimensions of subjective 
well-being.

Regarding the affective component of sub-
jective well-being, King et al.’s (2015) observa-
tional research with postsecondary students 
(predominantly college freshmen) indicated that 
more frequent experiences of positive emotions 
at the start of the year co-occurred with and pre-
dicted higher levels of behavioral engagement 
(on-task behavior in class) and emotional 
engagement (e.g., perceiving class as fun, feel-
ing interested in class), whereas higher levels of 
negative affect co-occurred with and predicted 
“disaffection” (i.e., less behavioral and emo-
tional engagement). In an experimental follow-
up study, these researchers found that students 
randomized to a condition designed to evoke 
positive emotions (specifically, through writing 
about a personal life event that made them feel 
happy) indeed then reported greater behavioral 
and emotional engagement (evidenced by the 
same indicators used in the first study) than stu-
dents randomized to recall sad memories. Since 
the measurement of engagement occurred soon 

after the induction of positive or negative emo-
tions, it is difficult to verify from this study if 
positive affect translates to actual, observable 
heightened student engagement or simply stu-
dent perception of such. In reflecting on this 
limitation of self-report indicators of engage-
ment, King et al. noted that “it is possible that 
those in a positive affective state were more 
likely to sample memories wherein they were in 
an engaged state (vs. disengaged state) in school 
compared to those in a negative affective state” 
(pp.  70). Experimental studies reviewed in a 
subsequent section of this chapter on school-
based interventions shed more light on this mat-
ter, and provide evidence that interventions 
developed to foster PERMA in children and 
adolescents have positive effects on teacher-
rated indicators of engagement, in addition to 
student reports of engagement and their own 
subjective well-being (Shoshani & Slone, 2017; 
Shoshani et al., 2016).

�Internalizing Problems

Internalizing forms of psychopathology may 
manifest when students withdraw from social 
interactions, avoid various tasks, and express 
feelings of excessive worry (anxiety), sadness, 
hopelessness, and depression. In relation to stu-
dent engagement, researchers have found signifi-
cant inverse relationships between the affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive aspects of student 
engagement and adolescent students reports of 
feeling sad, hopeless, depressed, or excessive 
worry (Conner & Pope, 2013; Wang & Peck, 
2013). In fact, Wang and Peck (2013) showed 
that 9th and 11th grade students who reported 
low levels of affective (e.g., feeling happy, safe, 
and interested at school), behavioral (e.g., school-
work completion), and cognitive engagement 
(e.g., using self-regulating learning strategies 
such as connecting learning material to other 
known information) reported higher rates of 
depression compared to their peers who reported 
higher levels of affective, behavioral, and cogni-
tive engagement.
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�Externalizing Problems

Students’ engagement in school can also be 
impacted by their experience of externalizing 
difficulties, including substance use, risky/
early sexual activity, and conduct problems/
delinquent behaviors (see Griffiths et  al., 
chapter “Using Positive Student Engagement 
to Create Opportunities for Students with 
Troubling and High-Risk Behaviors”, this vol-
ume). Case in point, studies conducted with 
adolescent students showed that youths who 
reported higher levels of one or more indica-
tors of student engagement were significantly 
less likely to report high rates of substance use 
and sexual activity (Carter et  al., 2007; Li & 
Lerner, 2011; Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009). 
Likewise, secondary students who reported 
being more engaged in school indicated that 
they were less likely partake in problematic 
behaviors such as fighting, bullying, stealing, 
cheating on assignments, and carrying a 
weapon (Carter et  al., 2007; Conner & Pope, 
2013; Li & Lerner, 2011; Simons-Morton & 
Chen, 2009).

�Subjective Well-Being 
and Psychopathology Considered 
in Tandem

The literature summarized in the preceding para-
graphs establishes that higher levels of student 
engagement are typically seen in students with 
better mental health, defined by either higher lev-
els of indicators or PERMA/subjective well-
being or fewer symptoms of internalizing or 
externalizing behavior problems. A handful of 
studies have examined student engagement from 
a dual-factor model of mental health lens, and 
thus used measures of both well-being and ill-
being to assess mental health. Findings from 
studies of students in elementary school (Smith 
et  al., 2020), middle school (Suldo & Shaffer, 
2008), and high school (Rose et al., 2017; Suldo 
et al., 2016) indicate that the highest levels of stu-
dent engagement co-occur with the experience of 
complete mental health as reflected in few symp-
toms of internalizing and externalizing forms of 

psychopathology, coupled with high subjective 
well-being.

Case in point, Rose et al. (2017) examined the 
mental health of Black teenagers using latent 
class analysis and identified four mental health 
groups characterized by high or low levels of 
subjective well-being (i.e., life satisfaction, self-
esteem, and social integration) and psychopa-
thology (e.g., depressive symptoms). The group 
with complete mental health (high subjective 
well-being, low psychopathology) reported 
higher affective engagement (i.e., school bond-
ing) than the vulnerable group (low psychopa-
thology but low subjective well-being) or the 
symptomatic but content group (high subjective 
well-being but high psychopathology), support-
ing advantages of high well-being coupled with 
low ill-being with respect to student engagement. 
In recent research with students in grades 4 and 5, 
Smith et al. (2020) found that children with com-
plete mental health had higher levels of behav-
ioral engagement (on-task classroom behavior) 
and emotional engagement (positive affect such 
as interest, enjoyment, and enthusiasm in class; 
per teacher and student report) than their peers in 
the troubled group (low subjective well-being 
and high psychopathology). The groups of stu-
dents characterized by high subjective well-being 
(complete mental health, symptomatic but con-
tent) reported more emotional engagement than 
students with low subjective well-being (vulner-
able, troubled), whereas students with low psy-
chopathology (complete mental health, 
vulnerable) had higher levels of teacher-rated 
behavioral and emotional engagement than stu-
dents with more symptoms of psychopathology 
(symptomatic but content, troubled). In follow-
up regression analyses that controlled for inter-
nalizing and externalizing behavior problems, 
subjective well-being predicted greater behav-
ioral and emotional engagement across rater, 
illustrating benefits associated with high subjec-
tive well-being above and beyond low 
psychopathology.

With respect to cognitive engagement, sec-
ondary students with complete mental health 
reported more positive beliefs about the value of 
school, and use greater use of self-regulated 
learning behaviors in pursuit of academic goals, 

S. M. Suldo and J. Parker



223

in relation to their vulnerable peers (Suldo & 
Shaffer, 2008; Suldo et al., 2016). There were no 
differences in these indicators of cognitive 
engagement between symptomatic but content 
and troubled students. In sum, these studies 
uncovered a critical association between high 
subjective well-being and cognitive engagement 
among students without elevated psychopathol-
ogy, supporting the need to foster students’ posi-
tive mental health.

�Mental Health Interventions 
and Student Engagement

Theory backed by research demonstrates undeni-
able links between youth mental health and stu-
dent engagement, but directionality is less clear 
and in need of further research. Accordingly, 
promising school-based interventions might cul-
tivate student engagement either directly through 
practices intended to increase a dimension of 
engagement, or indirectly by using psychological 
or behavioral strategies intended to improve a 
mental health indicator associated with student 
engagement. Next, we provide examples of how 
mental health interventions can result in improve-
ments in student engagement and increases in 
engagement can lead to improvement in mental 
health. The following illustrations delineate 
exemplars of school-based mental health services 
within a multi-tiered preventative framework, 
consistent with a public health approach 
(Macklem, 2011; World Health Organization, 
2004). We acknowledge that variables outside of 
the school setting (e.g., family and community) 
are also influential in promoting student engage-
ment and youth mental health; however, school-
based interventions have been deemed as a viable 
means for providing relatively low cost, 
accessible support for youths who are disenfran-
chised (Suldo et al., 2014). Therefore, our intent 
is to highlight how school-based practitioners 
could position themselves to employ interven-
tions that are useful for promoting youth mental 
health and student engagement among all youths. 
We end this section with considerations for 
addressing the needs of students who have been 

historically oppressed, marginalized, or forgot-
ten, a discussion that is critical for approaching 
this work from a culturally responsive, social jus-
tice orientation.

�Tier 1: Universal Prevention 
Strategies that Target Mental Health 
and Engagement

In a multi-tier framework, Tier 1 includes pro-
grams offered to all students regardless of current 
risk level. As discussed by Suldo et  al. (Suldo 
et  al., 2019a), these interventions may occur 
through schoolwide initiatives or through selected 
classrooms. Furthermore, classroom-based social 
and emotional learning (SEL) curricula are likely 
to be facilitated by teachers or interventionists 
with specialized training, such as school mental 
health providers. Relevant to this chapter, univer-
sal programs that have been found to positively 
impact at least one aspect of student engagement 
during efficacy studies may prevent or reduce 
psychopathology or aim to increase subjective 
well-being. Furthermore, we highlight examples 
of universal programs that are intended to target 
student engagement directly, as a means of fos-
tering students’ mental health.

�Promoting Subjective Well-Being 
Through Positive Psychology 
Interventions
Universal interventions under this category of 
support—promoting subjective well-being—are 
typically designed to target empirically identified 
correlates of high subjective well-being, includ-
ing ways of thinking (e.g., gratitude and opti-
mism), behaving (e.g., using one’s signature 
strengths in daily activities, pursuing goals), 
striving (e.g., hope), and relating to other people 
at home and school.1 The ultimate goal, then, is to 

1 The positive psychology interventions discussed in this 
section focus on up-regulating positive emotions. In con-
trast, most traditional social-emotional learning (SEL) 
interventions focus on developing children and adoles-
cents’ skills in down-regulating negative emotions such as 
anger, sadness, and worry (Morrish et al., 2018). There are 
a few exceptions, as some commercially available SEL 
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equip students with opportunities to develop 
thoughts and behaviors that one would typically 
expect to see among happy people. For example, 
Awesome Us is a classwide program that focuses 
on students’ understanding and use of character 
strengths in their daily lives (Quinlan et  al., 
2015). In this particular program, students par-
ticipate in six weekly sessions (lasting for about 
1.5 hours each) that are led by a content expert 
with support from the classroom teacher. Quinlan 
et al. (2015) found that students in grades 5 and 6 
who participated in the program experienced 
gains in the intervention target (strengths use) 
and proximal outcome (positive affect), along-
side increases in behavioral (on-task behavior in 
class) and emotional engagement (e.g., viewing 
class as fun and learning as enjoyable). In con-
trast, students in the control group experienced 
significant drops in engagement throughout the 
duration of the intervention.

Two additional examples of programs target-
ing correlates of subjective well-being include a 
4-week classwide positive psychology interven-
tion intended to promote gratitude among ele-
mentary students (Diebel et  al., 2016) and the 
Maytiv School Program (implemented school-
wide and classwide) designed to foster multiple 
aspects of PERMA including positive emotions, 
gratitude, goal fulfillment, hope, optimism, per-
severance, flow experiences, character strengths, 
and positive relationships (Shoshani et al., 2016). 
Studies of program outcomes revealed that ele-
mentary and middle school student participants 
reported increased aspects of emotional well-
being (e.g., higher gratitude and positive affect, 

programs such as MindUP (The Hawn Foundation, 2011) 
contain comprehensive emotion regulation strategies in 
deliberate attempts to do both—up-regulate positive emo-
tions and down-regulate negative emotions. However, 
since the emphasis or exclusive focus of most SEL pro-
grams is on prevention of mental health problems through 
managing negative emotions, we tend to distinguish 
between SEL and positive psychology interventions and 
recommend educational leaders integrate positive psy-
chology interventions with their existing SEL program in 
accordance with a dual factor model of mental health that 
provides a framework for addressing both ill-being and 
well-being.

and reductions in negative affect) and multiple 
aspects of student engagement (Diebel et  al., 
2016; Shoshani et  al., 2016). Students in the 
Diebel et al. (2016) study, for example, reported 
increased school belongingness, an indicator of 
affective engagement.

Recent experimental studies examining the 
effects of the Maytiv program when implemented 
with classes of preschool and middle school stu-
dents detected positive effects on teacher-rated 
indicators of engagement, in addition to student 
reports of engagement and their own subjective 
well-being (Shoshani & Slone, 2017; Shoshani 
et al., 2016). The Maytiv program developed by 
Shoshani and colleagues is a universal curricu-
lum with lessons intended to foster youth positive 
emotions, flow, positive relationships, character 
strengths, and goal-directed behavior, in align-
ment with the PERMA framework. Teachers are 
trained in the curriculum through a series of 15 
bimonthly workshops, and deliver the curricular 
content in their classroom during the week 
between workshops. In a randomized control trial 
with 70 teachers/classrooms with over 2500 stu-
dents in grades 7, 8, and 9, over a 2-year exami-
nation period students in the intervention 
condition experienced significant growth in posi-
tive affect as intended, and also significant growth 
in teacher-rated as well as self-reported emo-
tional engagement and cognitive engagement, in 
relation to the no-treatment control group 
(Shoshani et al., 2016). Such findings support a 
causal impact of positive activities intended to 
evoke position emotions on multiple dimensions 
of student engagement, as assessed by multiple 
methods. Similar findings were yielded from a 
study of a preschool version of the Maytiv pro-
gram, examined with 315 children ages 3–6 
served in 12 preschools randomly assigned to 
intervention or control (Shoshani & Slone, 2017). 
Compared to children in control preschools, chil-
dren in the intervention condition increased sig-
nificantly more in proximal mental health 
outcomes, namely self-reported life satisfaction 
and child and parent ratings of positive affect. 
Moreover, children in the intervention group 
experienced significantly larger increases in cog-
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nitive and behavioral engagement as indicated by 
teacher ratings of learning behaviors displayed at 
the beginning and end of the school year. This 
study provides further support for the notion that 
mental health and student engagement are linked, 
and that deliberate efforts to evoke children’s 
positive emotions—in addition to fostering the 
other PERMA elements—increase youth subjec-
tive well-being as expected and also cause con-
comitant improvements in student engagement 
that are not limited to personal perceptions of 
engagement.

�Preventing Psychopathology 
at the Universal Level
A core objective of programs targeting psychopa-
thology at the universal level is to mitigate psy-
chological problems that will likely lead to 
emotional distress. To this end, programs may 
help students develop skills for identifying and 
managing emotions, coping with stress, utilizing 
problem-solving, and restructuring negative 
thoughts, while simultaneously improving stu-
dent engagement and reducing mental health 
symptoms that pose barriers to student learning. 
As cited in Suldo et al. (2019a), two examples of 
such include the Transformative Life Skills pro-
gram (Frank et al., 2017) and the FRIENDS for 
Life program (Ruttledge et  al., 2016). Program 
components entail but are not limited to teaching 
students mindfulness strategies and relaxation 
techniques for managing emotions and cognitive 
restructuring to address worry and anxiety 
(FRIENDS for Life program).

Regarding the Transformative Life Skills pro-
gram, Frank et  al. (2017) found that middle 
school student participants experienced improve-
ment in their use of adaptive coping styles to 
manage stressors, alongside increased behavioral 
and affective engagement compared to peers who 
were randomly assigned to a business-as-usual 
control group. Indicators of increased behavioral 
engagement included fewer unexcused absences 
and problem behaviors resulting in detention. 
Indicators of affective engagement included a 
greater sense of belongingness and attachment to 
school. Similarly, Ruttledge et al. (2016) demon-

strated that elementary school children who par-
ticipated in the FRIENDS for Life 
program  experienced a reduction in anxiety 
symptoms and sustained increases in affective 
engagement (school connectedness) compared to 
students in a delayed-intervention control condi-
tion. Taken together, educators who adopt prom-
ising or evidence-based Tier 1 school mental 
health programs developed to either increase 
well-being or prevent/reduce ill-being might 
expect to see positive effects on student engage-
ment in addition to enhanced mental health 
outcomes.

�Targeting Engagement to Improve 
Mental Health
In this section, we draw attention to universal 
interventions that are intended to directly foster 
student engagement in conjunction with youth 
mental health or that improve mental health out-
comes as a byproduct of program implementa-
tion. Case in point, the Bridges to High School 
program aims to prevent mental health difficul-
ties and academic problems that Mexican 
American youths may encounter (Gonzalez et al., 
2014). Because it is a family-focused interven-
tion, the program targets four core areas: (1) 
effective parenting, (2) youth coping efficacy, (3) 
youth engagement with learning and at school, 
and (4) family cohesion. At the parent level, prac-
tices to increase student engagement include 
helping parents understand school expectations, 
cultivating parents’ capacity to engage in home-
school communication, and sharing strategies for 
strengthening parents’ use of parenting practices 
associated with academic success. Direct work 
with youth included visualization of positive 
futures, skills training in self-regulated learning 
and coping strategies, and encouragement to turn 
to family and school resources that support per-
sonal goals. Gonzalez et  al. (2014) found that 
seventh grade students whose families partici-
pated in the program experienced greater affec-
tive and cognitive engagement, evidenced by 
their reports of increased bonding to and valuing 
of school, compared to peers assigned to a mini-
mal dose control condition (i.e., a single-family 
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workshop). Follow-up research further revealed 
that student participation in the full program pre-
dicted better grades and lower levels of internal-
izing psychopathology a year later, with a 
sustained effect on reduced internalizing symp-
toms 5 years later due to the positive impact of 
intervention on student engagement (Gonzalez 
et al., 2014).

In another example of an intervention tailored 
to a specific population—in this case, high 
school freshmen entering accelerated curricula, 
the authors of this chapter and colleagues at the 
first author’s institution developed the Advancing 
Coping and Engagement (ACE) program. ACE 
is a universal program designed to equip stu-
dents taking Advanced Placement (AP) and 
International Baccalaureate (IB) classes with 
competencies in responding to academic stress-
ors, in particular by utilizing effective coping 
strategies and deliberately increasing behavioral 
and affective engagement at school (Shaunessy-
Dedrick et al., 2022). The classwide curriculum, 
delivered to 9th grade students in Pre-IB and AP 
classes consists of 12 modules with companion 
sessions for caregivers and AP/IB teachers. 
Three of the student modules focus on student 
engagement in response to earlier research with 
AP/IB students (N = 2379) indicating that affec-
tive and behavioral engagement are critical for 
promoting desired academic and mental health 
outcomes among this population (Suldo et  al., 
2018). The three engagement modules are cen-
tered on students’ affective connections with the 
school, their AP or IB program, and class; stu-
dents’ relationships with teachers and class-
mates; and students’ involvement with 
extracurricular activities. As reported in Suldo 
et  al. (2019a)  and Shaunessy-Dedrick et  al. 
(2022), an initial examination of intervention 
acceptability as viewed by the intended users of 
the ACE program indicated that students, teach-
ers, and parents who took part in a pilot of ACE 
at two high schools perceive skill development 
in these areas as salient to student success in AP/
IB, and in general had a positive response to the 
modules that target engagement. An evaluation 
of the outcomes associated with student partici-
pation in ACE is underway.

�Tier 2: Selective Interventions that 
Target Mental Health 
and Engagement

Tier 2 interventions focus on youths who are at-
risk for academic, emotional, or behavioral diffi-
culties and range from pairing at-risk students 
with adult mentors to offering time-limited small 
group or individual counseling to a limited num-
ber of students. The latter is typically imple-
mented by school counselors or psychologists. 
Nevertheless, Doll et  al. (2014) asserted that 
“school-based support staff are not the only 
resources for supporting students’ healthy devel-
opment” (p. 156). In this sense, mentors, or indi-
viduals without a background in professional 
mental health service delivery “are as essential to 
child mental health as the services of the school 
mental health professionals…[and] a compre-
hensive mental health plan for school mental 
health services will incorporate scores of adult 
caretakers who are not traditionally considered to 
be mental health providers” (Doll et  al., 2014; 
p. 157).

There are several well-researched selective 
interventions that address student engagement 
through supplementary support offered by adult 
mentors. Most of these interventions focus on 
students who are at-risk for dropping out of 
school (see research on Check & Connect; 
Christenson et  al., 2012; Christenson & Pohl, 
2020), students who have displayed problematic 
externalizing behaviors (see research on 
Check-in/Check-out; e.g., Miller et al., 2015), or 
youths who are targets of peer victimization or 
bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2004). There is 
less guidance available on evidence-based inter-
ventions with a dual focus of promotion of stu-
dent engagement and improved mental health 
outcomes, especially for students who are experi-
encing internalizing difficulties. Next, we 
describe a promising selective intervention our 
team created for use by school mental health pro-
fessionals to help students develop healthy cop-
ing skills and promote student engagement 
practices that are linked to emotional and aca-
demic success.
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Grounded in motivational interviewing (Miller 
& Rollnick, 2012), Motivation, Assessment, and 
Planning (MAP) meetings serve as a supplemen-
tal component to the aforementioned ACE pro-
gram. The MAP meetings are intended to help 
students reflect on and further develop healthy 
coping skills and student engagement practices 
that are linked to emotional and academic suc-
cess in AP/IB courses. School mental health pro-
viders deliver the MAP intervention through 
three core steps. First, after delivery of the ACE 
program in the fall semester, a multimethod, mul-
tisource approach is used to identify students 
with signs of academic and/or emotional chal-
lenges (see Suldo et al., 2019b for a description 
of the screening process). Second, the interven-
tionist administers a standard battery of surveys 
to assess the identified student’s current coping 
strategies, levels of student engagement, and per-
ceived parenting practices. Engagement indica-
tors include (a) behavioral engagement (extent of 
involvement in extracurricular activities), (b) 
affective engagement/school connectedness (per-
ceived relationships with AP/IB teachers, satis-
faction with AP/IB classes, and pride in school); 
and (c) cognitive engagement (interest in AP/IB 
classes, persistence, and performance standards). 
The questionnaire also assesses the students’ 
motivation to engage in their coursework, with 
specific attention to self-efficacy and flow experi-
ences in the classroom. Third, the interventionist 
meets with the student individually for approxi-
mately 50 minutes to discuss their level of coping 
and engagement based on the assessment results, 
and support the student in creating a self-directed 
change plan. In line with motivational interview-
ing standards (Miller & Rollnick, 2012), the four 
stages in the counseling meeting include Engage, 
Focus, Evoke, and Plan. Following review of the 
student’s current coping and engagement in rela-
tion to a normative database of other AP/IB stu-
dents, students select a target to address (e.g., 
behavioral engagement: join one after-school 
club) and the MAP coach and student work in a 
collaborative manner to develop an action plan 
for improving the selected target.

We developed the MAP meetings during the 
2016–17 year and field tested the MAP interven-

tion in the spring semester with 49 students who 
completed the ACE program during the fall 
semester (O’Brennan et  al., 2020) and further 
evaluated the usability and acceptability with a 
different sample of 121 students during the 
2017–18 year (Suldo et al., 2021). Findings from 
survey and interview data from participating stu-
dents and coaches as well as intended end users 
(school mental health staff) indicate that MAP is 
perceived by all stakeholder groups as useful to 
support student progress toward goals relevant to 
student success. For instance, school mental 
health staff who listened to de-identified MAP 
meetings conveyed that MAP would be an appro-
priate brief support for students taking AP/IB 
courses at their school. Suldo et al. (2021) found 
that only 15% of the at-risk freshmen warranted a 
referral for more intense supports after a second 
MAP meeting, suggesting the intervention is an 
effective early support for students who might 
otherwise fly under the radar and develop more 
severe academic or emotional challenges.

�Tier 3: Addressing Mental Health 
Problems that Pose Barriers 
to Student Engagement

In theory, universal and targeted supports should 
meet the needs of most students in the school 
context. Still, a smaller number of students 
(approximately 5% of the student body) are likely 
to need support that is more comprehensive and 
therapeutic in nature, including the provision of 
outpatient, community-based treatment (Doll 
et al., 2017). Intensive interventions provided in a 
school setting affords mental health specialists an 
opportunity to address and track the impact of 
students’ psychological and behavioral function-
ing on key academic outcomes, including their 
engagement in school. The following section 
summarizes structured mechanisms for attending 
to students’ mental health and engagement needs 
at this level of intense support. Of note, in con-
trast to the scores of professional guidance avail-
able regarding evidence-based interventions for 
youths with internalizing or externalizing forms 
of mental illness, including programs and prac-
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tices evaluated in schools rather than community 
settings, promising practices for improving sub-
jective well-being have been advanced only in 
the last 15 years and are therefore discussed after 
presentation of cognitive-behavioral therapy.

�Counseling and Therapeutic 
Approaches

A natural question for the school mental health 
provider is: What is the best therapeutic approach 
for supporting youth mental health? The answer 
to this question may be influenced by a number 
of factors such as (a) one’s clinical competence in 
relation to various approaches to psychotherapy 
(e.g., psychoanalysis and psychodynamic thera-
pies, behavior therapy, cognitive therapy, and 
humanistic therapy); (b) the availability of time 
to provide school-based counseling; and (c) a 
review of empirical evidence relative to school-
based counseling outcomes. We do not intend to 
be prescriptive in our discussion of cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) by suggesting that it is 
the only treatment approach for serving youths in 
school settings. Notwithstanding, it is important 
to acknowledge that the provision of school-
based mental health support for individual stu-
dents is often limited by time constraints due to 
the structure and duration of the school day. As 
such, therapeutic approaches that are less likely 
to be time-limited may be less feasible in school 
settings. Furthermore, a great deal of research 
has been published demonstrating improvement 
in students’ mental health outcomes upon the 
completion of counseling interventions guided 
by CBT techniques (Cullen, 2013; Hilt-Panahon 
et al., 2008). In recent years, an alternative time-
limited therapeutic approach—positive psycho-
therapy (PPT)—has been advanced as an 
alternative treatment for depression, with prelim-
inary research finding reductions in depressive 
symptoms as strong as those seen in adults ran-
domized to CBT (Furchtlehner et al., 2020).

Next, we review key components and features 
of CBT and PPT and provide evidence of treat-
ment efficacy based on empirical studies. We end 
this section with a brief review of progress moni-

toring techniques that interventionists can utilize, 
including those that may directly assess student 
engagement in response to individualized, long-
term counseling.

�Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy 
Components
CBT is an evidence-based intervention for treat-
ing internalizing and externalizing problems 
experienced by youths and adults (Hofmann 
et al., 2012). CBT includes a combination of cog-
nitive and behavioral strategies that are integrated 
to improve client functioning (see Joyce-Beaulieu 
& Sulkowsi, 2020 or Kendall, 2012 for a compre-
hensive review). The two main cognitive compo-
nents of CBT are psychoeducation and cognitive 
restructuring. Psychoeducation is intended to 
enhance one’s understanding of the nature of 
their challenges, whereas cognitive restructuring 
is intended to help the client identify, challenge, 
and reframe negative and distorted thought pat-
terns that are contributing to the identified 
concern.

Behavioral strategies typically include relax-
ation training, problem-solving and social skills 
training, exposure and response prevention, and 
behavioral activation. Relaxation training 
involves teaching clients multiple ways to reduce 
high levels of internal arousal associated with 
intense feelings of anxiety or anger (e.g., deep 
breathing, visual imaginary). Problem-solving 
and social skills training involve teaching youths 
to learn and apply skills for responding to chal-
lenging situations by engaging in adaptive actions 
(hence the behavioral nature of these two strate-
gies) guided by a systematic process. Exposure 
coupled with response prevention aims to help 
individuals overcome intense fears by exposing 
them to anxiety-provoking experiences and 
encouraging them to employ coping strategies 
during such encounters—as opposed to avoiding 
or escaping the experience. Finally, behavioral 
activation is typically utilized to help clients cope 
with depressed feelings by encouraging them to 
engage in fun, distracting or productive activities 
to lift their mood. In addition to the aforemen-
tioned techniques, parent training can be 
employed as well to help caregivers learn how to 
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support their child, especially those who display 
aggressive behaviors. In this regard, counselors 
may teach parents how to appropriately reinforce 
desired behaviors, deliver effective consequences 
for problematic behaviors, communicate effec-
tively, set boundaries and rules, and use stress 
management strategies.

�Evidence of CBT Effectiveness
Hilt-Panahon et  al.’s (2008) review of school-
based interventions for children and adolescents 
with and at-risk of depression concluded that 
CBT demonstrated moderate-to-large effect 
sizes, particularly when intervention activities 
included cognitive restructuring, pleasant activity 
scheduling (behavioral activation), and problem-
solving training. Likewise, Cullen’s (2013) meta-
analysis indicated that school-based CBT is 
effective for treating anxiety disorders and related 
symptoms. Overall, Cullen found that several of 
the studies demonstrated moderate-to-strong evi-
dence of treatment efficacy; and CBT interven-
tions were especially effective when they 
included multiple techniques such as psychoedu-
cation, cognitive restructuring, exposure, and 
social skills training.

School-based CBT can be an effective inter-
vention for treating externalizing problems as 
well, such as aggression among children and ado-
lescents. For example, Feindler and Engel’s 
(2011) review of intervention approaches for 
supporting school age-youths who display physi-
cal and verbal aggression toward other people 
highlights the benefits of using CBT for anger 
management support. Feindler and Engel found 
that CBT-based interventions yielded significant 
reductions in aggressive behaviors and improve-
ment in student coping, social skills, and self-
esteem, with interventions demonstrating 
moderate effect sizes. Furthermore, Feindler and 
Engel identified psychoeducation (e.g., teaching 
students to identify their triggers and emotional 
response), arousal management (e.g., deep 
breathing), social skills and problem-solving 
training, and cognitive restructuring as critical 
elements of CBT for addressing aggression, all of 
which can be implemented in individual or group 
settings. By way of example of impact on an indi-

vidual student, Parker et al. (2016) reported the 
results of a non-controlled case study illustrating 
the effects of a school-based selective interven-
tion for a middle school student with aggressive 
behaviors. Using a treatment approach that 
included cognitive restructuring, psychoeduca-
tion, relaxation training, and a parent component 
in the form of a home-school daily report card 
plan, Parker and colleagues reported a reduction 
in the student’s aggressive behaviors upon the 
end of the 6-month intervention period and at a 
1-year follow-up.

�Positive Psychotherapy Components
Positive Psychotherapy (PPT) is a clinical treat-
ment approach that is grounded in the principles 
of positive psychology (in particular, the PERMA 
conceptualization of well-being and emphasis on 
character strengths) along with recognition of the 
critical role of a positive therapeutic alliance in 
improving clients’ mental health (Rashid & 
Seligman, 2018). Regarding alliance, Rashid and 
Seligman contend that “effective therapeutic 
relationships can be built on exploration and 
analysis of positive personal characteristics and 
experiences (e.g., positive emotions, strengths, 
and virtues), and not just talking about troubles” 
(p.  21). PPT was created to balance empathic 
attention to the negative experiences that led to 
and maintain an individual’s psychological dis-
tress with deliberate focus on one’s resources and 
strengths that facilitate resilience and 
well-being.

The intervention manual presents a 15-session 
protocol (Rashid & Seligman, 2018), which has 
been evaluated in individual counseling and 
small group counseling modalities. The exercises 
within the sessions came from intervention 
research conducted to identify discrete positive 
activities that have empirical support for causing 
increases in indicators of happiness or subjective 
well-being. In a recent meta-analysis of the effec-
tiveness of positive psychology interventions, 
Carr et  al. (2020) analyzed findings from 347 
studies with over 72,000 participants from 41 
countries and identified ten types of positive 
activities that had significant effects on improv-
ing well-being or reducing ill-being (depression, 
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anxiety), specifically: gratitude, savoring, opti-
mism and hope, using signature strengths, humor, 
kindness, positive writing, meaning making, for-
giveness, and goal-setting.

Positive activities included in PPT involve (a) 
behavioral exercises intended to increase grati-
tude, kindness, and forgiveness, (b) cognitive/
visualization exercises intended to direct one’s 
attention to positive aspects of one’s past, pres-
ent, and future, and (c) communication exercises 
intended to improve relationships. 
Communication exercises, for example, include: 
strengths spotting (identifying and appreciating 
character strengths demonstrated in family mem-
bers) and using an active-constructive response 
style to extend positive emotions when loved 
ones share good news (Rashid, 2015). The coun-
selor provides psychoeducation about the role of 
negative, bitter thoughts and memories in per-
petuating psychological distress, alongside infor-
mation about how positive cognitions lead to 
positive emotions, build resources, and propel 
psychological growth. The counselor presents 
one or two positive activities in a session, and 
assigns practice assignments for the client to 
complete between sessions to either rehearse or 
complete the specific positive psychology tool.

�Evidence of PPT Effectiveness
Initial studies of PPT with diverse samples using 
individual and group delivery formats with vary-
ing numbers of sessions reported reductions in 
depressive symptoms and increases in subjective 
well-being (Rashid, 2015). To date, positive psy-
chotherapy has been evaluated in at least a dozen 
studies with adults, and a few with youths. Walsh 
et al. (2017) identified nine studies published in 
peer-reviewed journals that used PPT in clinical 
treatment of adults with depression, psychosis, or 
suicidal ideation. This synthesis of the available 
research drew attention to the fact that there was 
considerable variability in clinical use of PPT, 
with some but not all activities in the PPT proto-
col used and treatment often supplemented with 
additional exercises from CBT or positive psy-
chology. Seshadri et al.’s (2021) meta-analysis of 
effects of novel treatments for adult depression 
concluded that PPT (N = 4 studies) has not yet 

been examined in enough well-designed studies 
to afford definitive conclusions, but so far appears 
to be comparable to CBT in terms of effective-
ness in reducing depression, with the most prom-
ising outcomes among adults with moderate 
depression (vs. mild or severe depression).

Rashid et al. (2013) reported mixed effects of 
PPT in initial use with a non-clinical sample of 
22 middle school students randomly assigned to 
intervention (8 90-min group sessions of PPT) or 
no-treatment control. PPT was associated with 
increases in self-reported well-being and parent-
rated social skills, but no effects on life satisfac-
tion or depressive symptoms. Further modification 
and evaluation is needed to understand optimal 
levels of teacher and parent involvement in the 
youth-focused work in order to achieve positive 
results of PPT across academic, social, and men-
tal health outcomes (Rashid et  al., 2013). 
Mahmoudi and Khoshakhlagh (2017) evaluated 
positive psychotherapy relative to a delayed-
intervention control with 30 high school students 
in Iran who were referred by school counselors 
and diagnosed with depression. The PPT condi-
tion involved 10 large group sessions with activi-
ties that addressed identification of personal 
strengths, forgiveness, gratitude, hope and opti-
mism, relationship enhancement, and evocation 
of positive emotions. Analysis of self-report mea-
sures from pre- to post-intervention to 2-month 
follow-up indicated significant, lasting improve-
ments in self-esteem and eudemonic well-being 
among the intervention group in relation to the 
control group. Examination of indicators of psy-
chopathology was not reported. Taken together, 
initial evaluation of PPT when used with youths 
in school settings provides preliminary support 
for increases in hedonic and eudemonic well-
being (Mahmoudi & Khoshakhlagh, 2017; 
Rashid et al., 2013), with evidence of a beneficial 
impact on ill-being restricted to studies with 
adults in clinical treatment (Furchtlehner et  al., 
2020; Seshadri et al., 2021).

�Progress Monitoring in School Settings
Examining the outcomes of efficacy studies that 
feature experiments and comparison conditions 
(as described in the preceding sections) is useful 
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for identifying engagement and mental health 
interventions that are generally effective for K-12 
students. However, evaluative data collected 
within the context of field-based support can help 
practitioners determine whether a given interven-
tion is appropriate for their targeted population. 
When examining students’ outcomes in everyday 
practice, educators and clinicians can utilize a 
variety of progress monitoring tools to assess a 
student’s response to therapeutic interventions 
(see Renshaw et al., this volume). School mental 
health interventions should be evaluated using 
indicators of both well-being and ill-being, in 
accordance with a dual-factor model of mental 
health (Doll et al., 2021). Given the focus of this 
chapter, we highlight how the identified 
approaches can afford examination of indicators 
of student engagement as a critical aspect of 
treatment goals.

First, school mental health providers can 
examine naturally occurring school data such as 
office discipline referrals, incidents of in- and 
out-of-school suspensions, work completion sta-
tus/rate, and student participation in social activi-
ties. Observational data may include (a) recording 
the extent to which students display on-task 
behaviors in the classroom and (b) noting how 
and to what extent students interact with peers 
and adults in the classroom or larger school set-
ting. Finally, interventionists may utilize daily 
behavioral report cards and behavior rating scales 
as a mechanism to assess other adults’ percep-
tions of the degree in which the student is dis-
playing problematic or desired behaviors 
(Joyce-Beaulieu & Sulkowski, 2020).

These methods of data collection are consis-
tent with assessing indicators of student engage-
ment, as evidenced by students’ display of 
problematic or adaptive behaviors, attendance 
patterns, and work completion rate (behavioral 
engagement) and social connections with peers 
and adults (affective engagement) (see Reschly 
et  al., 2020). Joyce-Beaulieu and Sulkowski 
(2020) further explained that anecdotal accounts 
of students’ growth are useful for determining 
their response to CBT interventions. Thus, inquir-
ing about students’ perceptions of the classroom 
and school environment may be another approach 

to examining their affective and cognitive engage-
ment. An example of such may include a student 
who views school and studying (an indicator of 
cognitive engagement) as meaningless at the 
beginning of treatment and later grows to appre-
ciate school due to the implementation of cogni-
tive restructuring, visualizing of one’s best 
possible self in the future, or other CBT or PPT 
techniques.

�Considerations for Supporting 
Marginalized and Overlooked Pupils

When supporting marginalized populations, it is 
important that educators take a culturally respon-
sive approach. To this end, school mental health 
providers may use culturally relevant material, 
build upon students’ cultural strengths, or help 
students cope with cultural-related challenges 
(Parker et  al., 2021). For example, Jóvenes 
Fuertes is a validated version of the Strong Teens 
program that was designed for use with Latin* 
(Latinx) adolescents. The content includes les-
sons on ethnic pride (a cultural strength), in addi-
tion to using traditional CBT skills, such as 
cognitive reframing and problem-solving skills, 
to cope with acculturative stress. When delivered 
in a school setting, Castro-Olivo (2014) found 
that the intervention yielded significant effects on 
the students’ social-emotional learning knowl-
edge and social-emotional resiliency.

Still, this example and others we have pro-
vided thus far reflect mental health and student 
engagement interventions that support students 
directly. In recent years, more discussion has 
been accentuated in the professional literature 
about the limitations of addressing mental needs 
among marginalized populations at the client 
level alone. Scholars contend that restricting 
treatment to individual (and perhaps group-
based) intervention does not fully address social 
determinants of mental health, such as systemic 
policies, practices, and social norms of discrimi-
nation that perpetuate ongoing disparate out-
comes among people who are disenfranchised 
(Compton & Shim, 2015; Singh et  al., 2017). 
Instead, individual approaches imply that clients 
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(or students) who are marginalized are solely 
responsible for the outcomes of their hegemon-
ized treatment (see Galindo et  al., chapter 
“Expanding an Equity Understanding of Student 
Engagement: The Macro (Social) and Micro 
(School) Contexts”, this volume, for a discussion 
of structural barriers to student engagement).

Case in point, LGBTQ+ youths are at a high 
risk of experiencing negative emotions and 
diminished mental health compared to their non-
LGBTQ+ peers due to experiences of discrimina-
tion, victimization, isolation, and rejection 
(Russell & Fish, 2016; White et  al., 2018). 
Consequently, LGBTQ+ youths reported higher 
levels of student engagement when they were 
surrounded by supportive, safe adults in their 
school setting (Seelman et  al., 2012). Seelman 
et al. (2012) also found that indicators of affec-
tive (belonging and valuing of class content) and 
behavioral (being productive in school) engage-
ment were significant predictors of decreased 
fear-based truancy for sexual minority youth with 
higher levels of subjective fear at school, provid-
ing additional evidence for the importance of fos-
tering a positive school climate for this 
population.

Racial/ethnic minoritized youths represent 
another vulnerable population due to their 
encounter with racial discrimination in and out of 
school, and for some youths of color, exposure to 
neighborhood violence and inequitable access to 
mental health support (Alegria et  al., 2010; 
Quirk, 2020; Rosenbloom & Way, 2004; Thomas 
et al., 2011; Tobler et al., 2013). It is then unsur-
prising that researchers have found significant, 
negative links between student engagement (e.g., 
school bonding, commitment in the school pro-
cess) and discrimination, and positive associa-
tions between student engagement and social 
support in school settings among racial/ethnic 
minoritized students (Dotterer et  al., 2009; 
Garcia-Reid et  al., 2005). Taken together, it is 
incumbent upon school mental health providers 
to respond to their professional charge to advo-
cate for antiracist and anti-discriminatory poli-
cies and practices in school settings.

As a final example of a subgroup potentially 
in need of additional attention, students who are 
enrolled in rigorous, accelerated courses will 

likely be overlooked for mental health interven-
tions due to the assumption that they require little 
support, particularly when they excel in academic 
courses (Suldo et al., 2014). On the contrary, high 
achieving students can very well experience 
mental health-related challenges, which may be 
exacerbated by high levels of academic-related 
stress associated with rigorous coursework or 
striving toward perfectionism due to their high 
academic ability (e.g., Mofield et  al., 2016; 
Shaunessy et  al., 2011; Stornelli et  al., 2009). 
These students can be impacted by self-prescribed 
perfectionism, wherein students may set high 
personal standards for themselves, as well as 
socially prescribed perfectionism stemming from 
the perception that others (e.g., parents) demand 
perfectionism among the students (Fletcher & 
Speirs Neumeister, 2012; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). 
Like other groups of students, school mental 
health providers can use systematic screening to 
identify students enrolled in advanced course-
work who may need additional support (Suldo 
et al., 2019b) mental health support, including by 
facilitating student engagement, may be espe-
cially critical for underrepresented students who 
may experience increased stress due to the work-
load in accelerated courses and due to the previ-
ous mentioned factors linked to racial 
discrimination.

�Implications for Intervention 
Implementation

Overall, the aforementioned examples of Tier 1 
approaches underscore the benefits of universal 
programs for addressing student engagement 
directly and indirectly through structured, mental 
health preventative efforts. Because lower levels 
of student engagement and diminished youth 
mental health are particularly pronounced during 
middle and high school, programs demonstrating 
positive outcomes across several age groups, 
especially at the elementary level, support the 
rationale for investing in youth mental health ini-
tiatives in the early stages of their education. 
Mental health approaches at the Tier 2 level are 
generally intended to be preventative as well, 
with the goal of minimizing the severity of initial 
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signs of psychopathology and academic chal-
lenges. Nevertheless, students receiving Tier 2 
interventions may experience early indicators of 
significant mental health concerns, which war-
rants the use of more human capital, that is, adults 
from various occupational backgrounds provid-
ing short-term individual or small group support. 
As illustrated in the description of the MAP inter-
vention, supplemental/targeted support can target 
student engagement and mental health indicators 
simultaneously to promote optimal student func-
tioning. Some Tier 2 approaches can be provided 
by mentors/caregivers without a professional 
mental health background depending on the stu-
dent’s need.

This, then, reserves resources for the use of 
trained school mental health providers to address 
the needs of students who are particularly vul-
nerable to experiencing significant mental health 
challenges. As such, school-based mental health 
support at the Tier 3 level is more intensive due 
to the duration and highly individualized 
approach to treatment (Doll et  al., 2014; 
Macklem, 2011; NASP, 2015). For example, 
positive psychotherapy requires 8–15 weekly 
sessions. Parker and colleagues (2016) provided 
a 6-month CBT intervention coupled with a 
9-week behavioral intervention plan; and the 
intervention they executed was intended to meet 
the individual student’s needs, as opposed to uti-
lizing a standard treatment protocol that may 
have failed to address the specific challenges the 
student experienced.

Across all levels of interventions, student 
engagement can be targeted directly or indirectly 
through the use of empirically supported psycho-
logical strategies such as motivational interview-
ing, CBT, and positive psychology interventions 
that broaden-and-build resources that lead to stu-
dent engagement and achievement. Finally, men-
tal health support must reflect culturally sensitive 
practices that are responsive to marginalized 
youths’ lived experiences. As impressed upon the 
readers in this chapter, responding to the needs of 
disenfranchised students must include the combi-
nation of student-based interventions and efforts 
to advocate for systemic changes to promote 
socially-just, equitable practices for all.

�Directions for Future Research

We opened this chapter by describing and distin-
guishing modern conceptualizations of student 
engagement (i.e., behavioral, cognitive, and 
affective subtypes) and flourishing mental health 
(i.e., PERMA), and proceeded to summarize 
studies linking mental health to engagement and 
academic achievement. However, the separability 
of these multidimensional constructs is unclear, 
as is the directionality of the associations between 
them. Measurement studies are needed to deter-
mine if the general engagement aspect of PERMA 
is distinct from cognitive engagement for stu-
dents, a developmental group for whom school-
ing is a primary focus of daily activity. 
Longitudinal research that tracks children and 
adolescents’ levels of student engagement, men-
tal well-being and ill-being, and academic 
achievement over time is needed to illustrate if 
associations are primarily reciprocal (e.g., Datu 
& King, 2018; Ng et al., 2015) or if instead dete-
riorations or improvements in one area (e.g., 
mental health) drive changes in another area such 
as student engagement, a pathway inferred by 
this chapter’s emphasis on mental health 
interventions.

Experimental studies that evaluate the impact 
of school mental health interventions on student 
outcomes should include indicators of multiple 
student engagement subtypes, in part to permit 
determination of how the different foci of mental 
health interventions (e.g., treatment of psychopa-
thology through CBT, fostering subjective well-
being through positive psychology interventions) 
may impact different aspects of engagement. In 
addition to comprehensive assessment of student 
engagement and mental health (well-being and 
ill-being), data on distal academic outcomes via 
indicators of achievement (e.g., test scores, 
course grades, on-time graduation) should be col-
lected to permit examination of intervention 
impact on those outcomes particularly relevant to 
administrative stakeholders who are responsible 
for decisions about resource allocation. Such effi-
cacy studies should include sizeable representa-
tion of students from different gender, race/
ethnicity, and socioeconomic groups to permit 
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crucial examinations of how subgroups of stu-
dents based on their intersectional identities 
respond to interventions targeting mental health 
and engagement, including systemic and cultur-
ally adapted interventions. In addition to such 
large-scale efficacy studies, we need more case 
and field-based research examining links between 
mental health interventions and student engage-
ment in real-world applications of evidence-
based interventions to local contexts.

�Summary

Student engagement is a multidimensional con-
struct reflected in behavioral engagement (active 
participation in the learning environment), affec-
tive engagement (feelings during class and learn-
ing, perceptions of belongingness and 
connectedness at school), and cognitive engage-
ment (valuing of education, use of self-regulated 
learning strategies; Fredricks et al., 2019). In this 
chapter, we present literature that documents 
associations between student engagement and 
optimal mental health defined in part by subjec-
tive well-being in line with a dual-factor model 
(Suldo & Doll, 2021). In accordance with 
Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-Build theory, 
we establish the salience of positive emotions to 
student learning and engagement; positive emo-
tions create an upward spiral marked by broaden-
ing of cognitive capacity and behavioral flexibility 
that in turn builds lasting personal social, psycho-
logical, and physical resources (Fredrickson, 
2001). In short, positive emotions serve adaptive 
functions that lead to better outcomes including 
student engagement (Reschly et  al., 2008). We 
maintain that the superior academic outcomes 
that stem from student engagement foster oppor-
tunities for students’ positive experiences 
reflective of numerous elements of PERMA (e.g., 
accomplishment and relationships) that foster 
flourishing mental health (Carmona–Halty et al., 
2019; Kwok & Fang, 2021; Ouweneel et  al., 
2011). In sum, positive emotions and student 
engagement foster competencies related to cop-
ing, strengths use, and social connections that are 
critical to healthy emotional development as well 

as academic achievement. For such reasons, uni-
versal and targeted applications of the promising 
or evidence-based school-based interventions 
that are described in this chapter as created to 
improve student well-being or ameliorate ill-
being might conceptualize student engagement 
as among the proximal outcomes, and expect 
positive effects on student engagement in addi-
tion to enhanced mental health outcomes.
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Abstract

Effective schools buffer students against the 
effects of adversity on learning and positive 
adjustment in the present and prepare them for 
future resilience. This chapter draws on the 
developmental literature about resilience in 
children and the educational psychology liter-
ature on student engagement to highlight the 
multifaceted role of schools in resilience. We 
adopt a scalable and multidisciplinary systems 
definition of resilience as the capacity of a 
dynamic system to adapt successfully to chal-
lenges that threaten the function, survival, or 
development of the system. We consider the 
multifaceted roles in promoting and nurturing 
resilience of student engagement, broadly 
defined to include behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive processes that connect students to 
learning and their school communities. 
Student engagement affords greater access to 
resources and resilience capacity that can pro-
tect children at risk due to acute and chronic 
adverse childhood experiences while also 
facilitating the development of resilience fac-
tors widely implicated as the building blocks 
of future competence and resilience. Student 

engagement processes mediate, moderate, and 
reflect the processes by which school systems 
can support and nurture student resilience 
through multisystem interactions. A “short 
list” of resilience factors consistently associ-
ated with student resilience is delineated along 
with multiple ways that schools support and 
nurture these influential factors. Schools can 
mitigate risk, provide an array of resources 
and opportunities, and simultaneously nurture 
powerful adaptive systems that build future 
resilience for individuals and thereby their 
communities and societies.

Studies of resilience suggest that effective 
schools buffer children against the effects of 
adversity on learning and positive adjustment in 
the present while also nurturing their future com-
petence and resilience (Doll, 2013; Masten, 
2014b, 2021; Theron, 2021; Ungar et al., 2019). 
Research suggests that student engagement plays 
key roles in the processes by which schools con-
tribute to this dual mobilization and development 
of adaptive systems that serve to protect children 
at risk due to acute and chronic adverse child-
hood experiences, while also facilitating the 
development of resilience factors widely impli-
cated as foundational to future competence and 
resilience capacity. This chapter draws from 
developmental science on resilience in children 
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and educational science on student engagement 
to highlight the multiple ways that schools foster 
resilience in the short and long term, with a focus 
on the roles of student engagement in the adap-
tive success of students confronted with signifi-
cant adversities and disadvantages.

For the purposes of this discussion, we adopt a 
multidimensional perspective on student engage-
ment, encompassing indicators and processes 
associated with psychosocial connections of stu-
dents with school that facilitate learning and aca-
demic success (Appleton et al., 2008; Christenson 
& Pohl, 2020; Wang & Hofkens, 2020). Broad 
definitions of student engagement encompass 
behavioral, emotional, and intellectual processes 
that reflect a multitude of potential interactions 
with curricular material; relationships with other 
students, staff, and teachers; participation in the 
norms and expectations of the school commu-
nity; and active roles of students in decision mak-
ing or feedback to shape their learning 
environments (Coates, 2007; Kuh, 2009). From 
this perspective, student engagement is multifac-
eted, including emotional, cognitive, motiva-
tional, behavioral, and relational dimensions long 
associated with positive outcomes in school and 
in life, ranging from attendance and academic 
achievement to later work success (Reschly et al., 
2020). In addition, student engagement com-
prises a multisystem, multidirectional set of pro-
cesses by which schools, students, families, and 
communities influence each other. Student 
engagement can be influenced by families and 
peers outside of school as well as by staff and 
students inside a school community. Moreover, 
the engagement of individual students as well as 
their families can influence the overall school 
climate and quality of education, with the poten-
tial for enhancing the overall quality of the school 
for all of its students. Consequently, there is long-
standing interest in promoting student engage-
ment in various ways in order to enhance 
developmental outcomes in children and youth, 
particularly for young children at risk of aca-
demic and psychological problems (Appleton 
et  al., 2008; Reschly et  al., 2020). Similarly, 
schools also may promote the resilience of the 
broader communities in which they are embed-

ded, fostering a sense of collective identity, build-
ing social capital among local residents, and 
cultivating economic growth (Good, 2019; 
Milofsky, 2018).

Interventions to promote student engagement 
and school success have historical connections to 
the developmental science on competence and 
resilience (Christenson & Pohl 2020; Masten, 
2003; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2009; Reynolds 
et al., 2007; Wang & Gordon, 1994). The impor-
tance of schools, for example, in the success of 
immigrant youth and in recovery from mass-
casualty disasters and conflict is widely recog-
nized by humanitarian agencies as well as 
researchers (Masten & Narayan, 2012; Masten 
et  al., 2019; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013). 
One of the most efficacious and well-established 
interventions to promote student engagement and 
avert student dropout, Check & Connect, was 
explicitly designed to build protective and reduce 
risk factors identified in the resilience literature, 
along with other research evidence and theory 
relevant to student engagement (Christenson & 
Pohl, 2020).

With the goal of linking current efforts to pro-
mote student engagement with advancements in 
resilience science, this chapter includes the fol-
lowing sections. The first section provides a con-
temporary definition of resilience from a 
multisystem developmental perspective, empha-
sizing the salience of schools for resilience, par-
ticularly in the context of overcoming situations 
of high cumulative risk, including homelessness, 
poverty, disaster, political conflicts, migration, 
discrimination, maltreatment, and related adver-
sities. The second section elaborates on parallels 
in the “short list” of resilience factors consis-
tently observed in theory and empirical studies of 
resilience broadly defined and the more specific 
literature on protective influences of schools. 
Section three examines the evidence on mediat-
ing and moderating roles of student engagement 
in resilience processes. The fourth section high-
lights the multifaceted roles of schools in nurtur-
ing resilience and preventing adversity for their 
students and societies. Conclusions highlight the 
alignment of research on resilience and student 
engagement, the dual roles of schools in resil-
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ience processes present and future, the vital role 
schools are expected to play in pandemic recov-
ery, and the need for resilience studies focused on 
adaptive processes afforded by schools that are 
particularly important for diverse students.

�Resilience Defined 
from a Developmental Multisystem 
Perspective

Resilience can be defined from many perspec-
tives, ranging from engineering or ecology to 
psychology or urban planning, referring broadly 
to the qualities or processes involved in with-
standing or adapting to disturbances or adversi-
ties that threaten different kinds of natural or built 
systems (Folke, 2016; Masten, 2014b; Ungar, 
2021). For the purposes of this discussion, which 
is focused on students in the context of schools, 
we adopt a multisystem view that is scalable and 
multidisciplinary, reflecting the growing domi-
nance of systems thinking in developmental sci-
ence and the call for integrating knowledge on 
resilience from different disciplines to meet chal-
lenges posed by disasters, epidemics, political 
conflicts, and related global challenges (Masten, 
2018a; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2020).

We define resilience as the capacity of a 
dynamic system to adapt successfully through 
multiple processes to challenges that threaten 
that system’s function, survival, or development 
(Masten, 2014b; Masten et  al., 2021). We view 
students as living systems, whose development 
(and resilience at any given time) is continually 
influenced by many interacting systems within 
their bodies and minds as well as between the 
whole person and their environments. Individuals 
are embedded in other systems, including fami-
lies and schools, that in turn are connected to 
other systems, and they also are influenced by 
many processes related to culture and environ-
ments. These views are consistent with develop-
mental systems theory (Gottlieb, 2007; Griffiths 
& Taber, 2013; Lerner, 2006, Overton, 2013), 
Bronfenbrenner’s socioecological theory 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), developmen-
tal psychopathology (Masten & Cicchetti, 2016), 

family resilience theory (Walsh, 2016), social-
ecological theory (Folke, 2016), studies of stu-
dent engagement in the education literature 
(Wang & Hofkens, 2020), and multisystem views 
of resilience emerging in many other disciplines 
(Ungar, 2021).

Schools also can be viewed as complex 
dynamic systems (Hawkins & James, 2018), 
influenced by individuals who attend or work in 
the school and by many systems outside of the 
school with influence on school staff, students, 
and curriculum, ranging from families of their 
students to teacher unions and policy makers. The 
quality of schools in terms of education and the 
well-being of their students and staff will depend 
on support from their students, families of stu-
dents, their communities, and many other organi-
zations. The quality and resilience of schools are 
shaped by many interactions, including the com-
plex array of processes encompassed by the con-
cept of student engagement, as well as excellent 
leadership (Hawkins & James 2018; Masten & 
Motti-Stefanidi, 2009; Wang & Hofkens, 2020). 
High-quality student engagement supports the 
overall effectiveness of a school as well as the 
individual experiences of its students.

Recognizing that many interactions shape the 
course of development across intersecting system 
levels carries with it the idea that changes at one 
level or in one domain of functioning in a system 
are likely to spread to affect other areas of func-
tion and, potentially, other system levels. The 
potential of multisystem interactions to change 
the course of development in a system is captured 
by the concept of developmental cascades 
(Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). Exposure to chronic, 
severe trauma in childhood, for example, can 
influence lifelong health through biological 
changes in stress-regulation and other neurobio-
logical systems central to health (Boyce et  al., 
2021; McEwen, 2019). Early success at school, 
facilitated by first rate early childhood education 
before school entry and effective teaching and 
school leadership after school begins, can pro-
mote success among children who experience 
many forms of deprivation and adversity in child-
hood (Bellis et al., 2018; Masten, 2014b; Huebner 
et al., 2016; Reynolds et al., 2018).
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From the point of view of students, schools 
are contexts where many learning and social 
interactions take place. In Bronfenbrenner’s 
social ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006), schools represent a key microsys-
tem for individual development. Through many 
interactions with staff, teachers, other students, 
instructional material, and the extracurricular 
context, students change and develop in many 
ways, ideally learning academic skills, such as 
reading and math, as well as social-emotional 
skills of getting along with other people, follow-
ing the behavioral rules of their community and 
society, and understanding the values and ways 
of succeeding in their environment. Interactions 
in schools can socialize immigrant youth to the 
norms, expectations, and values of a new host 
culture, while interactions in the home promote 
protective connections to their heritage culture; 
the development of bicultural competence is 
linked to the success and well-being of immi-
grant youth (Motti-Stefanidi et  al., 2020). 
Societies charge schools with educating and 
socializing their children for competence in the 
society, in parallel but different ways than their 
families. Families and societies alike expect 
schools to keep their children safe from harm 
while also preparing them for future learning, 
work, and civic engagement.

Going to school, getting along with other 
people there, and learning the skills essential 
for making one’s way in society are some of 
the developmental tasks expected of children 
in most modern societies (Masten, 2014b). 
Developmental tasks are the physical or psy-
chosocial milestones or accomplishments by 
which progress in development is typically 
evaluated by society, parents, and eventually 
by young people themselves. These are the cri-
teria by which we often judge how well devel-
opment is going, based on many generations of 
observation as well as research that these 
accomplishments indicate not only current 
competence but also the likelihood of future 
competence (Heckman, 2006; Masten et  al., 
2006). Such criteria have played a central role 
in education (Havighurst, 1974) and in resil-
ience research as indicators of positive adapta-

tion to adversity or risk (Masten, 2014b; 
Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

The study of resilience in developmental 
research required the operationalization of two 
core components: the adversity or risk posing a 
threat to development and the criteria for evaluat-
ing how well the young person was doing (Masten 
et al., 2021). Although there are many other crite-
ria to consider, both positive (e.g., psychological 
well-being) and negative (e.g., trauma symp-
toms) developmental tasks were popular among 
developmental scientists, perhaps because par-
ents, teachers, communities, and societies agree 
on their importance. The thesis that “competence 
begets competence” was widely believed before 
data began to back up this idea and economist 
James Heckman and others documented the high 
return on investment in early childhood compe-
tence (Huebner et al., 2016).

Developmental tasks change, of course, as 
development proceeds and as the context changes. 
Infants and toddlers are expected to form attach-
ment bonds and learn the language of the family, 
whereas students of school age are expected to 
attend school, follow classroom rules, and learn 
numerous academic and social skills. When 
migration occurs and young people enter school 
in a new culture and/or context, routine develop-
mental tasks are often compounded by accultura-
tion and adapting to the new context 
(Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013, 2020). For 
immigrant youth, schools often serve as a pri-
mary acculturative context for learning about 
their new homeland, exploring their cultural 
identities and potential conflicts between the 
developmental tasks of their native culture and 
host culture, making friends among host-culture 
peers, gaining a sense of belonging, and future 
opportunities. Success in school also offers a 
gateway to success in higher education, work, 
and status in the new society. For receiving soci-
eties, success among immigrant youth offers 
enhanced human capital and a more diverse 
workforce.

As evidence accrued on the success of chil-
dren in terms of developmental tasks in the school 
context, it became clear that student engagement 
indexed in multiple ways was generally related to 
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competence or success in school-related develop-
mental tasks (such as academic achievement, 
peer acceptance, and prosocial conduct), both for 
native and immigrant youth. Concomitantly, evi-
dence grew that student engagement also was a 
key mediator and moderator of school success for 
young people at risk of school failure and devel-
opmental problems due to adverse childhood 
experiences, socioeconomic risks, or migration 
(Appleton et  al., 2008; Durlak, 2009; Masten, 
2014b; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2009; Motti-
Stefanidi & Masten, 2013). The varied processes 
represented by the construct of “student engage-
ment” in this body of work included relationships 
with teachers and peers, attendance and partici-
pation in school activities, a sense of belonging 
or school spirit, and family involvement in school 
activities. These processes reflect behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive aspects of engagement 
(Appleton et al., 2008).

From the perspective of the schools, student 
engagement can be viewed as a mediator and 
moderator of overall school effectiveness, with 
schools as systems striving to educate and pro-
mote competence of their students (Eccles & 
Roeser, 2011). For schools educating students at 
risk of learning or behavioral problems related to 
disadvantage, adversity, or migration, bolstering 
student engagement can be conceptualized as a 
strategy for improving the competence of all stu-
dents and the resilience of their high-risk students 
(Reschly et al., 2020; Wang & Gordon, 1994). As 
a result, student engagement has been the target 
of interventions to bolster school effectiveness in 
general and promote resilience specifically 
among high-risk students. In their edited volume, 
Reschly et  al. (2020) provide multiple chapters 
illustrating different strategies of intervention 
aimed at boosting emotional, cognitive, motiva-
tional, and relational engagement of students 
with school. Similarly, many of the preventive 
interventions intended to promote school achieve-
ment and adjustment among children at risk due 
to trauma, discrimination, migration, or poverty 
have focused on engaging students as founda-
tional to facilitating the opportunities and inter-
actions that are essential to learning and building 
relationships that support these students (Masten, 

2014b). More specifically, in the resilience litera-
ture, student engagement processes were concep-
tualized as a means to build resilience capacity.

In resilience theory, general predictors of bet-
ter outcomes are known as promotive factors, 
whereas influences that play an additional or 
exclusive role in the context of high exposure to 
adverse experiences are known as protective fac-
tors (Masten & Cicchetti, 2016). This difference 
reflects “main effects” versus moderating or 
“interactional effects” (interacting with a risk 
factor) of a variable on desired outcomes. 
Effective schools can be generally better for 
learning and also specifically helpful for children 
at risk due to disadvantages or adversities, acting 
as both a promotive and protective factor. 
Similarly, individual or family attributes, such as 
self-control or parenting skills, can be good for 
development at all risk levels but especially 
important for children in high-risk 
circumstances.

Over the years, research on children who 
overcame adversity or succeeded in school 
despite a history of risk circumstances consis-
tently pointed to a set of individual, family, and 
school qualities often identified as promotive and 
protective factors (Masten, 2014b; Masten et al., 
2021; Ungar & Theron, 2020). Striking parallels 
in the qualities of individual youth, families, and 
schools associated with resilience in children and 
in each of these contexts suggested that there 
may be multisystem processes connecting these 
fundamental human adaptive systems that fos-
tered resilience, particularly when networks of 
these systems were aligned. In the next section, 
we discuss these apparent drivers of resilience 
and the role of student engagement in engaging 
and enhancing them.

�Converging Research on Resilience 
Linking Students, Families, 
and Schools

Research on children at risk consistently impli-
cated a set of recurring resilience factors associ-
ated with better outcomes in the near and far term 
under diverse conditions of risk or adversity 
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(Garmezy, 1985; Masten, 2014b; Luthar, 2006; 
Ungar & Theron, 2020). Examples of these fac-
tors (sometimes called the “short list”) implicated 
a set of basic human adaptive systems associated 
with good adaptation, particularly under adver-
sity. The short list included individual attributes, 
relationships, and qualities of a child’s context, 
such as effective/supportive caregiving, schools, 
and communities. Meanwhile, other lines of 
research on effective families and family resil-
ience (Henry et al., 2015; Patterson, 2002; Walsh, 
2016), as well as effective schools and school 
resilience (Anderson, 1994; Edmonds, 1979; 
Masten, 2014b; Theron, 2021; Ungar et al., 2019) 
pointed to very similar resilience factors.

In recent theory and reviews of the literature, 
resilience scholars have noted the striking simi-
larities in resilience factors identified across 
major social systems in the lives of children and 
youth, suggesting that this alignment is not coin-
cidental. Instead, the alignment may reflect the 
multisystem nature of resilience and the interde-
pendent processes that afford humans the capac-
ity to adapt, arising from many generations of 
natural and sociocultural selection (Masten, 
2018a; Masten et  al., 2021; Ungar, 2018). 
Resilience factors associated with better adjust-
ment among children at risk of various reasons 
also tend to co-occur, although situated in differ-
ent systems, consistent with the idea that protec-
tive processes interact across systems in ways 
that afford synergy and thereby greater resilience 
capacity (Fritz et al., 2018; Höltge et al., 2021; 
Masten, 2011). Social networks of adaptive sys-
tems may have co-evolved, drawing on the fun-
damental adaptive capabilities of individuals in 
our highly social species. These speculations 
have led to interest in research on network analy-
sis of resilience and similar efforts to measure the 
coordinated capacity of social-contextual sys-
tems to support individual human resilience 
(Fritz et al., 2018; Höltge et al., 2021).

Common psychosocial resilience factors that 
span individual attributes, relationships, and con-
texts have been reported for decades in case stud-
ies, empirical studies, and reviews of the literature 
on young people who show positive adjustment 
and outcome in the context of exposure to signifi-

cant adversity (e.g., Garmezy, 1985; Masten 
et al., 1990; Werner & Smith, 1992). Such obser-
vations are entirely consistent with developmen-
tal systems and social-ecological theories of 
resilience. Ongoing research continues to add 
evidence of common resilience factors, despite 
inconsistencies in research methods and concepts 
of resilience (Masten et  al., 2021). Persistent 
inconsistencies of both concepts and methods 
continue to limit the feasibility of systematic 
reviews of this literature. Nonetheless, recent 
efforts to conduct systematic and scoping reviews 
of the literature on resilience in young people 
support the basic conclusions from early obser-
vations and narrative reviews that there are multi-
system resilience factors that appear across 
cultures and diverse situations of risk (Christmas 
& Khanlou, 2019; Fritz et al., 2018; Meng et al., 
2018; Ungar & Theron, 2020).

Examples of frequently identified factors 
associated with resilience in students are shown 
in Table 1, including comparable factors from a 
student and school perspective (Doll, 2013; 
Masten, 1994, 2007, 2014b; Masten & Motti-

Table 1  Short list of resilience factors associated with 
student resilience

From a student perspective From a school perspective
Close relationships, 
attachment bonds with 
family, other adults, and 
friends

Caring, respectful 
relationships among 
students, faculty, and 
staff

Sense of security, 
belonging

School climate of safety 
and inclusion

Problem-solving skills Effective teaching
Self-regulation (cognitive, 
emotional)

Structure and effective 
leadership

Motivation to succeed, 
agency

Scaffolding to enhance 
mastery motivation

Positive views of self, 
identity, self-efficacy

Positive views of 
students and school

Positive outlook on the 
future, optimism

Positive outlook on 
student and school 
future

Sense of purpose and 
meaning

School spirit, collective 
purpose

Engaged with effective 
school and teachers

Student engagement

Family engagement Community engagement
Parenting and family 
resilience

Teacher and school 
resilience
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Table 2  How schools enhance present and future student 
resilience

Meeting basic student needs for nutrition, safety, 
healthcare, and stimulation
Sensitive interactions and teaching that convey 
respect, concern, commitment, and inclusion
Opportunities for relationships with caring, 
committed, and competent adults and mentors
Role modeling of effective self-regulation and stress 
management
Support for self-regulation, autonomy, and 
self-determination
Fostering values and maintaining a positive school 
climate
High expectations in the context of supportive 
relationships
Opportunities for friendships with prosocial peers
Opportunities to learn and develop talents
Opportunities to experience mastery
Fostering healthy habits and daily routines
Special rituals and celebrations that reinforce 
belonging, accomplishment, and optimism
Connections and collaboration with students’ families
Reducing school-based stress and adversity (e.g., 
reducing conflict, bullying, racism)

Stefanidi, 2009; Ungar & Theron, 2020; Wang & 
Hofkens, 2020; Wright et al., 2013). These exam-
ples of resilience factors represent leading candi-
dates in the quest to know “What matters?” for 
resilience in children and youth. These resilience 
factors, comprising the short list, are assumed to 
reflect fundamental adaptive systems and capa-
bilities that develop in human lives resulting from 
the interplay of biological, social, and ecological 
processes (Masten, 2014b). Identifying key resil-
ience factors was the primary goal of the first 
wave of resilience science focused on children 
and youth (Masten, 2007; Wright et al. 2013).

Later waves of research focused on how 
questions: the processes involved in how these 
factors worked to yield successful adaptation in 
the midst or aftermath of adversity exposure as 
well as the development of the capacities for 
resilience indicated by these factors (Masten, 
2007). It was important to understand how 
resilience led to successful adaptation in order 
to develop effective interventions for children 

at risk of harm from adverse experiences and 
risky circumstances (Masten, 2014b). Table  2 
offers a potential list of “how” schools may fos-
ter resilience based on the literature cited in this 
article on student resilience and effective 
schools (e.g., Ungar et al., 2019), a list that is 
highly congruent with recommendations to 
engage students (e.g., Reschly et  al., 2020). 
Notably, effective schools share many of the 
qualities of effective families with respect to 
protecting children in the present and nurturing 
their resilience for the future (Masten, 2018a, 
b; Theron, 2021).

In the following section we examine more 
closely how schools nurture and support resil-
ience. We suggest that student engagement plays 
a vital role in the processes by which schools fos-
ter resilience in the short and long term.

�Student Engagement as a Mediator 
and Moderator of Resilience

Research from diverse corners of the literature on 
resilience in children and youth implicates stu-
dent engagement as a mediator and moderator of 
resilience for children at risk due to adverse life 
experiences, socioeconomic disadvantage, or 
racial-ethnic discrimination (Fredricks et  al., 
2019; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013; Reschly 
et al., 2020; Wang & Hofkens, 2020). Success in 
school is a central developmental task in most 
contemporary societies, indicating resilience in 
the cases of students who encounter major obsta-
cles to school success in their lives and serving as 
a harbinger of future success. Theoretically, some 
degree of engagement is a prerequisite for most 
of the resilience processes afforded by effective 
schools. For example, positive relationships are 
less likely to develop with a teacher for students 
who rarely attend school. Growing evidence of 
malleability in multiple dimensions of student 
engagement long associated with better school 
outcomes has spurred considerable interest in 
interventions to promote student engagement 
(Fredricks et al., 2019).
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�Cumulative Risks and Adversities 
Threaten School Success

Many adversities and disadvantages pose risks to 
school readiness, learning, conduct, achieve-
ment, completion, and psychological well-being 
at school. These risks often co-occur with cumu-
lative effects on multiple indicators of school 
adjustment (Evans et al., 2013; Masten, 2014b). 
Some risks have direct effects on school success 
and others indirectly influence behavior or psy-
chological well-being in ways that interfere with 
learning. Children experiencing homelessness 
may not be able to attend school regularly or may 
change schools frequently, either of which can 
disrupt learning (Cowen, 2017; Fantuzzo et  al., 
2012; Masten et al., 2015). Exposure to violence 
or neglect can interfere with children developing 
essential social, emotional, and self-regulation 
skills important for learning and school success 
(Labella & Masten, 2018). Youth who experience 
racism or discrimination based on ethnicity, gen-
der, or weight report worse psychological well-
being (e.g., low self-worth, social anxiety, 
depressive symptoms) and lower academic 
achievement, particularly if school staff or teach-
ers are the source of the discrimination (Benner 
& Graham, 2013; Ghavami et  al., 2020). Brain 
development and related cognitive functions and 
stress-regulation systems can also be affected in 
lasting ways by exposure to toxic levels of stress 
or profound neglect in early life (Shonkoff et al., 
2012). Lower school readiness, partially medi-
ated by self-regulation skills, is related to poverty 
and inequality (Blair & Raver, 2015).

�Resilience in the Context 
of Cascading Risks

Over time the effects of such risks can accrue and 
cascade across domains of function at school 
(Masten et al., 2005; Labella & Masten, 2018). 
Difficulties with self-regulation skills, for exam-
ple, can lead to later achievement and conduct 
problems that contribute to peer rejection and 
disengagement from school (Sabol & Pianta, 
2012; Zelazo, 2020). Yet, evidence also suggests 

that these cumulative and cascading harms to 
education can be reduced or prevented by effec-
tive family and community supports, high-quality 
early childhood education, and efforts by schools 
to engage and support students at risk during the 
school years (Bellis et  al., 2018; Plumb et  al., 
2016; Robles et  al., 2019; Uddin et  al., 2021; 
Ungar et  al., 2019). For example, research on 
families experiencing homelessness indicates 
that parenting quality is associated with better 
academic, behavioral, and social adjustment of 
their children in school (Labella et  al., 2017; 
Masten et al., 2015). The Head Start REDI pro-
gram, which targets social-emotional and lan-
guage/literacy skills in disadvantaged 
preschoolers, has shown lasting effects on school 
success among children at risk due to poverty 
(Bierman et  al., 2008). This intervention has 
shown effects on academic engagement (e.g., 
enthusiastic about learning, attentiveness) that 
were sustained through elementary school (Welsh 
et  al., 2020) and also had protective effects on 
school bonding in young adolescents (Sanders 
et al., 2020).

Check & Connect, mentioned above, was 
developed in the 1990s as a dropout prevention 
program but quickly became recognized as a suc-
cessful intervention to promote student engage-
ment (Christenson et  al., 2012; Christenson & 
Pohl, 2020). This program was influenced by 
resilience theory and, from the outset, it focused 
on improving students’ connections to school 
and their sense of belonging. The aims and strate-
gies of Check & Connect continue to align very 
well with protective factors and processes identi-
fied in the resilience literature. In this program, 
mentors build sustained, trusting relationships 
with students and work with them to solve prob-
lems. They monitor and facilitate student engage-
ment with school and learning in multiple ways, 
engaging with parents and school personnel as 
well as students. The program aims to reduce risk 
factors while also building protective factors, 
such as a trusted relationships with adults at 
school, self-efficacy, problem-solving skills, and 
motivation.

Positive relationships with prosocial, engaged 
peers may also play a key role in student engage-
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ment. Findings from the Longitudinal Studies of 
Child Abuse and Neglect (LONGSCAN) sug-
gested that positive peer relationships during 
adolescence had promotive effects on student 
engagement and protective effects against the 
risk of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) on 
school outcomes at age 16 (Moses & Vollodas, 
2017). Opportunities for positive peer interac-
tions may also play a role in the resilience of 
immigrant youth, discussed further below.

Efforts to engage students in school recognize 
that schools have multiple academic and social 
contexts for engaging students (Wang & Hofkens, 
2020). Schools can offer diverse social, aca-
demic, and extracurricular contexts that appeal to 
different students. Schools as developmental 
contexts can offer students different pathways of 
engagement that fit the individual and develop-
mental needs of students with variable motiva-
tions, talents, and past experiences.

�Student Engagement in Diverse 
Racial/Ethnic and Cultural Contexts

Engaging students from diverse ethnic, racial, 
and cultural backgrounds poses particular chal-
lenges for schools (see Galindo et  al., chapter 
“Expanding an Equity Understanding of 
Student Engagement: The Macro (Social) and 
Micro (School) Contexts”, this volume), but 
offers great promise for promoting resilience. 
Students from marginalized populations have 
good reason to be wary in schools or communi-
ties with a history of racism or xenophobia, and 
many report ongoing experiences of school-
based discrimination (Ghavami et  al., 2020). 
Nonetheless, student engagement is associated 
with better school outcomes and future oppor-
tunities for students from racial-ethnic minori-
ties or immigrant families (Motti-Stefanidi & 
Masten, 2020; Wittrup et  al., 2019). Some 
schools with a diverse student body manage to 
foster student engagement through different 
strategies. For example, a recent review of eth-
nic studies courses found that these culturally 
grounded curricula promote identity develop-
ment, well-being, and graduation rates among 
ethnic minority youth and improved the racial 

attitudes of white students (Sleeter & Zavala, 
2020). Graham (2018) argues that, as schools 
become increasingly diverse due to the demo-
graphic trends in the United States, ethnic 
minority and majority students alike benefit 
from protective factors that include cross-ethnic 
friendships, the development of complex social 
identities, and reduced vulnerability to bullying 
or discrimination. A growing literature suggests 
that culturally responsive teaching and positive 
cross-ethnic relationships within schools can 
support the engagement and resilience of youth 
from different cultural and racial backgrounds.

Research on immigrant youth also suggests there 
are protective influences at multiple system levels 
(Motti-Stefanidi, 2018; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 
2020; Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2009, 2018). These 
include influences at the level of communities or 
society (welcoming attitudes toward immigrants, 
cultural pluralism valued, economic and social sup-
ports for immigrant families), schools (intermin-
gling of immigrant and native youth, intercultural 
friendships, inclusive school climate), and individu-
als (positive identity, self-efficacy). Relationships 
play a central mediating role in the success of immi-
grant youth, facilitating both social and academic 
engagement. Suárez-Orozco et  al. (2009) summa-
rize the evidence from the US studies indicating the 
mediating role of relationships with peers and adults 
in schools for newcomer immigrant youth success, 
associated with a sense of belonging, social and 
emotional support, and practical help. Their findings 
in the Longitudinal Immigrant Student Adaptation 
Study (LISA) of young adolescent newcomers to 
the United States from multiple countries found that 
multiple aspects of student engagement (e.g., cogni-
tive and behavioral engagement) were facilitated by 
relationships with co-national peers, teachers at 
school, and co-national adults in the community, all 
of which supplemented ongoing parental support. 
School-based relationships provided two distinct 
forms of support, emotional and practical, and these 
caring relationships appeared to foster academic 
success in a variety of ways. Numerous other studies 
of immigrant youth underscore the role of positive 
relationships with peers and teachers in facilitating 
student engagement, their perceived sense of 
belonging, and their academic success (Suárez-
Orozco et al., 2018).
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Research on school success of Black students 
in countries and communities with a history of 
racism and discrimination also points to the key 
role of student engagement. School-based racial 
discrimination is a risk factor for student disen-
gagement among African American youth in the 
United States (Neblett et al., 2006; Leath et al., 
2019). Research on resilience in African 
American students suggests that positive rela-
tionships and positive racial identity can counter 
this risk. African American students who per-
ceive that their school supports their cultural 
identity development have higher grades 1 and 
2  years later (del Toro & Wang, 2020). In one 
recent study, naturally occurring mentoring rela-
tionships, particularly when characterized by 
relational closeness, were found to counter the 
risk of discrimination on academic engagement, 
as defined by curiosity for new material and per-
sistence when attempting academic tasks 
(Wittrup et  al., 2019). In another recent study, 
Leath et al. (2019) found that positive racial iden-
tity beliefs protected against the effects of school-
based racial discrimination experiences on 
academic curiosity and persistence of African 
American adolescents.

�Student Engagement in the Context 
of War or Disaster

Evidence on recovery from disasters and war 
offers another compelling perspective on the fun-
damental importance of student engagement for 
the resilience of students, families, and commu-
nities (Masten & Narayan, 2012). Research and 
observations by humanitarian agencies across 
decades and many forms of devastating trauma 
have highlighted the salience of resuming school 
as a powerful symbol of recovery and the extraor-
dinary value placed on student engagement by 
parents, community members, and students 
themselves in countries across the world (Lai 
et  al., 2016; Masten, 2014a). In refugee camps 
and shelters with children and families who have 
fled terror or disaster, almost immediately after 
basic survival needs are met, responders or fami-
lies themselves begin to set up learning centers or 

in longer-term settings, schools. Similarly, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the impor-
tance to societies around the world of children 
being in school (Calao et  al., 2020; Masten & 
Motti-Stefanidi, 2020).

In the literature on mass-trauma experiences, 
student engagement again appears to play multi-
ple roles as a mediator and moderator of positive 
adaptation in children and their families (Masten, 
2021; Osofsky & Osofsky, 2021). After torna-
does and hurricanes, students have been enlisted 
in recovery projects sponsored by their schools, 
which serves the double purpose of building self-
efficacy and hope in the students and helping the 
community recover. After Katrina, for example, a 
successful Youth Leadership Program was estab-
lished by the St. Bernard Unified School District 
in collaboration with university researchers and 
mental health providers, based on models of 
resilience and self-efficacy (Osofsky & Osofsky, 
2021). Many of the interventions designed to fos-
ter recovery after disasters and wars also have 
been implemented in school contexts, not only 
because this is where the students are located but 
also because programs in schools are more 
trusted, perceived as more normative, and simul-
taneously serve to build resilience in the students, 
teachers, and parents who participate (Lai et al., 
2016; Masten, 2021; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2019). 
Student engagement in school, more broadly, has 
the potential to build resilience for the future as 
well as enhance learning and well-being in the 
present.

�Nurturing Resilience in Schools

Schools have multiple roles in nurturing resil-
ience in the future, as well as providing a healthy 
learning environment, social support, safety, and 
protection in the present. Schools build resilience 
capacity for the future through their roles in shap-
ing cognitive, emotional, motivational, and social 
skills essential for learning and success in the 
developmental tasks of childhood and beyond 
(Doll, 2013; Masten, 2018b; Masten & Motti-
Stefanidi, 2009; Ungar et  al., 2019). Schools 
were designed to promote students’ development 

A. S. Masten et al.



249

of competence in domains viewed as important 
for their future place in society, including read-
ing, writing, mathematics, and the history of their 
country or government. There also is an implicit 
curriculum, described as the “hidden curriculum” 
by Jackson (1968), whereby schools socialize 
students with the values and behavior expected 
for successful life in their community or society. 
The values are likely to include respecting author-
ity, following rules or social norms, and getting 
along with other people. In addition to explicit 
and implicit instruction, contemporary schools 
often provide basic food, healthcare, tutoring, 
and after school activities, with the goal of 
enhancing learning or addressing unmet basic 
needs of disadvantaged students. Through educa-
tion, societies invest in the human capital of their 
future citizens and socialize them in the language, 
culture, and history of the country (Neem, 2017). 
For immigrant youth, who have acculturative as 
well as developmental tasks, schools serve as a 
key context for learning the language and culture 
of the receiving community or nation and culti-
vating cross-cultural friendships (Motti-Stefanidi 
& Masten, 2020). At the same time, schools may 
also perpetuate social stratification, inequity, and 
racism (Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995; Theron 
& Theron, 2014).

For students growing up in a context of high 
cumulative risk or adversity, effective schools 
can add resources and protections that compen-
sate for missing relational and material supports 
in the home or neighborhood, provide a safe 
haven, and buffer children from the effects of 
adverse childhood experiences or ongoing 
dangers (Masten, 2014b; Ungar et  al., 2019). 
When risk in the home or community is or has 
been very high, schools play an especially impor-
tant role in fostering resilience and recovery and 
mitigating risk. Schools that provide a rich envi-
ronment of safe and positive relationships, learn-
ing, structure, routines, motivational experiences, 
skill-building, healthy nutrition, and prosocial 
friendships offer pathways to opportunity for 
children at risk due to current and past adversity. 
Student engagement and school stability can mit-
igate the risks associated with homelessness, par-
ticularly when the school context is proactively 

resilience-informed as well as trauma-informed 
(Masten et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2020).

There also is evidence supporting universal 
resilience-focused interventions in schools, 
although the research is limited. A systematic 
review of the literature on intervention studies 
aiming to strengthen protective factors for chil-
dren in schools found support for short-term 
effects of interventions (particularly cognitive-
behavioral interventions) on internalizing symp-
toms of students (Dray et al., 2017). One might 
expect that effect sizes of selective and targeted 
school-based interventions to promote mental 
health and resilience would be even larger 
(Sanchez et  al., 2018), given that selective and 
targeted interventions leverage student engage-
ment in schools to provide critical additional 
services.

The COVID-19 pandemic, which caused pro-
longed school closures, abrupt shifts to distance 
learning, and other major educational disrup-
tions, has underscored the importance of schools 
for the well-being and development of children at 
risk due to disadvantage and adversity (Dvorsky 
et al., 2020; Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020; Masten, 
2021; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2020; Rundle 
et al., 2020; Ungar & Theron, 2020; Viner et al., 
2021). As school closures continued, concerns 
increased about the myriad ways development 
could be negatively impacted (e.g., by food inse-
curity, obesity, anxiety, suicidal thinking, 
depressed mood, and undetected child maltreat-
ment), along with concerns about learning losses, 
particularly among children already at risk of 
developmental or educational problems. 
Fortunately, there appears to be a concomitant 
surge of research to document effects of school 
closures, distance learning, and efforts to support 
students as they return to school. These efforts 
are likely to inform future education policy on 
school responses to similar threats and disaster 
preparedness of education systems. Schools may 
be uniquely situated to promote resilience and 
recovery following this pandemic and future 
mass-casualty threats, and such data could inform 
key avenues for mobilizing and reconnecting stu-
dents with multisystem promotive and protective 
processes afforded by effective schools.
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�Conclusions

Research on the role of schools in resilience con-
tinues to grow, along with increasing attention to 
the multisystem nature of resilience in human 
development. Theory and evidence on resilience 
factors and processes identified in the develop-
mental literature show striking alignment with 
the scholarship on school resilience and the mul-
tifaceted roles of student engagement in the 
affordance and nurturing of student competence 
and resilience. It is clear that schools play a vital 
role in supporting children and youth burdened 
with past and present adversity in multiple ways, 
ranging from mitigating risk and providing nutri-
tion or health care, to caring, committed, and 
respectful relationships that support or mobilize 
adaptive systems critical to resilience and recov-
ery in the context of adversity or high cumulative 
risk. Resilience-effective schools, much like fam-
ilies, offer their students important relationships 
and role modeling; a sense of worthiness, belong-
ing, security, and hope; active protections against 
danger; daily interactions that foster learning, 
problem-solving, and many skills for living in 
society; as well as opportunities for developing 
their talents and self-confidence. Through many 
interactions and activities, schools extend the 
resilience capacities of their students in the pres-
ent, and through many educational processes, 
build resilience for the future as well. Student 
engagement plays many mediating and moderat-
ing roles in these adaptive processes and thereby 
contributes to the present and future resilience of 
their students. As a result of their roles in sup-
porting the development of competence and resil-
ience, schools and student engagement also play 
vital roles in building human capital and resil-
ience of communities and societies.

Nonetheless, growing attention to the chal-
lenges and opportunities afforded by multiethnic 
and multicultural communities and schools has 
underscored the need for more nuanced research 
on the roles of school in addressing discrimina-
tion and fostering justice as well as acculturation. 
Future research is needed on the roles of student 
and family engagement for resilience in the inter-
sectional contexts of diverse identities, ethnici-

ties, cultures, individual lived experiences, and 
histories of oppression, political conflict, or 
structural violence.

Finally, the cascading threats posed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic to children, families, 
schools, communities, economies, and nations 
around the world have underscored the multifac-
eted roles played by schools in the development 
and resilience of children and their societies. It is 
already clear that some societies, including the 
United States, have under-invested in the resil-
ience of children and families and underesti-
mated how essential schools are to the function 
and well-being of their societies. Forthcoming 
research on risk, resilience, and recovery in the 
wake of COVID-19 will undoubtedly advance 
our knowledge of resilience in relation to schools 
as well as other vital adaptive systems.
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Abstract

In this chapter, we describe our applied 
research on student-teacher relationships and 
motivation, which builds on extensive theo-
retical and measurement foundations, most 
especially drawing on self-determination the-
ory, and which blends the traditional lines of 
motivation and engagement research in psy-
chology (which has tended to emphasize 
internal, individual influences) and education 
(which has tended to emphasize teacher 
behaviors that promote engagement, such as 
relationship interactions). Most importantly, 
our work more comprehensively defines the 
criteria that make student-teacher relation-
ships more developmentally influential than 
being merely positive connections between 
young people and the “caring adults” that 
teachers are often urged to be on social media 
and in professional development workshops. 
Our studies and the studies of other scholars 
show that caring is a necessary but not suffi-
cient element of the developmental relation-
ships that enable students to learn and thrive. 

Drawing on multiple studies, we outline a 
theory of change for how student-teacher 
developmental relationships influence student 
motivation and educational outcomes, and 
conclude by addressing three broad themes 
needing robust attention in both research and 
practice. These include strengthening the cul-
tural validity and responsiveness of the 
Developmental Relationships Framework, 
better understanding and activating young 
people themselves as drivers of developmen-
tal relationships in and outside of school set-
tings, and leveraging in practice a deeper 
knowledge of not just the adult-youth dyad 
but how single relationships have their effects 
within a larger web of developmental 
relationships.

We start this chapter with a thought experiment: 
Recall your middle and high school days. When 
were you engaged at/with/in school? When did 
you care? When did it really matter to you, not 
just how you did in terms of grades or tests, but 
whether you understood the material, because 
you really wanted to understand, because you 
were that interested in it? When did you look for-
ward to going to school, not just to see friends, 
but because you knew something interesting was 
going to happen in at least one class? When did 
you work hardest at your schoolwork, especially 
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when it was challenging? What was going on in 
those moments, who were you with, what was 
influencing you to care and try hard?

Most likely, the scenes you recreated included 
images of a favorite teacher or teachers. Friends 
and parents may have been in the mix, too, but 
our guess is that it would be rare for most people 
to recall their times of great motivation and 
engagement with school without recalling their 
relationships with one or more teachers.

�Why a Focus on Relationships?

�Relationships and Motivation

That surmise is, of course, supported by a vast 
literature showing that young people’s experi-
ence of caring, positive relationships with teach-
ers and other adults is significantly associated 
with not only student motivation and engagement 
in educational settings but also a wide range of 
other positive developmental outcomes in and 
outside of school (e.g., Pianta et al., 2012; Roorda 
et al., 2011; Wentzel, 2012), even including mea-
sures of later adult health (Kim, 2021).

The field’s construct terminology is some-
times unfortunate because it inadvertently mini-
mizes the social roots of motivation. For example, 
belonging and social connectedness are integral 
components of the theory that is nevertheless 
called “self-determination theory” (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). All major theories of human motivation 
implicate the quality of relationships as the fuel 
that energizes our actions, even if they do not 
always explicitly center on relationships. For 
example, Martin and Dowson (2009) conducted 
an extensive review of how interpersonal rela-
tionships affect students’ motivation, engage-
ment, and achievement, concluding that 
influential motivational theories (e.g., attribution 
theory, expectancy-value theory, goal theory, 
self-efficacy theory, self-worth theory, and espe-
cially, self-determination theory) describe moti-
vation in relational terms. Even when relationships 
are not at the core of those theories, they noted 
that “there is often a clear relevance for interper-
sonal relationships” (p.332) in achievement moti-
vation research.

In the school setting, scholars increasingly 
note that student-teacher relationships are foun-
dational for motivation, and therefore deserving 
of primary emphasis (e.g., Lazowski & Hulleman, 
2016; Wentzel & Wigfield, 2009). For example, 
Pianta et  al. (2012) claimed that “the central 
problem in school reform” (p. 368) is the need for 
stronger student-teacher relationships, perhaps 
because, as they put it, “Engagement reflects 
relationally mediated participation in opportu-
nity” (p.  367). The University of Chicago 
Consortium on Chicago Schools Research simi-
larly situated relationships as foundational for 
development, learning, and opportunity: “the 
intentional provision of opportunities for young 
people to experience, interact, and make meaning 
of their experiences [is] the central vehicle for 
learning and development” (Nagaoka et al., 2015, 
p. 1).

Positive student-teacher relationships are fun-
damental, but we should note at the outset that 
they also are just one part of the multilayered sys-
tem of teaching and learning that both students 
and teachers experience, where teacher quality 
and teaching quality interact (not to mention stu-
dent variables and the larger cultural context) to 
affect motivation, engagement, and performance 
(Darling-Hammond, 2012). A knowledgeable, 
pedagogically-skilled teacher who is enthusias-
tic, fair, adaptive, committed to all students learn-
ing and to their own ongoing improvement still 
“may not be able to offer high-quality instruction 
in a context where she is asked to teach a flawed 
curriculum unsupported by appropriate materials 
or assessments. Similarly, a well-prepared 
teacher may perform poorly when asked to teach 
outside the field of his or her preparation or under 
poor teaching conditions—for example, without 
adequate teaching materials, in substandard 
space, with too little time, or to classes that are 
far too large” (Darling-Hammond, 2012, p. 4).

Likewise, effective teaching practices from 
classroom management skills to how teachers 
provide feedback are inevitably done within—
and help contribute to for better or worse—the 
quality of the relationships teachers have with 
each of their students and their classes as a whole. 
Thus, in this chapter, what we discuss as effective 
relational practices may be read by some as just 
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being what is meant by good teaching practice. 
But the studies we cite here and the student-
teacher relationships literature more broadly 
make it abundantly clear that strong student-
teacher relationships are the vehicle within which 
those commonly-known effective teaching prac-
tices most powerfully occur. Developmental rela-
tionships by themselves are an important source 
of motivation in the sense of a desire to exert 
effort toward a purpose, but not necessarily a 
cause of engagement unless other factors are 
present (see more below on motivation vs. 
engagement).

What good teaching practice does, much like 
what good youth development work does, is pro-
vide students with developmental experiences 
that are, as Nagaoka et al. (2015) described them, 
“opportunities for action and reflection that help 
young people build self-regulation, knowledge 
and skills, mindsets, and values, and develop 
agency, an integrated identity, and competencies” 
(p.  5). Whether it is within required academic 
subject areas at school or in voluntary participa-
tion in out-of-school time programs in students’ 
areas of personal interests (e.g., sports, the arts, 
robotics, and computers), in high-quality classes 
or programs it is the experiences—the opportuni-
ties for action and reflection that ultimately make 
meaning of the experiences—that move students 
from being motivated to being engaged 
(Immordino-Yang, 2016). Further, it is within 
developmental relationships that encouragement 
is given to students to “reflect on their experi-
ences and help them to interpret those experi-
ences in ways that expand their sense of 
themselves and their horizons,” in a continuing 
cycle of experiencing, interacting, and reflecting 
that is a “critical engine for children’s develop-
ment” (Nagaoka et al., 2015, p. 5).

�Relationships, Motivation, and Self-
Determination Theory

Connell and Wellborn (1991) put forth a general 
self-system process theory of motivation (see 
also Skinner & Belmont, 1993), not specifically 
about academic motivation but highly relevant 

for it, that itself draws heavily on self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Applying Connell and Wellborn’s formulation to 
education, teachers’ provision of structure 
(including how they communicate about expecta-
tions), support for autonomy (including how 
teachers connect learning with students’ inter-
ests), and “involvement” (their term for relational 
qualities such as expressed care, enjoying time 
spent with students, and being attuned and 
responsive to their needs) are seen as direct facili-
tators of motivation, which in turn more proxi-
mally affect students’ school adjustment and 
outcomes. More recently, Guay et al. (2021) sim-
ilarly situated motivation within self-
determination theory, finding that initial levels 
and increases in relatedness with teachers (and 
fathers) predicted better student engagement and 
grades, and less risk behavior and aggression 
over 5 years, in a sample of nearly 1000 second-
ary school students in Quebec. Martin and 
Dowson (2009) also described how high-quality 
relationships with teachers can help students 
meet basic human needs for autonomy, belong-
ing, and competence, which together then pro-
mote students’ effort, participation, cooperation, 
self-regulation skills, and academic 
performance.

One such relationship-based intervention, 
Check & Connect, for example, is explicitly 
grounded in mentors helping students satisfy 
those needs identified in self-determination the-
ory: “Building a trusting relationship, commit-
ting to and never giving up on students, and 
engaging in problem solving irrespective of stu-
dent behavior and response, helps the mentor fuel 
students’ motivation-to-learn. While cautious 
about over-reliance on extrinsic reinforcement 
and rewards, the mentor attends primarily to stu-
dents’ psychological needs for autonomy (‘I want 
to and value; I make choices’), belonging (‘I 
belong; I identify’), and competence (‘I can; I am 
willing to try and take a risk’”; Christenson & 
Pohl, 2020, p. 25).

The influence of relationships on more distal 
outcomes (e.g., school success) may sometimes 
be indirect, but relationships are always in the 
equation. In this sense, the long-standing distinc-
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tion made in the field between intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation is often a false dichotomy. 
While it is true that extrinsic incentives for stu-
dent effort such as prizes and negative conse-
quences are often misaligned with what 
authentically motivates young people, in a more 
holistic sense, extrinsic factors that really mean 
something to students can be powerful sources of 
motivation. As Reschly and Christenson (2012) 
pointed out, the sources of students’ “internal” 
motivation (e.g., values, identity and other self-
perceptions, sense of the future, and goals) are 
themselves shaped and molded by “external” fac-
tors in the proximal and distal ecology, from rela-
tionships starting with the infant’s parent and 
caregiver attachments, to the influence of friends, 
teachers, coaches, and mentors, to the students’ 
personal and ecological socio-political contexts 
(racial, ethnic, sex, gender, socioeconomic, reli-
gious, historical, etc.).

In her book Multiplication is for White People: 
Raising Expectations for Other People’s 
Children, Lisa Delpit (2012) aptly captures the 
interplay between students’ internal motivation 
to learn and teacher-student relationships when 
she notes that “many of our children of color 
don’t learn from a teacher, as much as for a 
teacher. They don’t want to disappoint a teacher 
who they feel believes in them. They may, espe-
cially if they are older, resist the teacher’s push-
ing initially, but they are disappointed if the 
teacher gives up, stops pushing” (p. 86).

�Motivation Versus Engagement

Reschly and Christenson (2012) described the 
significant confusion in the field over the mean-
ing of motivation and engagement, and whether 
and how they are distinguishable. They con-
cluded that motivation as an internal intent or 
desire to get involved with and put effort into 
schoolwork was necessary but not sufficient for 
engagement in the sense of student actions in the 
academic, affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
domains. We have generally followed this dis-

tinction in how we have conceptualized and mea-
sured motivation and discuss it in this chapter. 
We emphasize motivation as a largely internal 
process and a mediating influence between 
student-teacher relationships and educational 
outcomes (e.g., wanting to exert effort, being 
interested in schoolwork) and engagement as a 
more externally observable process that can be 
measured using a range of educational outcome 
variables (e.g., attendance, class participation, 
grades, test scores).

Measures of students’ “commitment to learn-
ing” (including achievement motivation, school 
engagement, and bonding to school) have been 
prominent for decades in our research on the 
external and internal developmental assets youth 
need to succeed (Benson et  al., 2006). Thus, it 
has been a natural evolution for academic moti-
vation to be the central outcome studied in Search 
Institute’s research on student-teacher develop-
mental relationships.

In order to examine associations between 
developmental relationships and students’ moti-
vation, we defined motivation more as an internal 
construct. Our model of student motivation draws 
on a mixture of social-cognitive and self-
determination theories embodying effort and 
aspirations,1 which are influenced by teachers 
(and others). In contrast, for the most part our 
measures of engagement have been conceived of 
as outcomes distinguished from motivation. For 
example, we have used sense of belonging to 

1 Effort and aspirations reflect intra-individual strengths 
such as autonomy and competence, but these do not 
develop independent of young people’s relationships, 
including students’ relationships with teachers. In a stand-
alone measure of motivation, we would have more specifi-
cally addressed the relational component, but all of our 
studies in schools have used student-teacher developmen-
tal relationships as a predictor of motivation, and thus, we 
could not include those relationships as both predictor and 
outcome. In an early pilot study in a diverse high school 
where we combined into one measure Relationships and 
measures of Effort, Aspirations, Cognition, and Heart 
(students’ deep personal interests or “sparks”) (REACH), 
we found that students with a total REACH score at least 
at the average level (“Meets Goal”) were nearly 2 ½ times 
more likely to have a B+ or higher GPA (Exp(B) = 2.44, 
p = 0.001).
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school as an indicator of affective engagement, 
attendance and discipline referrals as behavioral 
engagement, and grades as an indicator of aca-
demic engagement. Only one of the motivation 
items we use measures self-report of actual behav-
ior (“I work hard on all assignments even if they 
won’t affect my grade”), with the remaining items 
being beliefs, values, and self-perceptions more 
consistent with framing motivation as an internal 
construct (e.g., “I am certain I can master the 
skills taught in school this year,” “It is important 
to me to do well compared to others in my 
classes,” or “I like classes that really challenge me 
so I can learn new things”; Scales et al., 2019b).

Our model reflects Wentzel and Miele’s (2016) 
call for a multidimensional definition of motiva-
tion in that it consists of five scales reflecting 
dominant theories of motivation: 
mastery/performance orientation (e.g., Elliot & 
Church, 1997), belief in malleable intelligence 
(Dweck, 2015), academic self-efficacy (e.g., 
Midgley et  al., 2000), goal orientation (e.g., 
Wentzel & Wigfield, 2009), and internal locus of 
control (e.g., Shepherd et al., 2006). These con-
structs emerge from the extensive body of 
research that shows that the way students view 
their own intelligence, for example, whether they 
consider that effort can help them become smarter 
(growth mindset) or whether their intelligence is 
set from birth (fixed mindset) has a powerful 
influence on the effort they put into school 
(Dweck & Master, 2009). Aspirations include an 
orientation toward setting goals and an internal 
locus of control. These dimensions of motivation 
emphasize students’ sense that they have control 
over their own future (Damon, 2004; Yeager & 
Dweck, 2012; Yeager et al., 2014).

In this chapter, we describe our own applied 
research on student-teacher relationships and 
motivation, which builds on these theoretical and 
measurement foundations and blends the tradi-
tional lines of motivation and engagement 
research in psychology (which has tended to 
emphasize internal, individual influences) and 
education (which has tended to emphasize 
teacher behaviors that promote engagement, such 

as relationship interactions; Skinner & Belmont, 
1993). Most importantly, our work more compre-
hensively defines the criteria that make student-
teacher relationships more developmentally 
influential than being merely connections 
between young people and the “caring adults” 
that teachers are often urged to be on social media 
and in professional development workshops. Our 
studies and the studies of other scholars show 
that caring is a necessary but not sufficient ele-
ment of the developmental relationships that 
enable students to learn and thrive.

�What Is the Search Institute 
Developmental Relationships 
Framework?

�Literature Foundations 
for the Framework

There is a considerable body of research on the 
role of student-teacher relationships in student 
academic motivation, with most studies focusing 
on one or both of two major aspects of those rela-
tionships: Teacher expressions of their caring 
about students (projecting warmth, and/or pro-
viding social support, or promoting feelings of 
trust in their students), and teachers challenging 
students to grow, as when they communicate high 
expectations for students’ performance (as 
reviewed in, for example, Roorda et  al., 2011; 
Wentzel, 2002). Studies focusing largely on those 
aspects of caring and challenge, and sometimes 
social support, have shown that student-teacher 
relationships convincingly contribute to student 
motivation and achievement, including grades, 
test scores, and reduction in dropout (Bernstein-
Yamashiro & Noam, 2013; Cornelius-White, 
2007; Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Lee, 2012; 
Wang, 1990; Wentzel, 2012). As Wentzel’s 
(2012) extensive research review found, teacher 
communications and expectations, willingness to 
provide help, advice, and instruction, and emo-
tional support and safety are consistently found 
to be related to students’ motivation, engage-
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ment, and achievement, with the effects greater 
for low-income students, students of color, and 
under-achieving students.

A significant body of research that has shown 
that teachers who are “warm demanders” have a 
particularly powerful influence on the learning 
and the lives of African-American young people 
and other young people of color. As Delpit (2012) 
writes in the same work cited above, “Warm 
demanders expect a great deal of their students, 
convince them of their own brilliance, and help 
them reach their potential in a disciplined envi-
ronment” (p.  77). Delpit goes on to note that 
warm demanders build relationships with young 
people that are “imbued with a sense of trust, 
confidence, and psychological safety that allows 
students to take risks, admit errors, ask for help, 
and experience failure along the way to higher 
levels of learning” (p. 83).

Building on this research (and a dozen other 
large streams of research from attachment studies 
to mentoring to juvenile delinquency research), 
and most specifically extending the work of Li 
and Julian (2012), in 2013 Search Institute 
launched an effort to build a framework for devel-
opmental relationships that would holistically 
capture the essential relational nutrients that 
young people need to thrive. The Developmental 
Relationships Framework grew out of Search 
Institute’s 30 years of theory, research, and prac-
tical application of the Developmental Assets 
Framework for positive youth development 
around the world.

First introduced in 1990, the assets framework 
named 40 external supports (relationships and 
opportunities) and internal strengths (values, 
skills, and self-perceptions) organized into eight 
broad categories (e.g., Support, Empowerment, 
Commitment to Learning, Social Competencies) 
that research had shown were linked to lower lev-
els of risk behaviors, better odds of resilience, 
and more thriving behaviors in youth (e.g., 
reviewed in Scales & Leffert, 2004). Dozens of 
studies with now more than six million youth and 
young adults worldwide consistently showed that 

Table 1  Relational emphasis of the 40 developmental 
assets

External assets
Support
1. Family support—Family life provides high levels 
of love and support.
2. Positive family communication—Young person 
and her or his parent(s) communicate positively, and 
young person is willing to seek advice and counsel 
from parent(s).
3. Other adult relationships—Young person receives 
support from three or more nonparent adults.
4. Caring neighborhood—Young person experiences 
caring neighbors.
5. Caring school climate—School provides a caring, 
encouraging environment.
6. Parent involvement in schooling—Parent(s) are 
actively involved in helping young person succeed in 
school.
Empowerment
7. Community values youth—Young person 
perceives that adults in the community value youth.
8. Youth as resources—Young people are given 
useful roles in the community.
9. Service to others—Young person serves in the 
community 1 hour or more per week.
10. Safety—Young person feels safe at home, at 
school, and in the neighborhood.
Boundaries and expectations
11. Family boundaries—Family has clear rules and 
consequences and monitors the young person’s 
whereabouts.
12. School boundaries—School provides clear rules 
and consequences.
13. Neighborhood boundaries—Neighbors take 
responsibility for monitoring young people’s behavior.
14. Adult role models—Parent(s) and other adults 
model positive, responsible behavior.
15. Positive peer influence—Young person’s best 
friends model responsible behavior.
16. High expectations—Both parent(s) and teachers 
encourage the young person to do well.
Constructive use of time
17. Creative activities—Young person spends three or 
more hours per week in lessons or practice in music, 
theater, or other arts.
18. Youth programs—Young person spends three or 
more hours per week in sports, clubs, or organizations 
at school and/or in the community.
19. Religious community—Young person spends one 
or more hours per week in activities in a religious 
institution.

(continued)
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the more assets young people experienced, the 
better off they were on numerous academic, psy-
chological, social-emotional, spiritual, and 
behavioral outcomes (Benson et al., 2006, 2011a, 
b). Table 1 shows (the bolded assets) that all of 
the external assets and the majority of the “inter-
nal” assets are rooted in and take their meaning 
from interactions with others, from 
relationships.

The external assets in particular were centered 
on the positive relationships young people had in 
their families, schools, communities, and peer 
groups. In a 2019 confirmatory analysis and 
invariance testing (Syvertsen et  al., 2019), the 
original categories and assets were reduced to a 
more parsimonious and conceptually and empiri-
cally defensible set of measures that sharpened 
the core emphasis on relationships. These 
included Support (support from family, other 
adult relationships such as teachers, and parent 
involvement in school); Mattering and Belonging 
(caring school climate and community valuing 
youth); Boundaries (in the family, school, and 
neighborhood); and Extra-Curricular Activity 
Participation (in sports, other school activities, 
volunteering, creative and performing arts, and 
religious involvement). The Developmental 
Relationships Framework zeroed in on and elab-
orated that emphasis on the quality of young 
people’s relationships in order to create a more 
comprehensive theory, measurement, and prac-
tice framework around relational quality.

�Developmental Relationships 
Defined

We heuristically defined developmental relation-
ships as close connections through which young 
people discover who they are (their identity), cul-
tivate abilities to shape their own lives (agency), 
and engage with and contribute to the world 
around them (connections and contributions to 
community; Pekel et  al., 2018). Through exten-
sive reviews across multiple strands of relation-
ships literature, quantitative pilot tests, and focus 
groups with parents, students, and youth-serving 

Table 1  (continued)

20. Time at home—Young person is out with friends 
“with nothing special to do” two or fewer nights per 
week.
Internal assets
Commitment to Learning
21. Achievement motivation—Young person is 
motivated to do well in school.
22. School engagement—Young person is actively 
engaged in learning.
23. Homework—Young person reports doing at least 
1 hour of homework every school day.
24. Bonding to school—Young person cares about her 
or his school.
25. Reading for pleasure—Young person reads for 
pleasure three or more hours per week.
Positive values
26. Caring—Young person places high value on 
helping other people.
27. Equality and social justice—Young person places 
high value on promoting equality and reducing hunger 
and poverty.
28. Integrity—Young person acts on convictions and 
stands up for her or his beliefs.
29. Honesty—Young person “tells the truth even 
when it is not easy.”
30. Responsibility—Young person accepts and takes 
personal responsibility.
31. Restraint—Young person believes it is important 
not to be sexually active or to use alcohol or other 
drugs.
Social competencies
32. Planning and decision making—Young person 
knows how to plan ahead and make choices.
33. Interpersonal competence—Young person has 
empathy, sensitivity, and friendship skills.
34. Cultural competence—Young person has 
knowledge of and comfort with people of different 
cultural/racial/ethnic backgrounds.
35. Resistance skills—Young person can resist 
negative peer pressure and dangerous situations.
36. Peaceful conflict resolution—Young person seeks 
to resolve conflict nonviolently.
Positive identity
37. Personal power—Young person feels he or she has 
control over “things that happen to me.”
38. Self-esteem—Young person reports having a high 
self-esteem.
39. Sense of purpose—Young person reports that “my 
life has a purpose.”
40. Positive view of personal future—Young person 
is optimistic about her or his personal future.

Note: Assets with an explicit or inherent relational context 
are bolded

Developmental Relationships and Student Academic Motivation: Current Research and Future Directions



264

practitioners in school and community settings, 
we created the Developmental Relationships 
Framework (details in Pekel et al., 2018), which 
names five interconnected elements that define a 
developmental relationship (see Table  2). The 
goal was to create a framework that could be 
applied across contexts (families, schools, out of 
school time) because young people experience 
life across all those contexts. We also sought to 
create a framework that could inform both 
research and practice and bring the two together. 
Thus, we intentionally articulated the specific 
actions, 20 in all, that promote each of five broad 
relational elements, in order to inform and moti-
vate their use in practice.

In this framework, expressing care involves 
actions through which teachers show students 
that they matter. Challenging growth involves the 
teachers’ actions that push their students to keep 
improving. When a teacher helps their students 
complete tasks and achieve goals, they are pro-
viding support. When a teacher treats their stu-
dents with respect and gives them a say in the 
classroom, they are sharing power. And finally, 
to expand possibilities, teachers connect their 
students with people, places, and ideas that 
broaden their worlds.

�The Tension Between Factor 
Independence and Framework 
Holism

Although rhetorically distinguishable for the 
sake of clearly identifying key features of 
developmentally-influential relationships, the 
five elements of developmental relationships are 
best understood as connected and overlapping to 
varying degrees, in both conceptualization and in 
teacher practice. Thus, for example, even though 
these five elements emerged in part from factor 
analyses, they are not entirely orthogonal. For 
example, we have found in quantitative studies 
that the five elements are moderately to strongly 
correlated with each other (.50s–.80s; Scales 

Table 2  The developmental relationships framework

Elements Actions	  Definitions
1.1.1.1.1. 
Express care
Show me that I 
matter to you.

Be 
dependable

Be someone I can 
trust.

Listen Really pay 
attention when we 
are together

Believe in 
me

Make me feel 
known and valued

Be warm Show me you 
enjoy being with 
me

Encourage Praise me for my 
efforts and 
achievements

1.1.1.2. 
Challenge 
growth
Push me to keep 
getting better.

Expect my 
best

Expect me to live 
up to my potential

Stretch Push me to go 
further

Hold me 
accountable

Insist I take 
responsibility for 
my actions

Reflect on 
failures

Help me learn 
from mistakes and 
setbacks

1.1.1.3. Provide 
support
Help me 
complete tasks 
and achieve 
goals.

Navigate Guide me through 
hard situations and 
systems

Empower Build my 
confidence to take 
charge of my life

Advocate Stand up for me 
when I need it

Set 
boundaries

Put in place limits 
that keep me on 
track

1.1.1.4. Share 
power
Treat me with 
respect and give 
me a say.

Respect me Take me seriously 
and treat me fairly

Include me Involve me in 
decisions that 
affect me

Collaborate Work with me to 
solve problems 
and reach goals

Let me lead Give me chances 
to take action and 
lead

1.1.5. Expand 
possibilities
Connect me with 
people that 
broaden my 
world.

Inspire Enable me to see 
possibilities for 
my future

Broaden 
horizons

Expose me to new 
ideas and 
experiences

Connect Introduce me to 
people who can 
help me grow
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et al., 2019b, 2020b).2 Qualitative methods (focus 
groups with students and interviews with teach-
ers) also have surfaced that it is the overall rela-
tionship that youth experience, with these 
features of the relationship being namable and 
describable, but not perceived by students and 
teachers as separate from each other (Sethi & 
Scales, 2020).

Our studies have encompassed more than the 
school setting, and we have reached similar con-
clusions across the ecological contexts of families 
and out-of-school-time programs. Consistently, 
the research has shown that when young people 
experience relationships with adults that are 
characterized by these five elements in families, 
schools, and out-of-school time programs, their 
social-emotional competencies, psychological, 
and academic outcomes such as grades are sig-
nificantly stronger (Pekel et  al., 2018; Scales 
et al., 2019a, b, 2020a, b; Sethi & Scales, 2020; 
Syvertsen et al., 2020). For example, in a study of 

2 Unpublished factor analysis showed a complex factor 
structure, in which oblique rotation yielded either a 3- or 
5-factor model (CF-Equamax and CF-Facparsim yielded 
the same results) that substantially but not fully reflected 
the a priori five elements. Although both of these models 
also had good CFA indices, they still did not fully fit the a 
priori elements conceptually and still had high cross-
loadings, although the 3-factor model reflected the five 
elements in a more parsimonious way. The 3-factor results 
reflected relatively higher levels of distinctions across the 
following of the 20 actions named in Table 1 and can be 
seen as roughly representing the three motivational needs 
articulated in self-determination theory, namely, a Care/
Warmth Factor (i.e., belonging; Listen, Value me, Be 
warm), an Expectations/Demandingness Factor (compe-
tence; Expect my best, Set Boundaries, Hold me 
Accountable), and an Empower/Motivate/Connect Factor 
(autonomy; Include me, Inspire, Broaden, Connect). At 
the same time, however, a unidimensional CFA provided 
the best fit to the data (x2 = 11,061, df = 140, p < 0.001; 
RMSEA = 0.073; CFI = 0.915; TLI = 0.905; SRMR = 0.04, 
and meeting the criteria for metric (weak factorial) and 
scalar (strong factorial) invariance by school level, gen-
der, and race/ethnicity based on ΔCFI guidelines). Thus, 
the five elements are best seen not as separate dimensions 
of developmental relationships, but as identifiable themes 
or descriptors of interaction that together complexly con-
tribute to a developmental relationships construct best 
currently represented analytically as unidimensional (with 
the 3 factor model still being investigated) but that in prac-
tice is best seen as including varying degrees of the five 
elements.

nearly 13,000 middle and high school students 
and 1200 staff in schools, out-of-school time pro-
grams, and school-based student support pro-
grams (Search Institute, 2020b), young people 
who reported having strong developmental rela-
tionships also perceived their own socio-
emotional competencies (i.e., self-awareness, 
self-management, responsible decision-making, 
social awareness, and relationship skill) to be at 
significantly higher levels compared to youth 
who reported weak and moderate levels: 22% 
reported strong social-emotional skills if they 
had weak relationships, 38% did with moderate 
relationships, and 68% did with strong develop-
mental relationships in those settings.

�Beyond Frequency of Interactions: 
Relationships as Planting Seeds 
of Trust

When we share the Developmental Relationships 
Framework with teachers, out-of-school time 
(OST) program staff, and other practitioners in 
workshops and applied research projects, their 
first reaction is often one of enthusiasm. They 
remark that the framework both validates and 
better informs their efforts to build relationships 
with all young people. Shortly after that initial 
wave of enthusiasm, however, someone in the 
session often asks, “Does this mean I need to do 
all twenty of these things all the time with all 
students?”

Practitioners are often relieved when we tell 
them that the answer to that question is no. Our 
studies and the studies of other scholars suggest 
that while the frequency with which young peo-
ple experience the elements of developmental 
relationships matters, it is the authenticity and the 
timing of the action that matters even more. As 
Rhodes et al. (2006) noted in a study of mentor-
ing relationships: Not “every moment in the…
relationship need be packed with profundity and 
personal growth” (p. 697). Rhodes et al. (2006) 
observe that what differentiates a developmental 
relationship “from a series of casual contacts is 
the meaning attributed to those interactions” 
(p. 697).
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This does not suggest that frequency is unim-
portant. The regularity with which an adult relates 
with a young people in these ways whenever 
interaction happens may itself be evidence to a 
young person of dependability and enduring affir-
mation from that adult. In a quite ordinary way 
(Masten, 2001), this kind of consistently “being 
there” for a young person, even if the moments 
are infrequent, may help fill the young person’s 
basic psychological needs for autonomy, belong-
ing, and competence. The 20 actions in the 
Developmental Relationships Framework matter 
because they create a sense of mutual bonding 
and concern, within which each person senses 
that the other person will “be there” for them if 
needed. As we noted in one of our studies of the 
effectiveness of social capital-building programs 
with and for opportunity youth, this sense of being 
there when it counts plants much-needed “seeds 
of trust” (Syvertsen et al., 2021). In that sense, a 
developmental relationship serves as both a cur-
rent nutrient for youth today, and perhaps as or 
even more important, a promise and a commit-
ment for the future (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).

Developmental relationships, whether among 
youth workers and youth, students and teachers, 
or parents and children, have ups and downs in 
intensity and relevance over time. Not every one 
of the 20 actions in Table 2 occurs with great fre-
quency, or necessarily needs to; their importance 
is because those actions occur when the young 
person wants and needs them to, in a relationship 
that matters to them and meets their needs for 
autonomy, belonging, and competence. Over 
time (but not every moment), and from their web 
of relationships (not necessarily just from one 
dyadic relationship) young people need to 
experience all five of the relationship elements as 
expressed in a number (not necessarily all 20) of 
these actions. For example, the Express Care ele-
ment is made up of actions that can and should be 
frequently experienced, and that are generally 
easy for adults in a young person’s life to do. 
Challenge Growth is also a fairly frequent and 
easy to implement relational element, especially 
common at school. But Provide Support, Share 
Power, and Expand Possibilities are less common 
and more complex (see Scales, Roehlkepartain 

et al., 2022 for a more extended treatment). The 
opportunities adults have to do these things in a 
specific way occur more situationally, not on a 
regular, much less a daily basis.

This much seems clear from our qualitative 
research work with schools and youth-serving 
organizations across the United States: young 
people notice and remember the degree to which 
adults create a space that feels supportive overall, 
and help them when they need it, where they are 
free to express opinions and have voice, and 
where they are exposed to ideas or people or 
things they didn’t know or appreciate before. 
When viewed that way, the several developmen-
tal relationships elements are reflected in an over-
all feel for the milieu adults and young people 
create, a general relational repertoire that reflects 
a good person (stage)-environment fit (Eccles 
et al., 1993; Hunt, 1975) rather than being neces-
sarily reflected in a specific number of times an 
action can be observed and counted.

�Research Results: Developmental 
Relationships Predicting Motivation 
and School Success

Across the Search Institute student-teacher rela-
tionship studies cited in this chapter, whether 
using person-centered approaches (e.g., Latent 
Transition Analysis) or variable-centered 
approaches (e.g., ANCOVAs, regressions, 
Structural Equation Modeling), our quantitative 
studies have found several clear patterns. The 
studies have included reasonably-large and 
demographically diverse samples, as Table  3 
shows. The measures used for student-teacher 
developmental relationships, academic motiva-
tion, and outcomes including sense of belonging 
to school, school climate, and perceptions of 
instructional quality have had good-to-excellent 
alpha reliabilities (0.70–.90s), and acceptable fit 
indices (i.e., CFI, TLI, SRMR, RMSEA), as pre-
sented in the associated papers listed in the table 
and included in the References.

The most salient conclusions we have reached 
about developmental relationships and academic 
motivation through these studies include:
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Table 3  Demographic composition of search institute’s student-teacher relationships samples

Scales 
et al. 
(2019a, 
b)

1274 middle and 
high school students 
from first-ring 
suburb of a large 
metropolitan area in 
the Midwest

82% grades 6–8
50% female, 1% transgender
15% African American, 9% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2% Native American/Alaska 
Native; 39% white; 17% mixed race; 18% other
26% Latinx
52% eligible for free and reduced-price lunch

Scales 
et al. 
(2020a, 
b)

534 grades 6–8 
students from a 
middle school in the 
same district as 
above

35% grade 6, 30% grade 7, 35% grade 8
51% female, <1% transgender
12% African American, 7% Asian/Pacific Islander, 1% Native American/Alaska 
Native, 56% white, 13% mixed race, 11% other
13% Latinx
35% eligible for free and reduced-price lunch; 25% of total sample (not just of 
FRL-eligible) reported high family financial strain

Sethi 
and 
Scales 
(2020)

623 middle school 
students and 672 
high school students 
from two of the 
three schools in the 
Scales et al., (2019a, 
b) study

Grade 6–12% ranged from 11% in grade 12 to 18% in grade 10
49% female, 1% transgender
17% African American, 9% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3% Native American/Alaska 
Native, 29% white, 20% mixed race, 23% other
35% Latinx
58% eligible for free and reduced-price lunch

Scales 
et al. 
(2021)

786 grades 6–8 
students from one of 
the middle schools 
in Scales et al. 
(2019a, b)

35% grade 6, 35% grade 7, 30% grade 8
48% female, <1% transgender
30% African American, 8% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3% Native American/Alaska 
Native, 22% white, 23% mixed race, 27% other
37% Latinx
68% eligible for free and reduced-price lunch

•	 Only a minority of children and youth experi-
ence good/high levels of developmental rela-
tionships with their teachers.

•	 Share power and expand possibilities are the 
least-often reported relational elements.

•	 Levels of student-teacher developmental rela-
tionships stay flat or decline over the course of 
a school year.

•	 Middle school students report having better 
relationships with teachers than do high 
school students.

•	 Student-teacher developmental relationships 
in some studies are lower for lower-SES stu-
dents (FRL eligible).

•	 Student-teacher developmental relationships 
decline over time for all socioeconomic 
groups of students but even more so for lower-
SES students (FRL eligible and financially 
strained students).

•	 Higher levels of student-teacher developmen-
tal relationships are strongly linked to better 
academic motivation, perceptions of school 
climate, belongingness at school, and per-

ceived quality of instruction, and indirectly to 
Grae-Point-Average (GPA), at both the middle 
and high school levels.

•	 Improvement in student-teacher developmen-
tal relationships over the school year is linked 
to higher motivation, more positive percep-
tions of school climate, stronger sense of 
belongingness, better perceptions of quality of 
instruction, and higher GPA.

•	 Only a minority of students report that student-
teacher developmental relationships naturally 
improve by a meaningful amount over the 
school year when there is no specific interven-
tion in place to strengthen them.

In addition to cross-sectional research, two 
recent studies (see Table  3 for sample details) 
have used the developmental relationship frame-
work to track student-teacher relationships across 
one academic year. One study measured the qual-
ity of middle school students’ relationships with 
their teachers (20 items measuring the 20 devel-
opmental relationships actions in Table 2) at the 
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beginning and end of one academic year, and the 
other followed both middle- and high-school stu-
dents across the year. In the latter study, students’ 
academic motivation (15 items measuring 
mastery/performance orientation, belief in mal-
leable intelligence, academic self-efficacy, 
achievement v social goal orientation, and inter-
nal locus of control) had a downward trajectory 
(Scales et  al., 2019b), which is consistent with 
previous studies (Gillet et  al., 2012; Wang & 
Eccles, 2012). However, when students reported 
an increase in the quality of their relationships 
with their teachers, they also reported higher 
year-end academic motivation, perceptions of 
school climate (2 items measuring whether stu-
dents think teachers care about them, and feel 
they are disciplined fairly) and instructional qual-
ity (3 items measuring how much teachers make 
learning interesting, and give students specific 
suggestions for improvement), and had higher 
GPAs at year end. It was rare for student-teacher 
relationship quality to improve across the aca-
demic year, and so most students could not ben-
efit from this meaningful potential influence on 
motivation.

In the second study, student-teacher relation-
ships were strongly related to middle-school stu-
dents’ academic motivation at both the beginning 
and end of the year, and directly predicted stu-
dents’ perceptions of school climate (measured 
as above) and belonging (2 items measuring how 
much students feel like a part of their school, and 
feel part of a community at school; Scales et al., 
2020b). Relationships indirectly predicted stu-
dents’ GPA, through relationships’ strong effect 
on motivation. Student-teacher relationships 
declined more for students with high levels of 
self-reported family financial strain than they did 
for students reporting their families didn’t face 
financial strain (a single item from 1 [“We have 
enough money to buy almost anything we want”] 
to 4 [“We can’t buy the things we need 
sometimes”]).

These results take on additional salience in 
view of the relative importance of relationships 
with teachers over other relational supports for 
motivation. For example, in another study, we 
found that student-teacher developmental rela-

tionships are more important for predicting stu-
dents’ motivation (as well as school climate and 
GPA) than are relationships with parents or peers 
(Sethi & Scales, 2020). For middle school stu-
dents, developmental relationships with both 
teachers and parents predicted motivation, but 
relationships with teachers was the far stronger 
influence. For high school students, only devel-
opmental relationships with teachers predicted 
motivation.

�Student-Teacher Relationships 
as Social Capital

A person-centered approach in another study of a 
large and diverse sample of middle-school stu-
dents (see demographics in Table 3; Scales et al., 
2021) confirmed and extended these results about 
the importance of developmental relationships to 
students’ motivation. In that research, we con-
structed a measure of relational social capital by 
combining the measures of the five developmen-
tal relationships elements (Express Care, 
Challenge Growth, Provide Support, Share 
Power, and Expand Possibilities) with two other 
aspects of student-teacher relationships: stu-
dents’ reports of how much teachers connected 
learning to student interests (3 items measuring 
teacher efforts to find out about students’ inter-
ests and talents, and show them how their class-
work relates to those interests and talents) and the 
degree to which students found the classroom to 
be culturally affirming (3 items measuring how 
much teachers talk positively about contributions 
people of the student’s culture or race have made, 
and how much they encourage students to share 
about their cultural background in class).

Using Latent Transition Analysis, we found 
that most students (60%) were in a group charac-
terized by low to moderate scores on all seven of 
these aspects of student-teacher relationships. 
Students in the low-scoring group reported that 
their relationships with their teachers were not 
good, their deep personal interests were not get-
ting connected to their learning, and they were 
not experiencing cultural affirmation in their 
classrooms. Another 24% were low to moderate 
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on six of the social capital measures but reported 
high levels of being challenged to grow by their 
teachers. Just 16% had high levels of all seven 
aspects of relational social capital. As found in 
variable-centered analyses, those with high levels 
of developmental relationships, feeling their 
interests were getting connected to learning at 
school, and feeling culturally affirmed at school, 
had higher motivation than the other two groups, 
and the relationally strong group as well as those 
high only on Challenge Growth had better GPAs 
than the low group on all seven dimensions of 
student-teacher relationships.

�How Do Developmental 
Relationships Foster School Success? 
Toward a Developmental 
Relationships Theory of Change

This body of Search Institute work over the last 
decade, along with the research of numerous 
other scholars, suggests that one possible mecha-
nism through which a young person’s experience 
of developmental relationships influences posi-
tive youth development broadly (and for this 
chapter, school success outcomes in particular), 
might be through the more proximal association 
of developmental relationships with the three 
core motivational needs articulated in self-
determination theory, that we have described ear-
lier: Autonomy, belonging (relatedness), and 
competence. Our early findings that support this 
theory of change are described below and are a 
continuing focus of our research agenda. 
Specifically, it is possible, and perhaps likely, 
that student experience of the five elements of 
developmental relationships contributes to devel-
opment of one of more of those three “catalytic 
outcomes” (Scales, Boat, & Pekel, 2020a), which 
in turn lay the groundwork for development of 
other self-perceptions and skills (e.g., motivation, 
social-emotional skills) that are more proximal 
influences on ultimate outcomes  indicative of 
thriving (Benson & Scales, 2009), ranging from 
school success to work readiness to civic 
engagement.

Teachers build developmental relationships 
with students through such actions as being car-
ing and fair (friendly, respectful, helpful, equi-
table), maintaining classroom order, having 
positive communication with parents, ensuring 
student safety, soliciting student “voice” and 
participation, having high expectations of stu-
dents, providing authentic instruction (e.g., 
service-learning and giving students opportuni-
ties to help solve real-world issues), connecting 
students’ interests to what they’re learning at 
school, and respecting and honoring the cultural 
diversity of their students, among numerous 
other actions explicitly stated and implied in 
Table 2. All of this may be why we have found 
that students who experience strong develop-
mental relationships with their teachers also rate 
the quality of their instruction higher (Scales 
et  al., 2019b). All of those teacher actions are 
then likely to strengthen students’ sense of per-
sonal and social identity, feeling that they belong 
and are part of the school community, sense that 
they are being given the tools to achieve (e.g., 
getting high-quality instruction), and belief that 
they are skilled and capable of growing even 
more in the competencies valued in the school 
environment.

�Theoretical Link of the Relational 
Actions to Autonomy, Belonging, 
and Competence

We have some evidence for this theoretical con-
nection of developmental relationships, the ABCs 
of self-determination theory, and positive youth 
development, and our strategic research agenda 
includes more systematic exploration of this the-
ory of change. The 20 developmental relation-
ships actions displayed in Table 2 were derived 
from a wide-ranging literature search described 
above (see Pekel et al., 2018 for more), but can 
generally be seen as encompassing and promot-
ing the three self-determination motivational 
needs of autonomy (i.e., their sense of choice and 
self-determination; Deci & Moller, 2005), 
belonging, and competence, as follows:
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Actions Theoretically Promoting Autonomy
•	 “insist I take responsibility for my actions,” 

“help me learn from mistakes and setbacks” 
(both in the element of Challenge Growth)

•	 “build my confidence to take charge of my 
life” (in Provide Support)

•	 “involve me in decisions that affect me,” “give 
me chances to take action and lead” (both in 
Share Power)

•	 “enable me to see possibilities for my future,” 
and “expose me to new ideas and experiences” 
(both in Expand Possibilities).

Actions Theoretically Promoting Belonging
•	 “be someone I can trust,” “really pay attention 

when we are together,” “make me feel known 
and valued,” “show me that you enjoy being 
with me,” and “praise me for my efforts and 
achievements” (all in Express Care)

•	 “guide me through hard situations and sys-
tems,” “stand up for me when I need it,” and 
“put in place limits that keep me on track” (all 
in Provide Support)

•	 “take me seriously and treat me fairly,”, 
“involve me in decisions that affect me,” and 
“work with me to solve problems and reach 
goals” (all in Share Power)

•	 “introduce me to people who can help me 
grow” (in Expand Possibilities).

Actions Theoretically Promoting Competence
•	 “praise me for my efforts and achievements” 

(in Express Care)
•	 “expect me to live up to my potential,” “push 

me to go further,” and “help me learn from 
mistakes and setbacks” (all in Challenge 
Growth)

•	 “guide me through hard situations and sys-
tems,” “build my confidence to take charge of 
my life,” and “put in place limits to keep me 
on track” (all in Provide Support)

•	 “take me seriously and treat me fairly,” and 
“work with me to solve problems and reach 
goals” (both in Share Power)

•	 “introduce me to people who can help me 
grow” (in Expand Possibilities).

�Evidence of the Relational Actions 
Predicting Autonomy, Belonging, 
and Competence

Each of the 20 relational actions thus can be seen 
as theoretically promoting one or more of the 
three basic motivational needs. In turn, our stud-
ies have shown that students’ experience of 
developmental relationships as defined by those 
relational actions directly or indirectly predict 
several indicators of the catalytic outcomes of 
autonomy, belonging, and competence based on 
self-determination theory. For example, develop-
mental relationships (i.e., the 20 relational 
actions) predict:

•	 Autonomy (measured by students’ reporting 
that their opinions are respected and that they 
are disciplined fairly; Scales et  al., 2019b), 
and by several social-emotional competencies 
that reflect the need for autonomy (e.g., self-
awareness, self-management, responsible 
decision making; Search Institute, 2020b),

•	 Belonging (measured by how much students 
feel cared for and connected to a community; 
Scales et al., 2020a, b), and

•	 Competence (measured by three indicators: 
students’ reports of quality of instruction, that 
is, that teachers go out of their ways to make 
learning interesting, ensure students under-
stand the material, and show students specific 
things they can do to improve (Scales et  al., 
2019b); GPA (indirectly, through motivation-
-Scales et al., 2019b; Scales et al., 2020b), and 
by greater self-report of social-emotional 
competencies, that is, relationships skills, 
social awareness; Search Institute, 2020b).

Similarly, higher levels of the 20 developmen-
tal relationships actions predict academic motiva-
tion (as measured by 15 items such as “my main 
reason for working hard in school is to learn new 
knowledge and skills,” “I can get smarter by 
working hard,” “I am confident in my ability to 
complete my schoolwork,” “it motivates me to 
outperform other students in my classes,” “I want 
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to master the material presented in my classes,” 
“I like classes that arouse my curiosity, even if 
they are hard,” and “I am good at working toward 
the goals I set”; Scales et al., 2019b, 2020b; Sethi 
& Scales, 2020).

Further, research shows that these motivated 
students may then attract more teacher attentive-
ness (e.g., Furrer et  al., 2006). As Wang et  al. 
(2019) reported, students who are engaged at 
school attract more teacher investment in them, 
which enhances engagement and achievement, 
which attracts still more positive teacher response 
in an ongoing virtuous cycle. Positive impact 
anywhere in the chain thus has an increased 
chance of activating positive developmental 
cascades.

As those catalytic outcomes of autonomy, 
belonging, and competence are strengthened, the 
ground is made more fertile for the growth of stu-
dents’ desire to learn, willingness to focus and 
exert effort on schoolwork, intention to set life-
enhancing educational career goals, and capacity 
for persevering toward those goals in the face of 
adversity and challenge. That motivation then 
more proximally affects indicators of perfor-
mance and achievement, including attendance, 
grades, test scores, and post-secondary education 
and/or career plans.

Most critically from the standpoint of prac-
tice, we have found that students who report 
increases in developmental relationships with 
teachers over the school year have significantly 
better perceptions of school climate, quality of 
instruction, and motivation than other students at 
year end, as well as better GPAs, depending on 
whether we use the full developmental relation-
ship measure or measures of the individual five 
elements (Scales et al., 2019b).

Among the five individual elements of devel-
opmental relationships, Provide Support is 
important for predicting multiple outcomes at 
both middle and high school levels, but espe-
cially at the high school level. The items tap sev-
eral aspects of support, including advocating for 
students if they have been treated unfairly, help-
ing students learn to advocate for themselves, and 
connecting students to others who can help if 
they have a problem. Focus group comments 

gathered in the same study reflected these as well 
as other ways of providing both support and care, 
such as when teachers are flexible with deadlines 
and understanding when students are under 
stress. At the middle school level, Challenge 
Growth and improvement in challenge growth are 
also important in predicting multiple outcomes, 
including GPA. At the high school level, Share 
Power is particularly important in predicting 
multiple outcomes, including GPA.

So, there are both a reasonable theory of 
change and a growing body of empirical results 
consistent with other scholars’ research that link 
student-teacher developmental relationships to 
indicators of students’ senses of autonomy, 
belonging, and competence, and their academic 
motivation and performance. The developmental 
relationships research has, however, also revealed 
consistent challenges.

�Challenges in Students’ Experience 
of Developmental Relationships 
with Teachers

Most Students Do Not Experience High-
Quality Relationships with Teachers  First, on 
average, students reflected in Table 3 report just 
“okay” levels of developmental relationships 
with teachers, running between 3.0 and 3.4 on a 
5-point scale of agreement or “like my teachers” 
(Scales et  al., 2019b, 2020b). In the study in 
which we employed Latent Transition Analysis 
to identify classes of students based on reports of 
those relationships, 84% were in the low (60%) 
or only moderate (24%) groups (Scales et  al., 
2021).

Student-Teacher Relationships Do Not Get 
Better Over Time  Second, although improve-
ment in student-teacher relationships is linked to 
better school adjustment and performance, only a 
distinct minority of students report that their rela-
tionships with teachers improve over a school 
year, between 12% and 40% depending on the 
school studied (Scales et  al., 2019b, 2020b). 
Those studies did not include interventions to 
strengthen relationships, suggesting that student-
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teacher relationships do not naturally become 
more developmental as the school year pro-
gresses. Search Institute has not yet implemented 
and examined an intervention to boost student-
teacher developmental relationships as defined 
here, but other studies cited below, including 
through a U.S.  Institute of Education Sciences 
grant to Search Institute to develop the Building 
Assets Reducing Risk program (https://ies.
ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/132) have shown that 
student-teacher relationships can be positively 
affected through such interventions.

The Experience of Student-Teacher 
Developmental Relationships Is Inequitable  
Third, student-teacher developmental relation-
ships are not experienced equitably by differing 
groups of students. We have not found much dif-
ference across racial and ethnic groups of stu-
dents in the quality of their teacher relationships. 
But students eligible for free- and reduced-price 
lunch in two of our studies were less likely to 
experience Challenge Growth (e.g., high expec-
tations from teachers; Scales et  al., 2021), and 
more likely to see their relationships with teach-
ers get worse by the end of the school year (Scales 
et al., 2019b), than more affluent students, espe-
cially if they also perceived their families to be 
under financial strain. In addition, high-school 
students report significantly lower levels of 
developmental relationships with teachers than 
do middle-school students (Scales et al., 2019b).

Finally, The Individual Elements of 
Developmental relationships Are Not 
Experienced Equally  Share Power and Expand 
Possibilities are the least often reported, both by 
parents (Pekel et al., 2015) and students (Scales 
et al., 2019b).3 Share Power may be an especially 
problematic element in the school setting. 

3 In our unpublished data from middle- and high-school 
teachers in the studies cited here, teachers also report that 
they are least likely to Share Power and Expand 
Possibilities with their students. Thus, parents, students, 
and teachers so far all agree these are the least-commonly 
done or experienced elements of developmental 
relationships.

Another of our studies used qualitative methods 
including discourse analysis to conclude that 
when students and teachers have challenging 
relationships, much of the interaction seems to be 
around implicit negotiations of power, with it 
being rare for the teachers we studied to work 
together with students to share power or build 
students’ agency through joint conflict resolution 
(Chamberlain et al., 2020). When students expe-
rience Share Power or Expand Possibilities they 
can accrue social capital that enables social class 
leverage, mobility, and contribution back to their 
communities (Scales et al., 2020a). Thus, engag-
ing young people from historically marginalized 
communities in developmental relationships that 
feature high levels of Share Power and Expand 
Possibilities may be a particularly promising 
lever for advancing equity in the lives of those 
young people and in society as a whole.

�Applications of the Developmental 
Relationships Research to Practice

There is great potential of developmental rela-
tionships as a contributor to student academic 
motivation, engagement, and performance, and 
even more broadly, to positive youth develop-
ment and greater educational and occupational 
equity over time. Moreover, that positive influ-
ence and the gaps in how much students experi-
ence them, who experiences them, and which 
elements of student-teacher developmental rela-
tionships they experience most and least, suggest 
the urgent need to develop policies and practices 
that increase students’ experience of develop-
mental relationships with their teachers, espe-
cially among older students (i.e., high school 
age) and students from low-income backgrounds 
(whether measured with FRL eligibility or per-
ceived financial strain).

The 20 specific actions shown in Table 2 are 
not intended to be exhaustive, but they describe a 
robust set of concrete behaviors that can inform 
practice: things that adults across ecological set-
tings can do in order to deepen their developmen-
tal interaction and influence with young people. 
In addition, we have conducted extensive qualita-
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tive research with students and teachers, along 
with the quantitative research discussed here. The 
qualitative research in particular has illuminated 
specific teacher practices that build the kinds of 
relationships that motivate students to do their 
best in the classroom. It also has provided a 
deeper examination of the ways in which teach-
ers’ behaviors and practices can either nurture 
developmental relationships to flourish, or inhibit 
them from growing. Examples of all five of the 
elements of developmental relationships were 
evident in the comments students have made in 
focus groups and teachers in interviews, although 
stories about teachers sharing power with stu-
dents were less common (a theme we examine in 
detail in Chamberlain et al., 2020). This is consis-
tent with the survey methodology work that has 
shown that students report Share Power and 
Expand Possibilities as the least-experienced of 
the five elements (Pekel et al., 2018; Scales et al., 
2019b).

The overall sense communicated by the strate-
gies teachers use is that the most relationally-
skilled teachers consistently convey to students: 
“I will not give up on you, and I will give you the 
respect of being real with you.” There are power-
ful meta-messages students perceived from 
teachers in those fundamental teacher practices:

•	 You can trust me to be here through your good 
and bad days, and for the long haul;

•	 I will share some of my self with you as a per-
son so we get to know each other, even maybe 
make each other laugh once in a while;

•	 I will be fair and honest with you;
•	 I will be flexible with you when I can be but I 

will still expect a lot from you;
•	 I will give you the support you need to 

succeed.

At a time when students are navigating signifi-
cant developmental demands, opportunities, and 
challenges, those kinds of meta-messages may 
help to bolster students’ mindsets and self-
perceptions of self-efficacy, their ability to grow 
through self-regulated effort (Yeager et al., 2014), 
and the sense that they have people who care 
about them and will advocate for them and help 

them when they need it. It is no wonder then, that 
students who said they experienced such teacher 
practices also reported feeling more confident 
academically and wanting to work harder for 
those teachers.

�Experimental Studies on Educational 
Effects of Strengthening 
Relationships

Search Institute’s applied research has not yet 
encompassed experimental studies of the impact 
of strengthening developmental relationships. A 
U.S.  Department of Education grant to Search 
Institute enabled an early experimental evalua-
tion of a program to combat student failure 
(Building Assets Reducing Risks) that was based 
in part on the institute’s research on developmen-
tal assets, with student-teacher relationships 
among the emphasized intervention areas 
(Costello & Sharma, 2015). Results for the 
experimental students showed improved teacher 
perceptions of relationships with students, and in 
a subsequent study, small to modest improve-
ments in student perceptions about feeling sup-
ported (effect size = 0.29), challenged (ES = 0.25) 
and engaged (ES  =  0.11), as well as improve-
ments in grades and decreases in course failures, 
and mixed results on standardized test scores 
(Bos et  al., 2019). Although the results were 
promising, the number of teachers was relatively 
small, the measures of relationships quite lim-
ited, and the researchers did not tease out the 
effect of improved relationships from the effect 
of other aspects of the intervention (e.g., staff 
risk-review meetings and family engagement 
strategies), so further investigation of that model 
still is needed.

An inherent dilemma in this type of research 
is trying to produce an authentic student-teacher 
relationship if teachers in an experimental group 
are asked to perform a series of prescribed behav-
iors with each of their students. The danger is that 
the recommended actions become a constraining 
influence that reduces dynamic, bidirectional 
connectedness to a checklist that must be imple-
mented with fidelity. Real relationships, of 
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course, are far messier, personal, unpredictable, 
and idiosyncratic. One of the most prominent 
themes in our qualitative research, for example, 
has been how crucial it is, if genuine trust is to be 
built, for teachers to be skilled at balancing rules, 
accountability, and deadlines with flexibility, 
attunement, and responsiveness to individual 
needs, themes repeated both in school settings 
(e.g., Sethi & Scales, 2020) and in workforce 
readiness programs for youth who are out of the 
workforce and out of school (Syvertsen et  al., 
2021). The actions presented in Table 2 and the 
behaviors that students in our qualitative research 
have told us exemplary relationship-building 
teachers use (e.g., Scales et al., 2019b; Sethi & 
Scales, 2020) represent a research and practice-
based framework of operating principles that we 
plan to offer as systematic suggestions for teach-
ers to use in an eventual experimental study, 
while still ensuring teachers have sufficient 
degrees of freedom for genuine responsiveness 
with their students.

In the meantime, evidence from both our own 
longitudinal studies cited here, and other schol-
ars’ studies, points to the causal impact of mak-
ing relationships more developmental. For 
example, Reschly and Christenson (2012) 
described the Check & Connect program as men-
toring designed to “promote student engagement 
through relationship building, problem solving, 
and persistence for marginalized students” (p. 7). 
The approach “checks” on student progress 
through frequent data collection and analysis, 
and “connects” students to school through mini-
interventions and support for families facilitated 
by the mentors over a minimum mentor commit-
ment period of 2  years. Experimental design 
research, and other longitudinal pre-post studies, 
showed that Check & Connect students attended 
school more, participated more, were more eager 
to learn, persisted more through challenge, failed 
fewer classes, and were more likely to graduate 
from high school than other students, or in the 
longitudinal studies, were more likely to have 
those outcomes post-program than before, with 
some substantial effect sizes in the .50s. It should 
be noted, too, that this is not a brief intervention 
of weeks or even a few months. It requires at least 

a school-year commitment to realize those 
impacts (Christenson & Pohl, 2020). This under-
scores the importance not just of intervening with 
adults who work with young people, but with the 
organizations in which they work, to ensure that 
visions, missions, resources, policies, and proce-
dures are firmly supporting and prioritizing the 
strengthening of youth-adult (student-teacher) 
relationships (see Scales et al., 2022).

Similarly, Pianta and colleagues’ 
MyTeachingPartner (MTP) aims to improve 
teacher-student interactions through coaching 
teachers how to observe their students’ more 
accurately and be more responsive to them in 
their instructional strategies and classroom man-
agement (Pianta, 2016). The coaching is pro-
vided through analysis of videos of the teachers’ 
interactions with students, and consultation from 
exemplar teacher colleagues. Experimental 
design studies from preschool through secondary 
levels showed that MTP significantly improved 
teachers’ “sensitivity toward students,…[and] 
understanding and awareness of student perspec-
tives” (p. 101), as well as the use of more engag-
ing instructional strategies focusing on concepts, 
analysis, and other higher-order thinking than on 
memorization and drills. Students whose teach-
ers received the relationship-improving coaching 
showed significantly better language develop-
ment, self-regulation, motivation and engage-
ment, fewer disciplinary referrals (especially 
among African-American students), and higher 
standardized test scores, with effect sizes ranging 
from the .50s–.90s. The effects on student-teacher 
relationships were also more pronounced in high-
poverty classrooms.

Another relationship-targeted intervention is 
Establish-Maintain-Restore. It provides sug-
gested teacher actions (such as providing 5 posi-
tive interactions for every negative interaction 
with a student, and spending 2 minutes/day con-
necting with students for 10  days) for each of 
those three phases of a student-teacher relation-
ship in an effort to ensure that students “feel a 
sense of trust, belonging, and understanding 
toward those who are in charge of the setting…” 
(Cook et al., 2020, p. 214). Small studies (n from 
133 to 220 students and 10 to 20 teachers) have 
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been done with 4th–5th grade and 9th grade stu-
dents and teachers. Results have shown improved 
student-teacher relationships and time academi-
cally engaged, and decreases in disruptive behav-
ior (Cook et  al., 2018; Duong et  al., 2019) and 
some evidence that, when an equity focus was 
explicit in the teacher training, 9th grade students 
of color improved more than white students did 
on belongingness, classroom behavior, motiva-
tion and GPA (Gaias et al., 2020). One drawback 
to the studies so far has been that student-teacher 
relationships have been measured only by teacher 
report; our own studies show significant differ-
ences in student and teacher reports of develop-
mental relationships, with teachers painting a far 
rosier picture than students (e.g., Scales et  al.,  
2019b; Search Institute, 2020b). Those relation-
ship improvements may thus be over-stated. 
However, a significant promising note for the 
Establish-Maintain-Restore approach is that 
these effects were seen following a relatively 
brief teacher training of just 3 hours, suggesting 
relative ease of implementation of the training.

A large meta-analysis of 70 youth mentoring 
programs and more than 25,000 participating 
youth (Raposa et  al., 2019) provides additional 
evidence of the causal link between high-quality 
adult-youth relationships and positive youth 
development. The researchers used study selec-
tion criteria differing from past meta-analyses, 
ensuring that only programs that had a focus on 
improving youth outcomes through a one-on-one 
intergenerational relationship with a nonparent 
adult were included. Additionally, studies had to 
have a control group. The average effect size was 
0.21 across all programs and all outcomes, which 
the authors noted (p.  437) is “well within the 
medium/moderate range of empirical guidelines 
for the average effect sizes of universal youth 
prevention programs.” There were no significant 
differences in effect sizes found across school, 
cognitive, health, psychological, and social out-
comes. Improved perception of social support 
among mentees appeared to be a key mechanism 
in producing the findings. The authors concluded 
that “improved perceptions of support, in turn, 
may lead to improvements in a wide range of 
developmentally-relevant outcomes, including 

academic engagement and performance, self-
esteem, assertiveness, and substance use” 
(p. 438). In a different meta-analysis study of 14 
programs and more than 3500 youth that exam-
ined the effects of more informal youth-initiated 
mentoring (when the mentor is largely selected 
by youth themselves), effect sizes were slightly 
higher (0.30) across four domains including aca-
demic and vocational outcomes (as well as 
social-emotional, physical, and psychosocial out-
comes; van Dam et al., 2020).

�Future Directions for Research 
and Practice

Despite thousands of studies that have been con-
ducted on “positive” and “caring” relationships 
across numerous niches of developmental, social, 
and educational psychology, a concluding chap-
ter section on future directions for research and 
practice on developmental relationships and their 
connection to youth motivation could be a full 
chapter of its own, given how much there is still 
to be known. But we conclude here by addressing 
just three broad themes needing robust attention 
in both research and practice. These include: 
Strengthening the cultural validity and respon-
siveness of the Developmental Relationships 
Framework; better understanding and activating 
young people themselves as drivers of develop-
mental relationships in and outside of school set-
tings; and leveraging in practice a deeper 
knowledge of not just the adult-youth dyad but 
how single relationships have their effects within 
a larger web of developmental relationships. All 
three of these themes are the subject of current 
studies being conducted at Search Institute and 
elsewhere.

�Cultural Validity/Responsiveness 
of the Developmental Relationships 
Framework

The extensive literature reviews, focus groups, 
cognitive interviews, and pilot studies we did to 
create and shape the Developmental Relationships 

Developmental Relationships and Student Academic Motivation: Current Research and Future Directions



276

Framework suggested and then provided empiri-
cal support for the validity of the framework 
across sex, middle and high school levels, multi-
ple race group designations, Latinx and non-
Latinx ethnicity, and socioeconomic groups 
(generally designated on the basis of eligibility 
for free and reduced-price lunch). Our analytic 
samples (see Table  3) have been reasonably to 
extremely large (ranging from hundreds in a sam-
ple to more than 25,000) and diverse as well, 
ranging from 30% to 60% students of color, and 
similar proportions of students eligible for free 
and reduced-price lunch and/or feeling financial 
strain. The finding that higher levels of develop-
mental relationships are correlated with and pre-
dict (in longitudinal studies) a variety of key 
positive youth outcomes, including academic 
motivation and better GPAs, has been replicated 
across all those sample diversities.

Nevertheless, despite the attentiveness to 
racial, cultural and other forms of demographic 
diversity, the Developmental Relationships 
Framework was created by a group of researchers 
who have been (mostly) white, non-Latinx, rela-
tively affluent, and cis-gender. Much deeper 
examination of how each of the five elements and 
20 actions is manifested in young people and 
communities of color and who face other forms 
of marginalization in society is needed, initially 
at a descriptive level. In addition, more study is 
needed of how experiencing different accents 
among the five relational elements may have dif-
fering effects on motivation and other outcomes 
for youth from differing racial, ethnic, and socio-
economic backgrounds, among other forms of 
difference.

For example, our work to date suggests that 
young people growing up in poverty, young peo-
ple of color, and youth that face discrimination in 
our society may particularly benefit from rela-
tionships with teachers that feature high levels of 
the elements of Sharing Power and Expanding 
Possibilities because those elements are associ-
ated with important components of social capital 
(Scales et  al., 2020a). That possibility is rein-
forced by studies that show positive and support-
ive relationships with teachers seem to have an 
even greater impact for low-income students 

(e.g., Pianta, 2016; Wentzel & Wigfield, 2009). 
Future studies should investigate associations 
between elements of developmental relation-
ships, accumulation of social capital, and out-
comes in school and in the workplace with 
sufficiently large samples to have the power to 
detect possible differing paths of influence across 
varied demographic groups.

Thus, more research is needed, and attention 
in practice, to ensure that building developmental 
relationships does not inadvertently ignore or 
contribute to the perpetuation of long-standing 
racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and other forms of 
systemic discrimination, and that, instead, a 
focus on building developmental relationships, in 
research and practice, serves as a force for pro-
moting equity. In this light, it is encouraging that 
a study we did of an aggregate sample of nearly 
13,000 middle and high school students and more 
than 1200 staff in schools, out-of-school time 
programs, and school-based student support pro-
grams (Search Institute, 2020a) found that set-
tings that were high in reported developmental 
relationships also were high on an index of diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion indicators (DEI), such 
as all people being treated fairly in the setting, no 
matter who they are, or students being encour-
aged to share their culture or background, and 
being encouraged to get to know others with dif-
fering cultural backgrounds. Specifically, only 
6% of students with weak developmental rela-
tionships said those DEI indicators were mostly 
or completely true in their school or program, 
versus 30% who had moderate developmental 
relationships, and a whopping 77% of those who 
had strong developmental relationships also 
reporting that their schools and programs support 
diversity, equity, and inclusion.

In seeking to study and strengthen the cultural 
responsiveness of the Developmental 
Relationships Framework in the years ahead, 
Search Institute will build upon the decades of 
research on Search Institute’s Developmental 
Assets framework. Those studies found that 
although the assets framework had substantial 
cross-cultural validity around the world, the 
meaning and salience of some of the constructs 
varied across differing cultures (Scales, 
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2011; Scales et al., 2017). For example, we found 
that notions of self, other, and identity, as well as 
how parents and other adults promote culturally-
appropriate agency and autonomy in youth, and 
even what constitutes “positive youth develop-
ment” were quite variable. The original Western 
wording and connotations of several develop-
mental assets measures had to be adapted to be 
adequately valid in a number of non-Western 
countries. The Developmental Relationships 
Framework has as yet only been studied, in a very 
limited way, in one other country than the United 
States (Scales et al., 2019a). The results for youth 
in Guatemala did show that developmental rela-
tionships in the family were linked to better youth 
well-being, but considerable work in research 
and practice remains to be done to establish that 
the associations discussed in this chapter have a 
comparable cross-cultural reach (if not universal-
ity) as the earlier developmental assets 
framework.4

�Young People as Drivers 
of Developmental Relationships

Relational and developmental systems theory, 
not to mention family systems theories, have long 
held that developmentally meaningful relation-
ships are bidirectional, with each party influenc-
ing the other (Lerner, 1998). Both the literature 
on student-teacher relationships and our own 
studies have acknowledged as much, but research 
is less well represented in which the central ques-
tion is about students’ effects on the relationship 
with teachers. Children’s reciprocal effects on 
their caregivers have been a core topic in the 
early childhood and parenting literature for many 
decades, such as classic studies showing that 
“fussy” infants elicit less warm responses from 

4 In secondary analysis of an international dataset of 30 
countries, examining the frequency of relationship-
centered developmental assets as proxies for developmen-
tal relationships (Scales & Roehlkepartain, 2017) reported 
that 48% of youth internationally had inadequate relation-
ships with nonfamily adults in the school or learning set-
ting and 75% had less than adequate relationships in the 
community setting outside of schools.

caregivers. Emmy Werner and colleagues, for 
example, showed that longitudinally, infants on 
Kaua’i who smiled more had more extensive 
relationships with nonkin in the middle child-
hood years and were more engaged in and did 
better at school as adolescents, among other posi-
tive long-term patterns (Werner & Smith, 1982, 
1992). The analogue in studies of student-teacher 
relationships may be the research showing that 
students who are well-behaved in the classroom 
are perceived as more capable by teachers, and 
given both more challenging work and more sup-
port to succeed at it (Reeve, 2009). Similarly, 
several studies in German schools found that stu-
dents’ motivation to engage with specific learn-
ing content was the strongest predictor of 
differences in student-rated teaching quality as 
measured by classroom management and emo-
tional support. That is, teaching quality was not a 
feature of the teacher alone but of the teacher 
being affected by their students (Fauth et  al., 
2020). Likewise, the long-standing inequities in 
school discipline of African-American students 
as compared to white students, even for compa-
rable infractions (Skiba et al., 2002), is another 
example of how not only students’ behavior, but 
nonmalleable characteristics such as skin color 
clearly have an impact on teachers’ relational and 
instructional behaviors.

Nevertheless, the bulk of research on student-
teacher relationships prioritizes what teachers do, 
not what students do, to make a positive relation-
ship “happen.” This even extends to the nomen-
clature used: We have not counted this 
systematically yet, but our strong impression 
from deep analysis of the literature is that the 
term “teacher-student relationships” is more 
often used than the term we intentionally use, 
“student-teacher relationships.” This emphasis 
on the teacher side of the relationship has meant 
that most of the lessons from the research are 
about what teachers can do to promote better 
relationships with their students. Our own 
research is guilty of the same unequal emphasis 
on teachers and teacher behaviors, despite our 
good intentions to begin rectifying this imbal-
ance by putting “student” first in the term. How 
all this research gets translated into practice thus 
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has often overlooked a critical lever: the role of 
students themselves as drivers of developmental 
relationships.

An important intervention question, for exam-
ple, is that if young people are introduced to the 
concept of developmental relationships in schools 
and OST programs, can and will they take action 
to build relationship-based social capital that 
helps them achieve their goals for education, 
work, and life? Lessons from studies of Youth-
Initiated Mentoring (e.g., Schwartz et al., 2013), 
as well as service-learning and youth civic 
engagement more broadly (e.g., Wray-Lake 
et al., 2016), show that young people can indeed 
be trained to raise their skills in seeking out peo-
ple who can mentor and guide them, and that 
their interest and engagement in authentic, com-
munity problem-solving activities is not only 
substantial, but can have equity-promoting 
effects. In one of our studies, for example, we 
found that low-income students who engaged in 
school or community service-learning opportuni-
ties had levels of broader engagement with school 
that were significantly better than the school 
engagement (and grades) of their low-income 
peers without service-learning, and that were sta-
tistically indistinguishable from the engagement 
of affluent students without service-learning 
(Scales et al., 2006).

�Effects of the Adult-Youth Dyad 
Within a Web of Developmental 
Relationships

Current systems and ecological theories of devel-
opment are most proximally the descendants of 
Bronfenbrenner’s seminal work on the influence 
of the ecology in human development, although 
the scholarly origins of systems thinking more 
broadly go back to the 1920s in physics and biol-
ogy, and expansion over the decades to philoso-
phy, economics, and computer science, all of 
which influenced the ecological ideas of 
Bronfenbrenner and the evolution of systems 
thinking in applied developmental science 
(Laszlo & Krippner, 1998; Lerner & Schmid, 
2013). More specifically within the boundaries of 

this chapter, the study of student-teacher devel-
opmental relationships and student motivation 
has for the most part proceeded with an emphasis 
on examining the dyadic relationship between 
students and their teachers, and the attendant 
effects on various youth outcomes.

But that dyadic relationship, of course, unfolds 
within a much broader web of relationships in stu-
dents’ lives—with other teachers, friends and 
classmates, family, adults and other children in the 
neighborhood, youth programs, religious congre-
gations, part-time workplaces, and other commu-
nity settings. No matter how developmental a 
given student-teacher relationship might be, that 
single relationship is not all that young people 
need, and it is unlikely by itself to shape a flourish-
ing, thriving life for a young person both now and 
in the future, even though it can make a consider-
able difference in developmental outcomes in the 
near-term. Each relationship offers something dif-
ferent, in different circumstances, and with differ-
ing effects at different times in development. A 
relationship with a staff person in an out-of-school 
time (OST) program may be just as developmental 
for a given young person as one with a teacher in a 
public school, for example, but the nonacademic 
context of the OST setting allows and encourages 
a differing basis of connection and activities than 
the school environment.

Similarly, the accents among the five elements 
that are most developmental and the impact of 
who provides them are probably going to be dif-
ferent for a seven-year-old boy trying to deal with 
a squabble among his friends from the elements 
that are relationally most helpful for a 17-year-
old girl trying to decide which colleges to apply 
to. Moreover, a long-term developmental rela-
tionship with a teacher or coach may evolve over 
time from being focused on, for example, 
Challenge Growth and Expand Possibilities to 
emphasizing Provide Support and Share Power to 
ultimately including “only” Express Care as the 
young person grows up and leaves behind intense 
and frequent contact. The relationship may still 
be developmental, in the sense of its effects on 
identity, agency, and connection and contribution 
to community, still promoting growth, but it now 
has a different shape and features.
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It is this activation not just of one dyadic rela-
tionship but a multitude of them of varying inten-
sities and durations (in social capital theory, both 
the “strong” ties of bonding with people like one-
self and the “weak” ties with others of differing 
status and power who can link one to a greater 
variety of opportunities; Scales et al., 2020a) that 
is needed to put young people on the path to 
becoming thriving young adults. Each young per-
son needs this web of developmental relation-
ships, available at different times, emphasizing 
different relational elements, in the service of dif-
fering youth needs and goals as they change over 
time. Collectively, such dynamic networks of 
relationships can produce the most enduring pos-
itive outcomes for young people, through helping 
them construct a strong autonomous identity that 
is integrated across time and the spaces of their 
lives, a sense of agency and competencies to 
shape their life’s direction, and a firm belief that 
they are truly connected to communities of others 
who both care for them and for whom the young 
person desires to make meaningful 
contributions.

Teachers and other staff in schools are a criti-
cal strand of the broader web of relationships that 
young people need to thrive, but that web can and 
should include adults in other settings as well. In 
fact, a study that we conducted in 2019 (just 
before the start of the coronavirus pandemic) 
found that 70% of youth in out-of-school time 
programs and 62% of young people who partici-
pate in student support programs that work within 
schools report strong levels of developmental 
relationships with program staff, whereas only 
40% of students report having strong develop-
mental relationships with their teachers (Search 
Institute, 2020b). That finding underscores the 
valuable role that a wide array of youth-serving 
organizations can play in supplementing the 
developmental relationships students experience 
with their teachers. A participant in a qualitative 
study that we conducted of six career pathways 
programs captured this multiplying effect well 
when she noted that participating in the program 
means that, “You don’t just have a hundred peo-
ple in your network, you have one hundred peo-
ple’s networks” (Boat et al., 2020, p. 24).

�Conclusion

None of these three themes for future directions 
are new ideas. Previous theorists, researchers, 
and practitioners have been writing about them 
for as long as there has been a scholarly tradition. 
The newness and relevance for today is in the 
greater emphasis that deserves to be placed on 
them.

We have described in this chapter how devel-
opmental relationships can help promote greater 
academic motivation, and a wealth of other youth 
outcomes. But schools and other institutions can-
not help students enjoy the greatest benefits of 
those relationships without explicit commitment 
to do so. Our research has consistently found that 
less than half of middle and high school students 
have high-quality developmental relationships 
with their teachers. Those relationships don’t 
seem to get better over time, on their own. Older 
students and low-income students seem to have 
worse relationships with their teachers, and they 
have fewer quality relationships with teachers 
over time.

For all of these reasons, more intentional 
effort needs to be spent in both research and prac-
tice to study and strengthen developmental rela-
tionships. We need to evaluate and, as necessary, 
enhance the cultural responsiveness of the 
Developmental Relationships Framework. We 
need to help more young people activate their 
own agency as builders of developmental rela-
tionships with teachers and other adults. And we 
need to facilitate not just more high-quality 
dyadic relationships between students and teach-
ers, but more expansive and diverse networks and 
webs of developmental relationships in and out 
of school for all our students. Attending to all 
those issues in research and practice will promote 
not just student motivation in the near-term, but 
also broader and longer-term well-being and 
thriving in the society that today’s students soon 
will lead.

At the outset of this chapter, we asked you to 
recall a teacher who motivated you to learn dur-
ing your own years as a student. We hope and 
assume that you were able to remember more 
than one. It is likely that the educator who came 
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to your mind built strong relationships with you 
and other students based upon their personal pas-
sions and commitments and trial-and-error expe-
rience over years in the classroom. It is also likely 
that you had other teachers who were not as suc-
cessful at motivating you to learn, and if we had 
asked you to remember those teachers at the out-
set of this chapter, it would have begun our dis-
cussion at a very different place in your own 
education and development. Fortunately, the 
findings from our studies and other research are 
making it possible to ensure that all teachers have 
the knowledge, skills, and tools to build powerful 
developmental relationships with all of the stu-
dents they serve.
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Early Childhood Engagement

Stacey Neuharth-Pritchett and Kristen L. Bub

Abstract

Children’s experiences with formal group 
early learning experiences serve as an intro-
duction to schooling and provide foundational 
experiences with cognitive, language, social, 
emotional, behavioral, and relational skills 
that start the trajectory to a successful transi-
tion to elementary school and beyond. Despite 
evidence supporting the benefits of early 
childhood engagement for learning and devel-
opment, there is very little consistency in how 
early childhood engagement is defined and 
measured. This chapter summarizes the evi-
dence on early childhood engagement, 
describes the myriad ways early childhood 
engagement has been defined, and highlights 
some potential options for measuring early 
childhood engagement.

High-quality experiences with early childhood 
education prompt positive and enduring out-
comes for children, particularly for those chil-
dren from households with economic 
disadvantage (García et al., 2016; McCoy et al., 

2017; Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Weiland & 
Yoshikawa, 2013). Such experiences serve as a 
formal introduction to schooling for young chil-
dren and provide foundational experiences with 
cognitive, language, social, emotional, behav-
ioral, and relational skills that start the trajectory 
to a successful transition to elementary school 
and beyond (Ansari, 2018; Barnett, 1995; Han & 
Neuharth-Pritchett, 2021; Ledford et  al., 2020). 
Longitudinal studies document the impact of 
early childhood experiences on the development 
of positive attitudes toward school and atten-
dance patterns (Schweinhart et  al., 2005; van 
Huizen & Plantenga, 2018; Wylie & Hodgen, 
2012). Indeed, positive early childhood engage-
ment might be a protective factor for children 
placed at risk by reducing problem behaviors and 
augmenting social skills that facilitate adjustment 
to the learning settings (Dominguez & Greenfield, 
2009; McWayne & Cheung, 2009). Despite evi-
dence supporting the benefits of early childhood 
engagement for learning and development, there 
is very little consistency in how early childhood 
engagement is defined and measured. Although a 
majority of studies on early childhood engage-
ment has focused on the behavioral aspects of the 
construct, others have considered early childhood 
engagement to be multidimensional, including 
emotional, relational, and cognitive aspects. This 
chapter will summarize the evidence on early 
childhood engagement, describe the myriad ways 
early childhood engagement has been defined, 
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and highlight some potential options for measur-
ing early childhood engagement.

Longitudinal evidence of the impact of early 
childhood programs on students’ use of special 
education services, retention, and graduation 
rates suggests that these settings are essential for 
setting children on a positive academic trajectory. 
For example, the High/Scope Perry Preschool 
Project suggests that children who were ran-
domly assigned to the program spent signifi-
cantly fewer years in special education programs 
and services compared with the control children 
(~1 year compared with 2.8 years, respectively). 
Additionally, program females completed more 
years of education than did nonprogram females 
(12.2 vs. 10.5, respectively); high school gradua-
tion or equivalence completion was also signifi-
cantly higher for program females than 
nonprogram females. There were no differences 
in retention or graduation rates for program and 
nonprogram males (Schweinhart et  al., 2005). 
Similarly, the Carolina Abecedarian early child-
hood program was associated with significantly 
higher education levels compared with the con-
trol group (e.g., 13.46 vs. 12.31  years, respec-
tively), with women again benefiting more than 
men (Campbell et  al., 2002; Campbell et  al., 
2012). Using follow-up data from studies exam-
ining the impact of infant and preschool pro-
grams on child development, Lazar et al. (1982) 
reported that children from low-income families 
were significantly more likely to meet basic 
school requirements, less likely to be retained a 
grade, and less likely to be referred to special 
education services than were children who did 
not attend early childhood programs. These stud-
ies provide clear evidence of the long-term 
benefits of early childhood education experiences 
for educational outcomes.

In 2021, conversations about the efficacy of 
early intervention, support for the early care and 
education workforce, and specific interventions 
such as universal prekindergarten for children 
have stimulated conversations about the quality 
of early childhood experiences and who accesses 
them (Austin et  al., 2021; Eden, 2021; OECD, 
2021; Shapiro, 2021). Disparities in early care 
and education experiences (Bernstein et  al., 

2014) and variations in the individual experi-
ences that children have within these settings 
trigger questions about early childhood engage-
ment experiences and their resultant impact on 
long-term schooling outcomes (Williford et  al., 
2013). In comparison to the robust evidence base 
on student engagement in the elementary through 
high school (Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Lindstrom 
et  al., 2021) years, literature about early child-
hood engagement is more limited and often 
focused on readiness variables (e.g., literacy, lan-
guage, and mathematics) and not specifically the 
construct of engagement (Aydogan, 2012; Ramey 
& Ramey, 2004).

�Engagement Foundations

Many different perspectives on the development 
and developmental trajectories of young children 
have guided the work of scholars in early child-
hood education. For example, Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) and 
the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) frame-
work have been modeled in numerous studies 
examining the interrelations among proximal 
processes, personal characteristics, contexts, and 
time to understand how children learn and in 
what contexts. By examining proximal processes 
which Bronfenbrenner (2005) noted as primary 
engines of development, scholars have been able 
to examine children’s engagement in activities 
and interactions that occur on a relatively regular 
basis along with the resources, teachers, and 
peers in those settings (Downer et  al., 2007). 
Other scholars have employed dynamic systems 
theories to help describe how the role of context 
including relationships, environment, and experi-
ence drives youth learning and development 
(Immordino-Yang et  al., 2019; Lerner, 2018). 
Child agency and teacher and child beliefs also 
have been examined to assess how young chil-
dren engage to develop their identities as learners 
and members of the learning community (Dweck, 
2016). Still other scholars advocate for under-
standing what early learning experiences work 
for which children in which contexts (Finn, 1993; 
Shonkoff, 2017). For example, how might the 
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quality of a child’s engagement with learning be 
directly related to pathways for learning (Lawson 
& Lawson, 2013)? Scholars have noted that chil-
dren who engage in classrooms with positive and 
proactive involvement in learning reach higher 
academic outcomes than children who do not 
develop a proactive stance to engagement 
(Fredricks et al., 2004).

An emerging body of research in early child-
hood special education has also helped frame the 
way that student engagement might be operation-
alized in settings for young learners. For exam-
ple, Finn’s (1989) Participation-Identification 
Model suggests that both behaviors (i.e., partici-
pation) and emotions (i.e., feelings of belonging) 
are important for students’ participation and 
long-term educational outcomes. He suggests it 
is the value of belonging which engages young 
children and that entry into school offers an 
opportunity to connect children to that feeling of 
belonging ultimately affecting successful partici-
pation, achievement, and identification with 
schooling. That is, long-term student engagement 
in schooling over time, combined with some 
level of academic success, can facilitate students’ 
identification with school and subsequently their 
participation inside and outside of the classroom. 
This process likely begins with the earliest for-
mative experiences with schooling (McCabe & 
Altamura, 2011; Mirkhil, 2010). Greenwood 
(1996) empirically tested a theoretical model in 
which the effects of instruction (e.g., exposure to 
materials or task quality) on student outcomes 
were indirect through student engagement. In 
other words, he tested whether the effects of 
instruction on student outcomes were not direct 
but instead mediated by student engagement; he 
found evidence to support this mediation, sug-
gesting that the effects of instruction on student 
outcomes are indirect through student engage-
ment. Ferholt and Rainio (2016) examined the 
role of play in children’s engagement and con-
cluded that play can serve as an important con-
text for engaging young children. McWilliam and 
Bailey (1992) documented that higher levels of 
student engagement are strongly associated with 
improvements in learning across a number of 
developmental domains.

In engagement work with older learners, one 
model of student engagement is operationalized 
as multidimensional and encompassing activities 
that are malleable, responsive to contextual fea-
tures of the learning environment, and amenable 
to environmental change (Fredricks et al., 2004). 
This engagement model is divided into domains 
of behavioral engagement, emotional engage-
ment, and cognitive engagement. Skinner and 
Pitzer (2012) define school engagement as stu-
dents’ involvement and interactions in school as 
measured both by quality and quantity of such 
engagement. Other scholars describe student 
engagement as a function of dynamic and joint 
processes in which the environment is a primary 
contributor in the students’ lives within the class-
room (Booren et al., 2012; Carto & Greenwood, 
1985; Kontos & Keyes, 1999; Wang & Degol, 
2014). Although the field is in general agreement 
about engagement as a meta-construct, what is 
clear from this literature is that engagement 
declines as students’ progress across their P-12 
academic careers (Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Marks, 
2000; Wang & Eccles, 2012), although the pat-
terns of decline are not the same across youth 
(Wylie & Hodgen, 2012). For example, Wang 
and Peck (2013) identified five patterns of behav-
ioral (e.g., how often have you gotten schoolwork 
done on time?), emotional (e.g., I feel happy and 
safe in this school), and cognitive (e.g., how often 
do you try to relate what you are studying to other 
things you know about?) engagement, including 
highly engaged, moderately engaged, minimally 
engaged, emotionally disengaged, and cogni-
tively disengaged. Importantly, there are differ-
ences in patterns of engagement across racial/
ethnic backgrounds (Johnson et al., 2001; Wang 
& Eccles, 2013). Thus, understanding engage-
ment’s crucial role during the early years can 
guide future scholarship in establishing condi-
tions that enhance children’s connections to 
schooling, consistency of engagement, and the 
subsequent success over time for an array of 
developmental tasks that follow (Finn, 1989; 
Greenwood et  al., 2002; Hojnoski & Missall, 
2010; Mahatmya et  al., 2012; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012; Skinner et al., 2008a, 2008b).
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�Early Childhood Engagement

McWilliam and Casey (2008) employ a broad 
definition of early childhood engagement to 
encompass the amount of time children spend in 
developmentally appropriate interactions in vari-
ous contexts in learning settings. Copple and 
Bredekamp (2006) characterized early childhood 
classrooms as spaces where child can explore and 
take advantage of learning opportunities that 
allow them to strengthen their connections with 
learning. Active participation in classroom rou-
tines and appropriate interactions also have been 
advanced as child engagement in early learning 
contexts (Bennett et al., 2011; Castro et al., 2017; 
McWIlliam & Bailey, 1992; Odom & Bailey, 
2001). Ladd and Dinella (2009) found that chil-
dren who develop stable patterns of behavioral 
(e.g., cooperative-resistant classroom participa-
tion) and emotional (e.g., relating to school) 
engagement at a young age acquire skills that 
allow them to weather more challenging engage-
ment tasks (e.g., embracing the student role, 
responding to teacher’s requests, and under-
taking more complex school tasks) as they make 
the transition to elementary and secondary 
schools.

Studies have documented child engagement 
with classroom activities and routines and their 
relationship to later school achievement, school 
completion, social and emotional outcomes, 
motivation, and self-regulation (Bryan & Gast, 
2000; Fredricks et  al., 2004; Hamre & Pianta, 
2001; Hojnoski & Missall, 2010; Mashburn 
et al., 2008; Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Vitiello & 
Williford, 2016; Williford et  al., 2013; 
Zimmerman et  al., 2020). For example, Ladd 
et  al. (1999) found that children’s cooperation 
and self-direction in kindergarten and first grade 
predicted school performance (where antisocial 
behavior influenced peer rejection which contrib-
uted to classroom participation which influenced 
achievement which accounted for 53% of the 
total indirect effect of antisocial behavior on 
achievement). Young learners’ positive engage-
ment with classroom activities and processes, 
observed by active play, motivation, persistence 
(i.e., more time on a task), and comfort with 

autonomy resulted in subsequent higher aca-
demic achievement and appropriate behaviors 
than children who did not exhibit those aspects of 
engagement (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; McClelland 
et al., 2000; McWayne & Cheung, 2009).

In addition to individual child variables, 
researchers have also focused on the role of vari-
ous aspects of the settings in which learning and 
development take place (both inside and outside 
the classroom) in helping explain young chil-
dren’s engagement in school (Chien et al., 2010; 
Roper & Hinde, 1978; Prykanowski et al., 2018). 
For example, using the Individualized Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (inCLASS; Downer 
et al., 2010), Vitiello et al. (2012) rated children 
on 10 dimensions of positive and negative 
engagement with teachers, peers, and tasks using 
(i.e., positive engagement the teacher, teacher 
communication, peer sociability, peer assertive-
ness, peer communication, engagement with 
tasks, self-reliance, conflict with teachers, con-
flict with peers, and behavioral control). Children 
were observed for 10 min and then rated using a 
seven-point Likert scale, with higher scores indi-
cating more positive engagement on all but the 
conflict scales (higher scores indicated more neg-
ative engagement on these scales). Factor analy-
ses revealed four broad dimensions: Positive 
engagement with teachers, which reflected posi-
tive, affectionate and confident interactions; posi-
tive engagement with peers, which reflected 
lower levels of rejection and higher levels of 
social acceptance; positive engagement with 
tasks, which reflected active engagement, sus-
tained attention, motivation, persistence, and 
independence; and negative engagement, which 
was described as tense or conflictual interactions 
with teachers, peers, and tasks. With 283 pre-
school children (34–63 months; M = 50.8 months; 
SD  =  6.5) drawn from 84 classrooms, the 
researchers observed children’s engagement with 
teachers, peers, and tasks across the preschool 
program day. The authors found that engagement 
was a function of the type of activity and the 
learning partners with whom the children 
engaged. When children were engaged in free 
choice or outdoor time activity settings, engage-
ment was found to be positive with both the tasks 
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and the peers with whom the children were learn-
ing. More teacher-directed or structured activities 
were positively related to engagement with teach-
ers. The authors also noted that transitions during 
the program day were coupled with less positive 
engagement with teachers (e.g., more conflict 
and more tension). These findings provide impor-
tant insight into the contextual variables that sup-
port student engagement. The age of the child 
was also connected with developmental markers 
such as a more advanced vocabulary, which 
enabled older preschoolers to have more positive 
engagement experiences with teachers during 
structured activities. The authors also found chil-
dren with more developed self-regulation skills, 
marked by better behavioral control (e.g., 
patience, activity level and physical awareness), 
also had more positive engagement. Children in 
the study with a language other than English spo-
ken at home had less engagement than those dual 
language learners whose parents reported speak-
ing English at home. This study is one of few 
studies cautioning the field to consider the lan-
guage barrier or other individual variables that 
might prohibit full engagement in early learning 
settings.

A recent review and meta-analysis conducted 
by Lindstrom et al. (2021) examined early child-
hood engagement with school and subsequent 
achievement. Beginning with an initial screening 
of 13,521 studies, the authors identified a final 
sample of studies (n  =  21) and calculated 199 
effects sizes from those data representing 9749 
children on which engagement data had been col-
lected. Measures of the quantity and type of 
engagement varied considerably across studies 
but most commonly included the inCLASS 
(Downer et  al., 2010), the Preschool Learning 
Behaviors Scale (McDermott et  al., 2002), the 
Learning to Learn Scale (McDermott et  al., 
2011), or the Teacher Rating Scale of School 
Adjustment (Ladd, 1992). The authors found that 
engagement, broadly described as orientation to 
and interaction with instructional materials and 
activities, peers, and teachers, was positively and 
significantly associated with achievement 
(r  =  0.24). The authors found a small, positive 
relationship between children’s early childhood 

engagement and their subsequent achievement 
where higher scores on academic engagement 
were related to higher scores on measures of 
achievement. Lindstrom and colleagues then 
explored potential moderators to examine vari-
ability across the 21 studies and noted that across 
the 21 studies that individual study-level factors 
(e.g., demographic variables, type of engagement 
measure, achievement content area) did not sig-
nificantly predict the correlation between engage-
ment and achievement. Thus, the authors 
suggested a critical need for studies that examine 
the causal relationship between young children’s 
academic engagement and achievement, includ-
ing studies that examine these constructs for 
young children with disabilities.

�Behavioral Engagement

The majority of studies on early childhood 
engagement have focused on the behavioral 
aspects of the construct. Within the construct, 
behavior is typically defined as compliance by 
following the rules in the early learning setting 
(Finn, 1993; Finn & Rock, 1997). Another com-
ponent of the construct is participating in the 
learning activity by devoting attention to the 
work and persisting with the task even when the 
task is challenging (Finn et al., 1995; McWilliam 
et al., 2003). Early childhood studies have relied 
primarily on observation of these behaviors given 
the developmental constraints of collecting data, 
such as surveys, which would be developmen-
tally inappropriate for young children in most 
cases. Further, the behavioral aspects of engage-
ment are important to measure given that poor 
engagement is predictive of poor attention, poor 
impulse control, lack of persistence, navigating 
transitions, challenges in school readiness, and 
overall poorer long-term academic success 
(Bierman et  al., 2008; Bierman et  al., 2009; 
Bohlmann & Downer, 2016; Raver, 2002). 
Examining positive aspects of behavior, such as 
task engagement, persistence, and interest, has 
been shown to be related to children’s regulation 
and overall engagement in activity settings (e.g., 
classrooms, schools, and out of school contexts) 

Early Childhood Engagement



290

and positive peer acceptance (Downer et  al., 
2010; Hughes & Kwok, 2006; Raver et al., 2011).

�Emotional Engagement

Fredricks et  al. (2004) describe emotional 
engagement as reactions, both positive and nega-
tive, to teachers, peers, academics, and school 
that facilitate connectedness and belonging in a 
learning environment and a child’s willingness to 
participate in that environment. By focusing on 
measuring social and emotional competencies, 
Bierman et al. (2008) supported Head Start teach-
ers in the use of evidence-based practices in fos-
tering social and emotional competencies and 
early language and literacy skills for the four-
year-olds within their Head Start REDI study. 
Designed to help children increase participation, 
attention, emotional understanding, and social 
problem-solving, the authors implemented the 
Preschool PATHS Curriculum (Domitrovich 
et al., 2007), which encouraged friendship skills, 
emotional understanding and emotional expres-
sion skills, self-control, and problem-solving 
skills like conflict resolution and negotiation 
skills. Results from this intervention study sup-
ported the direct intervention of teaching social-
emotional competencies and language skills with 
young children ultimately influencing their level 
of learning engagement at school, marked by 
self-regulation, learning motivation and involve-
ment, and compliance. Studies documenting 
these types of interventions promote opportuni-
ties for teachers to support young children in 
forming a positive perception and liking for 
school as well as a sense of belonging. Such con-
nections also support fewer concerns with behav-
ior and increased activity engagement (Raver, 
2002).

Another influential study on early childhood 
student engagement was conducted by Williford 
et  al. (2013) and examined emotional engage-
ment within a sample that included a high num-
ber of Hispanic children. The authors noted that 
in environments where children could engage 
positively with teachers and peers, outcomes 

included increases in compliance with classroom 
activities, gains in executive function (e.g., tap-
ping a pencil once when the research assistant 
tapped twice (Pencil Tap task) or sorting toys into 
bins without playing with them (Toy Sort task; 
Smith-Donald et al., 2007), and gains in emotion 
regulation (e.g., is a cheerful child; displays 
appropriate negative affect in response to hostile, 
aggressive, or intrusive play using the Emotion 
Regulation Checklist; Shields & Cicchetti, 1997). 
The authors also found that positive peer and 
teacher/child engagement supported children’s 
task orientation (e.g., completes work; functions 
well event with distraction) and decreased dys-
regulation. Another finding from the study cen-
tered on benefits for children who engaged more 
negatively in the classroom. For those children, 
higher positive engagement with teachers was 
related to greater reductions in dysregulation. A 
similar effect was found for children when they 
were less negatively engaged in classroom activi-
ties and more positively engaged with peers. The 
authors highlighted the importance of the chil-
dren’s positive interactions with peers and teach-
ers and those interactions promote emotional 
engagement in preschool classrooms.

Other work on emotional engagement with 
young learners has centered on the role of help-
ing children to establish an orientation to formal 
learning settings and engagement with social 
partners such as peers and teachers (Buhs & 
Ladd, 2001; Buhs et  al., 2006; Ledford et  al., 
2020). For example, Early et al. (2010) note that 
Latino and African American children experience 
less time in free choice activity settings than their 
White peers. Studies have also focused on devel-
opment of a mindset and other emotional connec-
tions that foster identification with and 
engagement in school (Finn, 1989; Ladd et  al., 
2000; Stipek, 2002; Trentacosta & Izard, 2007; 
Voelkl, 1997). Finally, studies have also focused 
on the role of the teacher and their interpersonal 
connections to children as variables that influ-
ence children’s emotional engagement (Ladd 
et al., 1999; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Valeski & 
Stipek, 2001).
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�Relationships

A solid body of evidence supports relationship 
connections between young children and their 
teachers and engagement with school (Fuhs et al., 
2013; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Ladd & Dinella, 
2009) with engagement operationalized as class-
room participation, school liking, peer relation-
ships, and affective and cognitive processes. 
Young children’s orientation to and interactions 
with teachers and peers directly influence engage-
ment (Ledford et al., 2020; McWilliam & Bailey, 
1992). In a study examining 1364 children from 
birth to sixth grade, O’Connor and McCartney 
(2007) found that children who had higher-
quality relationships with their teachers demon-
strated higher levels of classroom engagement 
(i.e., engagement in learning and engagement in 
the classroom) than their peers who had lower-
quality relationships with their teachers; in turn, 
engagement predicted achievement (Sobel’s 
z = 2.88, p < 0.01).

Searle et  al. (2013) conducted a study that 
demonstrated the influence of adult-child rela-
tionships on hyperactivity and inattention in pre-
school and subsequently how the quality and 
strength of these relationships might improve 
child behavioral (e.g., effort, attention, and per-
sistence) and cognitive (e.g., preference for chal-
lenge, flexible problem solving) engagement. In 
particular, more positive adult–child relation-
ships (marked by high levels of closeness and 
low levels of conflict) were associated with lower 
levels of hyperactivity and inattention (R2 = 0.21 
for parent-child relations and R2  =  0.37 for 
teacher-child relations); in turn, lower hyperac-
tivity and inattention was associated with higher 
classroom behavioral and cognitive engagement 
(R2 = 0.23). These findings prompt internal work-
ing models of success and thus facilitate a con-
nection of belonging and eagerness to learn. 
Other scholars have noted the importance of 
healthy relationships and the impact of conflic-
tual relationships on long-term engagement in 
school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 
2001; Hughes et  al., 2006; Ladd et  al., 1999; 
Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003; 
Roorda et al., 2011). For example, Hughes et al. 

(2006) predicted first graders’ peer acceptance, 
classroom engagement, and school belonging as 
a function of teacher support. The authors found 
that teacher-student support predicted peer 
acceptance and classroom engagement. Pianta 
et al. (1997) found similar outcomes when exam-
ining the transition from preschool to kindergar-
ten on the engagement attributes of frustration 
tolerance and work habits. Within the special 
education literature, recent work has highlighted 
concerns in assessing and identifying opportuni-
ties and barriers in engagement (Adolfsson et al., 
2018).

�Early Childhood Engagement 
Measurement

Although scholars and practitioners have robust 
data from older students on engagement, mea-
surement of engagement within the early child-
hood years and in the transition to the primary 
grades of school can be challenging (Fredricks & 
McColskey, 2012). As Janosz (2012) notes, lon-
gitudinal studies beginning in early childhood are 
needed to “disentangle the relations between 
engagement, motivation, and other biopsychoso-
cial aspects of the child and adolescent develop-
ment (p.  700).” Lam et  al. (2012) note the 
importance of examining both indicators and 
facilitators of engagement that provide insight 
into the features and contextual factors that influ-
ence student engagement. Mahatmya et al. (2012) 
advocate for an ecological approach to the study 
of early childhood engagement which would 
allow for an examination of person-environment 
fit, the inclusion of context in engagement exami-
nations, and an opportunity to assess contextual 
synchrony across transition to elementary school. 
Although high-quality measures for direct obser-
vation such as the BOSS-EE, inCLASS and 
CLASS (Downer et al., 2010; Gettinger & Walter, 
2012; Pianta et  al., 2008) have been developed 
and are incorporated in engagement studies, chal-
lenges arise in accessing engagement perceptions 
from children themselves (Lynch & Cicchetti, 
1991; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1992). As Pianta, 
Hamre, and Allen (2012) note “relationships 
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between teachers and students reflect a class-
room’s capacity to promote development, and it 
is precisely in this way that relationships and 
interactions are the key to understanding engage-
ment (p. 366).” Thus, it is important to consider 
opportunities to collect child feedback to further 
examine context for engagement. As cited in 
other work that centers on belongingness (Finn, 
1989), young children’s formative experiences in 
early childhood settings facilitate competence 
and connection with others. Two measures have 
been developed which provide a mechanism for 
young children to share the relationships and 
engagement with teachers in classrooms, thus 
adding a dimension to measurement of engage-
ment that can provide unique insights into the 
starts of developmental trajectories that lead to 
successful school completion.

Young Children’s Appraisals of Teacher 
Support (Y-CATS). Developed with a sample of 
children who attended the Head Start program, 
the Young Children’s Appraisals of Teacher 
Support (Y-CATS) assessment (Mantzicopoulos 
& Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003) examines children’s 
perceptions of their relationships with their 
teachers on the constructs of warmth, conflict, 
and autonomy. Based in attachment theory, 
Y-CATS taps into children’s internal working 
models of their interactions with their teachers 
that set the stage for relationship schemas from 
children’s earliest of experiences with schooling 
and which might influence their perceptions as 
they make the transitions throughout elementary 
and secondary school (Howes, Phillipsen, & 
Peisner-Feinberg, 2000; Pianta, 1999; Pianta 
et al., 1995).

Y-CATS employs a developmentally appropri-
ate assessment strategy, item formats, and con-
crete materials that remove concerns associated 
with verbal expression and information process-
ing abilities (Martin, 1986; Measelle et al., 1998). 
The measure allowed children to respond to 
dichotomous items using concrete materials 
(postcards, a mailbox, and a trashcan). The origi-
nal scale was developed with data from 364 chil-
dren enrolled in Head Start with a sample of 187 
females and 177 males with a racial/ethnic distri-
bution of 78% White, 18.5% African American, 

and 2.2% Latino. Three subscales comprised the 
overall measure and included: (a) 14 items on 
children’s perceptions of their teachers’ accep-
tance, support, and encouragement [e.g., My 
teacher tells me I am smart. My teacher answers 
my questions.]; (b) 9 items on the children’s per-
ceptions of their teachers’ support for choice and 
autonomy in the activity settings [e.g., My teacher 
lets me do activities that I want to do. My teacher 
lets me play with the kids I choose.]; and (c) 8 
items assessing children’s perceived conflict and 
negativity in the relationship with their teacher 
[e.g., My teacher tells me I do not try hard 
enough. My teacher gets angry with me.]. 
Children place postcards for the items on which 
they agree in a mailbox and items on which they 
disagree in a trash can. Examiners assure the 
children that the responses they share would not 
be relayed to their teachers.

Concurrent validity for the Y-CATS was estab-
lished along with measures of achievement 
(Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children-
Achievement Battery [Kaufman & Kaufman, 
1983] & Woodcock-Johnson-Revised [Woodcock 
& Johnson, 1990]), problem behaviors and social 
skills (Conners’ Teacher Rating Scale [Conners, 
1990], Social Skills Rating System [Gresham & 
Elliott, 1990]), and student–teacher relationships 
(Student Teacher Relationship Scale [Pianta & 
Nimetz, 1991]). Results from an exploratory fac-
tor analysis indicated that a three-factor solution 
best reflected the data, with subscales that 
included Warmth, Conflict, and Autonomy. 
Negatively worded autonomy items loaded on 
the conflict subscale instead of the autonomy 
subscale suggesting that teachers who discourage 
autonomy and choice might be perceived by chil-
dren as negative and as conflict-provoking. In 
agreement with other early childhood studies 
(Birch & Ladd, 1997), analyses based on gender 
also revealed that males reported more conflic-
tual relationships with their teachers than did 
females.

This tool presents an interesting opportunity 
to gather data from young children as engage-
ment is measured. Coupled with observational 
data and measures of relationship quality pro-
vided by teachers, the tool can add to a more 

S. Neuharth-Pritchett and K. L. Bub



293

complete picture of a core feature of engagement. 
Further, Y-CATS can help with a more robust pic-
ture of some of the earliest experiences in school 
for young children.

Student Engagement Instrument-Elementary 
Version 2 (SEI-E2). The Student Engagement 
Instrument (SEI; Appleton et al., 2006) is a well-
established student self-report measure examin-
ing cognitive and affective engagement of 
students in secondary (grades 6–12) schooling 
contexts. The SEI is comprised of five factors 
that include Control and Relevance of 
Schoolwork, Future Goals and Aspirations, 
Teacher-Student Relationships, Peer Support for 
Learning, and Family Support for Learning. The 
tool has been used in numerous student engage-
ment studies including those that measure aca-
demic achievement, school attendance, 
suspensions, high school completion, and college 
attendance and persistence (Appleton et  al., 
2006; Fraysier et al., 2020; Lovelace et al., 2014; 
Waldrop et al., 2019). An adaptation of the scale 
was validated with 1943 elementary school stu-
dents in 2012 who were in third through fifth 
grade and consisted of 36 items assessing cogni-
tive (19 items) and affective engagement (14 
items) (SEI-Elementary Version; Carter et  al., 
2012). A confirmatory factor analysis revealed a 
four-factor solution, differing from the original 
SEI, and included the scales of Teacher-Student 
Relationships, Peer Support for Learning, Future 
Goals and Aspirations, and Family Support for 
Learning. Items from the Control and Relevance 
of Schoolwork scale were omitted from the 
SEI-E.

A recent study further examined the SEI-
Elementary Version by extending the collection 
of data on a modified tool with 1416 first and 
second-grade children (Wright et al., 2019). The 
Student Engagement Instrument-Elementary 
Version 2 (SEI-E2) is another potentially viable 
assessment tool that allows early childhood edu-
cators and researchers to assess engagement from 
children’s perspectives. With data gathered from 
children who qualified for free- or reduced-price 
lunch meals (50%) and who were racially and 
ethnically diverse, a three-point scale was used 
with response choices of no, maybe, yes, for first 

graders and both the three-point and five-point 
scale for second graders. Of the second graders, 
391 completed the three-point scale and 336 
completed the five-point scale. The SEI-E2 tool 
again provided a more developmentally appropri-
ate way to gather children’s perceptions by using 
facial expressions to pictorially guide children to 
complete the 24 response choices. Survey items 
were read aloud to the children during adminis-
tration. Although preliminary in its continued 
downward extension of the original SEI measure, 
confirmatory factor analysis suggested that the 
items on the SEI-E2 for first-grade ratings and 
the second-grade five-point ratings had the same 
factor structure as the SEI-Elementary Version 
but some concerns with reliability in the first-
grade responses. This preliminary work also sug-
gests continuity in the SEI as a measure that can 
capture engagement of students from a young age 
through transition to college.

�Future Directions

Evidence suggests that early childhood education 
and high-quality experiences that children have 
during preschool can be very influential for a host 
of subsequent academic, social, behavioral, and 
school completion outcomes (Camilli et  al., 
2010; Jimerson et al., 2000; McCoy et al., 2017). 
Despite this evidence, there remain areas of 
inquiry that should be expanded to provide a 
richer understanding of early childhood engage-
ment. First, there is a need for better measure-
ment of student engagement during early 
childhood. For example, tools that allow us to 
account for children’s own perceptions of their 
engagement experiences in early childhood set-
tings might place the field in a better place to 
document engagement at the earliest point in a 
student’s academic trajectory (Mantzicopoulos & 
Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003). Recent work on tools 
that can include children’s perceptions will allow 
us to better document school transitions and pro-
vide potential opportunities for both supporting 
children and their teachers through interventions 
designed to facilitate positive engagement. 
Second, longitudinal studies examining not just 
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the etiology of student engagement from early 
childhood through adolescence (and into adult-
hood) but also whether and how student engage-
ment evolves over time and across settings are 
essential for developing effective programs and 
practices that enhance student engagement. 
Cognizant that engagement is a process that 
occurs over time, understanding the initial expe-
riences that children have in early childhood can 
help the field understand the role of the context, 
activity settings, and connections with peers and 
teachers that facilitate students’ sense of belong-
ing across the school years. Finally, as is evident 
by the many definitions of student engagement 
described in the preceding pages, engagement is 
a multidimensional construct, commonly com-
prised of emotional, behavioral, relational, and 
cognitive aspects (not to mention the instruc-
tional activities that facilitate these aspects of stu-
dent engagement). As such, additional research 
that simultaneously considers the multiple 
domains of engagement in early childhood 
should be carried out. This work would help 
inform effective practices both inside and outside 
of the classroom and could serve to provide the 
field with a more coherent or consistent defini-
tion of student engagement.
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Abstract

Only half of adolescents feel engaged in 
school, with almost a quarter being actively 
disengaged. Engagement drops as students 
age because older students report feeling less 
cared for by adults and see less value in their 
work. Many of the students experiencing dis-
engagement are those who exhibit high-risk 
and troubling behaviors. 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 minimum, at 
least one specific person at their school truly 
cares about them. Be it a teacher, coach, 
administrator, or counselor, when this caring 
individual expresses respect, concern, and 
trust in the student, these actions often con-
tribute to a student’s belief that another person 
sees intrinsic value in them 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 essential to youth’s 
full development, the salience of student 

engagement when considering troubling and 
high-risk behaviors in schools warrants educa-
tors’ attention. We summarize research in this 
area and provide an overview of system-level 
interventions and strategies to build bonding 
and connectedness, specifically for those stu-
dents who engage in high-risk behaviors.

�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’ academic behaviors or personal scholastic 
incentives. In our view, the student and their per-
sonal beliefs and perceptions about school and 
the schooling process are central to engagement 
considerations. When examining 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 specific person at their school 
truly cares about them not only as a student but as 
a person (Gallagher et al., 2019; Lavy & Naama-
Ghanayim, 2020; Murray & Malmgren, 2005). 
When this caring school staff, a teacher, coach, 
administrator, or counselor, expresses respect, 
concern, and trust in the student as part of their 
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job (Johnson, 2009), the student may begin to 
perceive that this person sees intrinsic value in 
them as a human being (Allen et al., 2018).

The literature reviewed in this chapter under-
scores the association between student engage-
ment and high-risk behaviors in adolescence. To 
examine this topic, we first define relevant 
engagement terms, as well as clarify behaviors 
that researchers and practitioners would catego-
rize as “troubling” or “high-risk.” Next, we 
describe the framework and theory we use to 
study and explain engagement. We then summa-
rize research describing the relationships between 
student engagement and significant outcomes. 
Finally, we discuss systems-level change, includ-
ing prevention and intervention strategies to 
reduce adverse outcomes and build bonding and 
connectedness, particularly for those students 
who engage in high-risk behaviors. The impor-
tance and urgency of these issues are undeniable 
as their impacts are particularly pervasive and 
potentially very harmful. Nearly one-third of sec-
ondary school students report decreased engage-
ment during their teen years (Archambault et al., 
2009; Ladd et al., 2017). According to a recent 
study, more than half of 1047 young adults 
reported school engagement and environment as 
the primary reasons they did not graduate 
(McDermott et  al., 2019). When looking at the 
nuances within engagement, most students gen-
erally involved in their schooling experience had 
lower levels of affective engagement than behav-
ioral and cognitive engagement. These results 
suggest that academics and student behavior, 
rather than their reported or observed emotional 
disposition, are often useful indicators of the 
overall extent of a student’s engagement 
(Archambault et  al., 2009). Before examining 
these critical issues, we define the key terms used 
throughout this chapter.

�Definition of Terms

�Engagement

Researchers have studied various aspects of stu-
dent engagement under a range of terms, includ-

ing school connectedness, teacher support, school 
bonding, school climate, school engagement, and 
more recently, student engagement (Blum & 
Libbey, 2004; O’Farrell & Morrison, 2003). 
According to investigators, the term represents a 
multifaceted construct that involves student 
thoughts, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors related 
to school. Prominent voices in this field have 
organized the conceptualization of engagement 
into three subtypes: behavioral, cognitive, and 
emotional or affective (Fredricks et  al., 2004; 
Jimerson et  al., 2003; Reschly & Christenson, 
2012; Wang & Degol, 2014). However, Appleton 
et  al. (2008) made a convincing argument for 
four components of student engagement: aca-
demic, behavioral, cognitive, and affective. These 
four components are based on a comprehensive 
review of literature related to student engagement 
and particularly the work of Finn (1989), Connell 
(Connell et al., 1995; Connell & Wellborn, 1991), 
and McPartland (1994). Academic engagement 
includes variables such as points earned, home-
work completion, and time on task. Behavioral 
engagement may refer to factors such as atten-
dance, the absence of disruptive behaviors, 
adhering to school rules, participation in extra-
curricular activities, and student participation in 
learning and academic assignments (Fredricks 
et  al., 2004). Emotional engagement is the stu-
dent’s emotional reactions at school, including 
interest, boredom, happiness, sadness, and anxi-
ety (Fredricks et al., 2004). Affective engagement 
consists of relationships with teachers and peers, 
as well as feelings of belonging. Cognitive 
engagement may include indicators such as per-
sonal goal development, self-regulation, the rele-
vance of schoolwork to future goals, and the 
value of learning. Fredricks et al. (2004) described 
cognitive engagement as a student’s investment 
in learning, self-regulation, and the use of strate-
gies to gain knowledge and skills. This chapter 
will focus on the affective elements of engage-
ment, utilizing various terms seen in the litera-
ture, such as school engagement, student 
engagement, school connectedness, and school 
bonding (See also Allen & Boyle, chapter “School 
Belonging and Student Engagement: The Critical 
Overlaps, Similarities, and Implications for 
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Student Outcomes”, this volume). School bond-
ing is the oldest term that connotes the personal 
and relational links associated with reduced par-
ticipation in risky behaviors.

�High-Risk Behaviors

To adequately address youths’ participation in 
high-risk or troubling behaviors, we must define 
these terms to eliminate subjectivity and, in turn, 
personal and systemic biases as much as possi-
ble. With clear definitions, we can develop tar-
geted and effective prevention and intervention 
supports. While the manifestations, severity, and 
circumstances of high-risk or troubling behaviors 
vary significantly with each individual, these 
behaviors often fall within one or more of the cat-
egories: injurious and/or violent behaviors, sex-
ual behaviors associated with unplanned 
pregnancy, or exposure to sexually transmitted 
infections, substance use (e.g., alcohol, tobacco, 
and other drugs), unhealthy dietary habits, and 
insufficient physical activity (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2020). This list is by no 
means exhaustive, but for this text, it does cap-
ture the key features of what we mean when we 
use the terms “high-risk” or “troubling” 
behaviors.

�Framework for Understanding 
Engagement

�The Engagement Process

Social development researchers (e.g., Hawkins 
et al., 2001) have suggested that student engage-
ment develops in the individual through opportu-
nities for behavioral involvement, social skills 
training, and rewards for using these social skills 
in interpersonal situations. Extending this model 
to include the various terms used in the student 
engagement literature, Furlong et  al. (2003) 
offered the PACM model. Participation (behav-
ioral involvement) contributes to the formation of 
interpersonal attachments (social bonding), 
which in turn results in a student’s developing a 

sense of personal commitment (valuing of 
education), ultimately incorporating school 
Membership (identification as a school commu-
nity citizen) as part of their self-identity (P → A 
→ C → M). Such a model is relevant to all stu-
dents, particularly those engaging in high-risk 
behaviors. If used as the basis for educational 
practice, this model can guide overall school 
improvement efforts.

�Understanding Varying Levels 
of Student Engagement

There is a clear distinction between active and 
positive engagement in school and active and neg-
ative disengagement—disengagement is not 
merely the absence of engagement. Cognitive 
engagement focuses on how intently the student 
participates in being a student and uses academic 
tasks for broader skill development and enhanc-
ing self-efficacy. However, researchers (Abbott 
et al., 1998; Hirschi, 1969) have long recognized 
that some students do not participate in such per-
sonally facilitative ways in the academic context. 
Drawing from resilience research (Catalano et al., 
2001), models show that youth with multiple 
challenges (e.g., poverty, unstable housing, and 
racism) are at an increased risk of adverse devel-
opmental outcomes. According to current trauma 
research, more than half of all students report 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), and 
almost 8% experienced four or more. Exposure to 
ACEs (e.g., parental separation/divorce, eco-
nomic hardship, exposure to violence, racial/eth-
nic mistreatment, parental death, living in a 
disrupted household) can significantly impact a 
student’s attendance, the likelihood of retention, 
school engagement, and long-term educational 
outcomes (Crouch et al., 2019). Demanding life 
experiences may make it difficult for a student to 
focus and be behaviorally engaged in school, fur-
ther exacerbating academic issues. In other words, 
these vulnerable students are more likely to be 
disengaged in school and, in turn, continue to be 
more susceptible to experiencing further chal-
lenges throughout adolescence and adulthood in 
and outside of the school setting.
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Investigators have linked disengagement to 
various undesirable outcomes, including prob-
lematic substance use, increased risk of dropping 
out, and high rates of depression (Henry et  al., 
2012; Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Peck, 2013). 
Long-term outcomes associated with a higher 
number of reported ACEs include an increased 
likelihood of becoming either the perpetrator or 
victim of violence, incarceration, juvenile arrest, 
felony charges, reduced life satisfaction and 
overall mental well-being, poor physical health, 
and unplanned pregnancy (Bellis et  al., 2013; 
Giovaneli et  al., 2016). Individuals with higher 
ACE scores are also disproportionately at risk of 
exposing their children to ACEs (Bellis et  al., 
2013), highlighting the intergenerational effects 
of trauma on students and families. Again, 
schools are uniquely positioned to disrupt the 
cyclical relationship between the accruement of 
adverse experiences, their impact on school 
engagement (e.g., academic, behavioral, affec-
tive, and cognitive), and overall student out-
comes. While those affected by ACEs represent a 
wide range of demographics, according to 
national survey data, individuals from ethnically 
and racially minoritized backgrounds and lower 
socioeconomic status experience ACEs at higher 
rates (Crouch et  al., 2019; Strompolis et  al., 
2019).

Often, school community members see these 
youth as more likely to be “disengaged,” “discon-
nected,” or at best inconsistently committed to 
the school’s educational values and mission. 
Such students are likely to be less motivated by 
task mastery or performance goals (Eccles & 
Wigfield, 2002; Finn, 1989, 1993). They are 
more likely to be suspended from school (Balfanz 
et al., 2014) and more likely to be suspended for 
behaviors such as defiance, disobedience, or dis-
respect directed toward a teacher (Morrison & 
Skiba, 2001). These experiences can strain the 
formation of a caring, supportive relationship and 
undermine a teacher’s authority (Gregory & 
Ripski, 2008). Disengaged students may not just 
ignore or disregard teachers and other school 
authority figures. Rather, if they conclude that 
school is not an accepting and inclusive place, 
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. They perceive that the 
school context actively rejects them and does not 
promote or offer a supportive, caring climate 
(Noddings, 1995). To prevent and address these 
common trends among students experiencing 
disengagement, practitioners must consider vari-
ous individual and community assets, the pres-
ence or absence of which can potentially reinforce 
or diminish student engagement.

�Individual and Community Assets 
Impacting Engagement

Several organizations and measures focus on stu-
dent and community assets. The Search Institute 
uses its framework of 40 developmental assets and 
their relationship to negative outcomes to inform 
asset building in communities. Partnering with cit-
ies and schools, The Search Institute utilizes these 
data to develop programs that target student 
engagement (see also Scales et  al., chapter 
“Developmental Relationships and Student 
Academic Motivation: Current Research and 
Future Directions”, this volume). These research 
efforts have led to a multiyear study of develop-
mental assessment among school-aged youth and 
linked asset profiles to 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 aggres-
sive behavior (Roehlkepartain et al., 2003; Search 
Institute, 2021).

Our work with the California Healthy Kids 
Survey (CHKS) data further illustrates the asso-
ciation between student engagement and high-
risk behaviors and the impact of protective assets 
on behavioral trends within a school community. 
The CHKS includes sections about violence, per-
ceptions of safety, harassment, bullying, and the 
use of alcohol and other drugs. The CHKS also 
has a Resilience Youth Development Module 
(RYDM) to measure external resources (protec-
tive factors). RYDM external assets items mea-
sure students’ perceptions of caring relationships, 
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high expectations, and meaningful participation 
opportunities in school. Hanson and Kim (2007) 
conducted several factor analyses. They found 
that the six items from the Caring Relationship 
and High Expectation subscales combined to 
form one factor called “school support” with the 
three meaningful participation items holding 
together in a different factor.

We examined the CHKS surveys collected 
during the 2017–2018 (N = 107,125) school year 
in grades 7–12. Students were placed into one of 
three groups, as shown in Table 1. The first group 
included youth whose z-scores on the school sup-
ports and meaningful participation scales were 
more than one standard deviation above the entire 
sample’s mean. These students perceived their 
relationships with teachers to be very positive 
and caring, and they believed they had ample 
opportunities to participate in meaningful activi-
ties at school. In brief, these students reported 
being highly connected and engaged with school. 
At the other end of the connectedness continuum, 
a second group included youth whose school 
supports and meaningful participation z-score 
were more than one standard deviation below the 
mean for the entire sample. These students were 
generally disengaged. The remaining students 
were somewhere in between these two extreme 
exemplar groups. As shown in Table 1, about one 
in five students who reported low levels of con-
nectedness and engagement also consistently 
reported higher rates of involvement in substance 
use and aggression-related behaviors.

The students who reported school disengage-
ment typically reported engaging in risky behav-
iors about twice as often as highly engaged 
students. It is inaccurate to conclude that these 
behaviors are typical for most students. However, 
they illustrate that when students can form posi-
tive relationships with adults at school, they are 
less likely to report engaging in troubling and 
risky behaviors. Next, focusing on high-risk 
behaviors, we summarize the research literature 
on the relations of student engagement and disen-
gagement and key student outcomes.

Table 1  Percentage of California students in grades 7 
and 12 reporting troubling and high-risk behaviors by per-
ceptions of school support (caring adult relations and high 
expectations) and opportunities for meaningful participa-
tion in school activities (N = 107,125)

Troubling 
and high-risk 
behaviors

Higha level of 
meaningful 
participation 
and school 
supports

All 
other 
students

Lowb level of 
meaningful 
participation 
and school 
supports

Any past 
30-day 
cigarettes 
use

1% 1% 3%

Any past 
30-day 
marijuana 
use

8% 11% 18%

In past 
30-days had 
at least 1 
alcoholic 
drink

10% 12% 12%

Any past 
30-day 
binge 
drinking

5% 5% 9%

Any past 
12-month 
fighting at 
school

5% 7% 11%

Any past 
12-month 
skipped 
school or 
cut class

20% 26% 34%

Self-report 
gang 
member

6% 3% 3%

Note. School Support 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’m 
not there; who always wants me to do my best; who listens 
to me when I have something to say; who believes that I 
will be a success. Meaningful participation is the total of 
the following 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 differ-
ence. (see Furlong et al., 2009; Hanson & Kim, 2007 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

(continued)
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�Student Engagement and Key 
Student Outcomes

�Student Engagement 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 influence their 
choices. These factors include the behavior’s 
danger, excitement, legality, morality, and, of rel-
evance to this chapter’s topic, the opinions of 
peers and adults (Moses & Villodas, 2017; Wang 
et al., 2019). With these factors in mind, which 
aspects of engagement are most salient when 
considering students who might otherwise be 
unmotivated or disengaged from school? Most 
research on adolescents and their involvement in 
troubling and high-risk behaviors has identified 
engagement level as particularly important. This 
research has multidisciplinary origins (public 
health, education, development, psychopathol-
ogy). However, it has coalesced to encompass the 
core notion that adolescents’ perceptions of the 
commitment and care of adults at school are 
associated with reduced involvement in troubling 
and high-risk behaviors. Research has estab-
lished positive relationships between student 
engagement and student developmental out-
comes, including academic achievement 
(Fredricks et al., 2004; Konold et al., 2018; Lee, 
2014), substance use, physical and mental health 
problems (Carter et al., 2007; Moon et al., 2020), 
suicidal behavior (Moon et  al., 2020), school 
dropout (McDermott et  al., 2019; National 
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 
2004; Perry, 2008), as well as to conduct prob-
lems and violence (De Laet et  al., 2016). This 

section reviews both the short-term and long-
term benefits of student engagement and the neg-
ative outcomes associated with student 
disengagement.

�Academic Achievement

Historically and presently, empirical studies indi-
cate a distinct and impactful connection between 
student engagement and academic achievement 
(Fredricks et al., 2016; Konold et al., 2018). Finn 
(1989) described the long-term effects of student 
engagement on academic achievement through a 
participation-identification 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 identification with the school. This lack of 
identification results in nonparticipation in 
school-related activities, which, in turn, results in 
unfavorable academic outcomes. The 
participation-identification model is a cyclical 
process, meaning that school participation and 
school identification reciprocally influence each 
other over time.

Studies have found a strong positive relation-
ship between student engagement and student 
academic achievement, meaning students who 
are more engaged tend to perform better on stan-
dardized academic assessment (e.g., Lee, 2014; 
Roeser et  al., 1996). These results hold true 
across demographic variables, including gender, 
race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 
Researchers have also identified academic 
achievement as a positive correlate to student 
engagement among students engaging in high-
risk behaviors (Finn, 1993; Finn & Rock, 1997; 
Korobova & Starobin, 2015; Olivier et al., 2018). 
Student engagement has been identified as a criti-
cal mediator of academic achievement through 
academic performance, grade promotion, and 
grade retention (Perry et al., 2010).

Research has long revealed that students who 
engage with various aspects of their schooling at 
higher rates show increased academic achieve-
ment when compared to students who are disen-

Table 1  (continued)
b z-scores <1.0
Data were provided by Michael Furlong at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara. ​​The research reported here 
was supported in part by the Institute of Education 
Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, through Grant 
#R305A160157 to the University of California, Santa 
Barbara. The opinions expressed are those of the authors 
and do not represent views of the Institute of Education 
Sciences or the U.S. Department of Education
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gaged (Fredricks et  al., 2004; Konold et  al., 
2018). Other school-based factors such as school 
climate can also mitigate the relationship between 
engagement and educational achievement. A 
recent study identified links among school cli-
mate, school engagement (e.g., affective and cog-
nitive), and academic achievement. Konold et al. 
(2018) analyzed survey data from the Virginia 
Secondary School Climate Survey, which 
included 60,441 students and 11,442 teachers. 
They found that schools where participants per-
ceived more structure (β = 0.41, p < 0.001) and 
higher levels of support (β = 0.52, p < 0.001) fos-
tered more affective (e.g., liking their school, 
feeling like they belong) and cognitive (e.g., fin-
ishing homework, learning as much as possible, 
valuing earning good grades) student engage-
ment. Specifically, a school’s adoption of a more 
authoritative school climate through high staff 
expectations of students and strong adult–student 
relationships correlated with higher student 
engagement rates. Researchers also found a posi-
tive association between academic outcomes 
(β = 0.77, p < 0.001) and student engagement and 
noted that implementation of an authoritative 
school climate framework accounted for 77% of 
the variance in school academics (R2 = 0.77).

Gillen-O’Neel and Fuligni (2013) surveyed 
572 secondary students over four years and found 
positive associations between students’ sense of 
school belonging, an indicator of affective 
engagement, and their academic motivation, their 
level of enjoyment, and belief in the utility of 
school. Throughout the three-year study, these 
results sustained even after controlling for Grade 
Point Average (GPA). These results suggest that 
when students face academic difficulty, it is likely 
that they will still enjoy school and find it helpful 
if they feel a sense of belonging. Similarly, disen-
gaged students who attend school irregularly and 
do not complete coursework subsequently learn 
less than their academically engaged peers. This 
disengaged behavior pattern results in lower lev-
els of overall academic achievement (National 
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 
2004) and reduced opportunities for positive rela-
tionships with adults at school. The relationship 

between a student’s level of school engagement 
and academic achievement is evident in primary 
grades (Galla et al., 2014). However, stakehold-
ers may not observe disengagement conse-
quences until later years in middle school and 
high school (Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell, 
1999) or adulthood (Abbott-Chapman et  al., 
2014). Early achievement researchers have found 
that teacher- and parent-reported engagement 
(i.e., school liking and avoidance, cooperative 
and resistant classroom participation, and scho-
lastic achievement) in early primary grades pre-
dicts long-term scholastic growth (Ladd & 
Dinella, 2009) and occupational outcomes in 
adulthood (Abbott-Chapman et al., 2014).

Galla et al. (2014) found that teachers’ ratings 
of student engagement based on student effortful 
control (i.e., ability to focus, level of sensitivity 
of one’s perception, exercising inhibitions, taking 
pleasure in low-intensity activities) and behav-
ioral engagement (i.e., attention, persistence, and 
effort) in the classroom for 135 elementary-aged 
children were related to later achievement, as 
observed through academic test scores. Across 
this three-year study, individual levels of effortful 
engagement predicted students’ reading scores 
(B = 2.71, t = 2.03, p = 0.043, Pseudo-R2 = 0.02). 
In addition, when comparing students’ initial lev-
els of engagement to one another, reported effort-
ful engagement (e.g., self-regulatory behavioral 
engagement and effortful control) significantly 
predicted both reading (B  =  10.03, t  =  3.27, 
p = 0.001, Pseudo-R2 = 0.09) and math (B = 11.20, 
t  =  4.60, p  <  0.001, Pseudo-R2  =  0.15) perfor-
mance on standardized assessments. Early prob-
lems with school engagement, or school 
disengagement, have long-term effects and put 
students at risk for academic achievement diffi-
culties. Research findings suggest that student 
engagement continues to parallel achievement 
patterns through high school (Roscigno & 
Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999). Overall, the literature 
suggests that engagement with the school com-
munity and academic schoolwork is a proximate 
determinant of current and future student aca-
demic achievement.
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�School Completion

School dropout is one of the most visible out-
comes of pervasive student disengagement 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2009; see also 
Archambault et al., chapter “Student Engagement 
and School Dropout: Theories, Evidence, and 
Future Directions”, this volume). In a review of 
research on outcomes associated with student 
engagement, Fredricks et  al. (2004) found that 
student disengagement from school, including 
low academic participation, poor attendance, 
minimal work involvement, and displays of nega-
tive conduct, is a precursor of school dropout 
(Fredricks et al., 2004). Practices that contribute 
to students dropping out have been referred to as 
school pushout. Some of the issues relevant to 
student engagement include unwelcoming and 
uncaring school environments, lack of adult sup-
port, lack of physical and emotional safety at 
school, attendance policies, and zero-tolerance 
and attendance school policies that impact grades 
and push students out of school. Research dem-
onstrates that dropping out of school (a product 
of pushout) has significant and lasting conse-
quences for students, schools, and communities 
(Contractor & Staats, 2014).

Students commonly cite lack of school 
engagement and an unsupportive environment as 
their primary catalyst for dropping out of high 
school before graduation (McDermott et  al., 
2019). Among a sample of 1047 participants who 
left high school before graduating, McDermott 
et  al. (2019) found that 52.3% of respondents 
reported school disengagement as the main rea-
son for deciding to drop out. Prominent subcate-
gories that participants reported within 
disengagement included, “I was bored,” 
(n  =  104), “I was failing too many classes,” 
(n  =  141), and “School wasn’t relevant to my 
life” (n = 80). These results indicate that experi-
encing academic difficulty, consistently feeling 
disinterested in school, and struggling to under-
stand the applicability of coursework to the real 
world can all play a part in whether or not stu-
dents persist in earning their high school diploma.

Students who are not engaged in school are at 
a greater risk for low academic achievement and 

school failure and subsequently exhibit higher 
dropout rates than high achieving students 
(Janosz et  al., 2008; Perry, 2008). Janosz et  al. 
(2008) found that out of a sample of 13,300 stu-
dents between the ages of 12 and 16, those stu-
dents with negative or inconsistent school 
engagement patterns were between 10 and 80 
times more likely to drop out of school than peers 
who exhibited typical school engagement pat-
terns. The consequences of being disengaged 
from school are serious for youth with high-risk 
behaviors, who may not have other resources 
available to help counterbalance the effects of 
school failure. Disengaged students from impov-
erished backgrounds in urban school settings are 
more likely to drop out than disengaged students 
who are not from disadvantaged backgrounds 
(Perry, 2008). Historically, punitive practices 
(e.g., suspension, expulsion, zero-tolerance poli-
cies) that result in school pushout have dispro-
portionately impacted minoritized students, 
including students from low-income families, 
LGBT students, and students in juvenile justice 
and alternative education settings. Students who 
are pushed out typically have fewer academic 
opportunities and reduced social networks- 
impacting their long-term success (Pushout, n.d.).

However, just as student disengagement can 
lead to student dropout, student engagement can 
be a protective factor against academic failure 
(Fredricks et  al., 2004). Students with high 
engagement levels are more likely to exhibit high 
academic achievement and are less likely to drop 
out of school (Crosnoe et al., 2002). A student’s 
perception of his or her connection to the school, 
teachers, and peers can act as a protective factor 
that keeps children in school (Finn & Rock, 1997; 
Fredricks et al., 2004; Moses & Villodas, 2017). 
As a product of pushout, we can address school 
dropout if students, families, teachers, adminis-
trators, and communities create welcoming and 
inclusive schools through systemic change, 
focusing on long-term outcomes. Prioritizing 
efforts to increase student engagement on a 
whole-school level has the potential to serve as 
preventative, universal support to address the 
needs of students at increased risk of high school 
pushout/dropout.
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�Attendance and Truancy

Student attendance and truancy issues negatively 
affect overall school performance (Chang & 
Romero, 2008; Gottfried, 2014). Not only are the 
impacts on academic outcomes, but overall social 
and psychological well-being (Gottfried, 2019). 
Studies have shown that students who maintain 
more consistent class attendance tend to achieve 
higher grades and perform better on exams com-
pared to chronically absent students (Moore 
et  al., 2003). Not only do student engagement 
and attendance have bidirectional impacts on one 
another, in some models, but attendance is also 
considered an indicator of student engagement. 
Thayer-Smith (2007) examined student engage-
ment as measured with on-task (writing, reading, 
and hands-on activity) and off-task (inattentive, 
distracted or daydreaming, doing other work, 
conversing with peers, disturbing others, and 
playing) behaviors in primary classrooms con-
cerning classroom attendance. Findings indicated 
that classrooms where student attendance was 
96% or more saw higher instances of on-task 
behavior, while classrooms with 94% attendance 
or less had more students with off-task behaviors. 
Implications suggest that nonattendance in ele-
mentary students is worthy of greater attention.

Additionally, Miranda-Zapata et  al. (2018) 
examined children ages 12–17 and found that 
student engagement, particularly affective 
engagement, has a positive and moderating effect 
on student attendance and overall academic per-
formance. When examining the relationship 
between class attendance and students’ exam 
performance, Büchele (2021) found that behav-
ioral engagement (i.e., classroom participation, 
attendance, and extracurricular participation) 
served as a mediating factor in promoting better 
test scores. This finding suggests that it is not 
enough for students to attend class, but that 
meaningful engagement, particularly behavioral 
engagement, is encouraged to improve academic 
outcomes.

Many factors can contribute to student atten-
dance issues, and in turn, student engagement 
that we must understand in order to appropriately 
plan for interventions. Maynard et  al. (2017) 

examined students who were considered truant 
and used latent class analysis to investigate dif-
ferences in school engagement, participation in 
school activities, grades, parental academic 
involvement, and the number of days missed. 
Regarding high-risk behaviors and student 
engagement, the researchers noted that students 
categorized as chronically truant were more 
likely to use marijuana and engage in theft, drug 
sales, and fighting than other groups. Youth who 
exhibit excessive absences, or what professionals 
more recently referred to as school refusal behav-
ior, often present with complex symptoms and 
social-emotional profiles that often contribute to 
their inability to attend school consistently. 
Environmental circumstances both in and outside 
of school can also impact a student’s attendance. 
Common factors contributing to SRB include, 
but are not limited to, issues related to mental 
health (e.g., depression, anxiety, oppositional 
defiant disorder) (Kearney & Albano, 2004), 
medical and health factors (e.g., sleep problems, 
chronic pain symptoms, medical symptoms that 
can result from co-occurring physical or neurode-
velopmental conditions) (Arvans & LeBlanc, 
2009; Hochadel et  al., 2014; Lee et  al., 2018), 
familial influences (Bernstein & Borchardt, 
1996), and functional behavior issues (i.e., posi-
tive and negative reinforcers that contribute to 
SRB) (Kearney & Albano, 2004; Kearney & 
Silverman, 1990). These factors can not only 
impose barriers to consistent attendance, but 
when these students are in school, if stakeholders 
do not address underlying factors, these issues 
could lead to significantly diminished engage-
ment. As multifaceted and nuanced as these cases 
are, it is essential to engage these students by 
looking at the function and causes for poor school 
attendance. With this information school staff 
can develop appropriate approaches to enhance 
student well-being and overall engagement in the 
school process.

�Conduct Problems/Violence

Students who perpetrate various forms of com-
munity and school violence often have a history 
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of social alienation and detachment at school 
(Henry et al., 2012). Experts have also found that 
students with high levels of behavioral, cognitive, 
and emotional (i.e., affective) engagement exhibit 
lower levels of problem behaviors (Finn & Rock, 
1997; Olivier et al., 2020a, 2020b). Conversely, 
students with low engagement are more likely 
than engaged peers to display negative behaviors 
or conduct problems such as fighting, which 
leads to compounding ramifications, including 
school suspension and further disengagement 
from school (Carter et al., 2007; Fredricks et al., 
2004; Stevenson et  al., 2021). School violence 
and victimization pose similar repercussions for 
individuals on the receiving end of such behavior. 
Students experiencing peer victimization through 
the form of physical, verbal, interpersonal, or 
general altercations report significantly lower 
rates of school engagement that continue to 
decline over time (Ladd et al., 2017). This nega-
tive association between engagement and bully-
ing exists among elementary and high school 
students across various demographics (i.e., gen-
der, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status).

In many cases, these circumstances lead to 
school avoidance, a decline in academic achieve-
ment, and negative self-perception of one’s aca-
demic competence (Ladd et al., 2017). Research 
shows a correlation between high levels of stu-
dent engagement and a lower likelihood of being 
involved in violent behaviors, particularly for 
ethnically and socioeconomically diverse male 
and female adolescents in grades 7–12 
(Khubchandani & Price, 2018). In addition, 
recent studies suggest student engagement (e.g., 
how much a student feels happy at school, how 
much a student helps keep the school clean, and 
how much a student feels interested in what is 
going on at school) can potentially mediate 
adverse impacts of exposure to community 
violence on academic achievement (Borofsky 
et al., 2013; Elsaesser et al., 2020). Investigators 
have identified student engagement (i.e., regu-
larly attending school) as a protective factor 
against weapon carrying for ethnically diverse 
males and Black females (Khubchandani & 
Price, 2018). Ultimately, 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 
(Di Stasio et al., 2016). These findings hold true 
for both urban and suburban, ethnically diverse 
adolescents.

�Gang Involvement

Research indicates that gang-affiliated youth and 
those involved in the juvenile justice system, for 
example, benefit from increased school engage-
ment in many ways. Although there are various 
risk factors associated with why youth join gangs, 
student disengagement has played a part in this 
phenomenon. Sharkey et  al. (2010) found that 
students are less likely to join a gang if they felt 
good about their academic skills, felt bonded to 
school, felt that education leads to a successful 
career, and had positive relationships with peers 
and mentors. In general, youth who reported a 
greater sense of belonging in school are more 
likely to resist gang membership. In the school 
setting, antisocial behaviors can take the form of 
anything that breaks school rules or harms others. 
Gebo and Sullivan (2014) found that youth who 
reported partaking in violence (i.e., carrying a 
weapon, physical fighting, hurting someone 
physically) had a higher likelihood of reported 
gang affiliation. This study also highlighted the 
fluidity and variability of gang membership—
participation fluctuates both across time for 
members and between different members and 
groups making the term difficult to uniformly 
define and measure (Curry et  al., 2002; 
Thornberry et al., 2003). For this study, Gebo and 
Sullivan relied on self-reported survey data and 
asked participants to identify if they were affili-
ated with a gang in the past year.

Similarly, Barnes et  al. (2010) found that 
youth who reported more delinquent involvement 
and lower self-control levels were more likely to 
be in a gang. Hence, the importance of being 
committed and behaviorally engaged in school 
serve as protective factors against antisocial 
behavior and youth gang membership (Ang et al., 
2015). Youth with multiple risk factors who have 
more opportunities to engage in prosocial activi-
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ties will ultimately shape positive beliefs and val-
ues—decreasing the prospects of joining a gang 
(Bishop et al., 2017). A supportive school envi-
ronment, gang-aware staff, and academic and 
social programs are essential aspects of school-
based gang prevention and intervention efforts.

�Substance Use and Physical 
and Mental Health Correlates

Empirical sources have also identified student 
engagement as impacting substance use and 
physical and mental health outcomes among ado-
lescents. Student disengagement during teenage 
years may hinder one’s ability to acquire the 
basic proficiencies needed to navigate life. A lack 
of these skill sets puts individuals at risk for poor 
overall health outcomes (National Research 
Council and Institute of Medicine, 2004). 
Unhealthy behaviors that begin during adoles-
cence are more often found among students with 
low engagement levels than students with high 
engagement levels. These behaviors can have 
negative lifelong consequences. Over the past 
two decades, research has highlighted the poten-
tial protective role of school connectedness and 
its influence on adolescents’ engagement in high-
risk behaviors (Resnick et al., 1997). Seeking to 
strengthen educators’ and researchers’ under-
standing of this relationship, Weatherson et  al. 
(2018) reviewed 4  years of extant survey data 
from a national longitudinal study (i.e., the 
COMPASS study) yielded from 33,313 Canadian 
high school participants, intending to identify 
whether or not a connection existed between stu-
dents’ feelings of school connectedness and their 
engagement in four health-related behaviors: 
smoking cigarettes, using marijuana, binge 
drinking, and engaging in physical activity. 
According to study results, researchers found 
lower rates of cigarette smoking was most associ-
ated with higher levels of school connectedness 
(OR = 1.30, p < 0.0001), followed by marijuana 
use (OR  =  1.17; p  <  0.0001) and then binge 
drinking (OR = 1.10, p < 0.0001). In other words, 
school connectedness may have a potential pro-
tective effect against engaging in these health-

risk behaviors as students who feel more 
connected at school are less likely to use ciga-
rettes, marijuana, or alcohol (Weatherson et al., 
2018). Researchers have also found increased 
rates of school connectedness are associated with 
lower rates of suicidal thoughts and behaviors, 
particularly among populations that are more 
vulnerable to experiencing suicidality (e.g., sex-
ual minority youth, youth in the welfare system, 
youth who engage in sexual activity, and those 
who report experiencing disconnectedness and 
bullying) (Maraccini & Brier, 2017).

Additionally, student engagement is associ-
ated with student mental health and well-being. 
Students with high engagement levels have a 
reduced risk of depression and suicidal ideation 
than students with low engagement (Carter et al., 
2007; Moon et  al., 2020; see Suldo et  al., in 
press). These students tend to report better over-
all mental health and well-being outcomes than 
disengaged youth (Holdsworth & Blanchard, 
2006). Additionally, high levels of student 
engagement influence healthy behaviors such as 
higher frequencies of physical activity, better eat-
ing habits and nutrition, safer sex, and bicycle 
helmet use (Carter et al., 2007).

�Transition Outcomes: College 
and Career Readiness

In addition to considering school completion, 
professionals must consider the impact of 
engagement in future college and career pros-
pects for students with high-risk behaviors. These 
impacts are long-lasting and persist well into 
adulthood. To better understand student engage-
ment’s long-term educational and occupational 
impacts, Abbott-Chapman et al. (2014) analyzed 
longitudinal survey data. They used data from an 
original cohort of 6559 respondents ages 9–15, 
who initially participated in the national 
Childhood Determinants of Adult Health study in 
Australia (Menzies Institute for Medical 
Research, 2015) in 1985. Of this sample, a sub-
sample of 1622 participants provided follow-up 
responses in 2004–2006. Researchers found that 
individuals with high rates of school engagement 
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in childhood and adolescence were more likely to 
obtain a paid position at a higher level of employ-
ment (i.e., manager or administrator) compared 
to those who reported lower rates of school 
engagement. Similarly, those who stated they 
completed secondary schooling and/or enrolled 
in higher education were also more likely to have 
reported higher school engagement levels during 
childhood or adolescence. Researchers found 
these linkages independent of teacher rating of 
childhood academic achievement, a learner’s 
self-concept, and sociodemographic variables. 
This study and others indicate that student 
engagement can be a potential protective factor 
for student trajectories towards various educa-
tional and vocational opportunities accessed in 
adulthood (Fraysier et al., 2019).

Some studies point to the positive impacts of 
career and technical education (CTE) programs. 
For example, Furstenberg and Neumark (2007) 
studied a school-to-work program in Philadelphia, 
noting that students in the program were less 
likely to drop out and more likely to graduate 
than their peers. Castellano et al. (2014) followed 
more than 6600 students in three urban districts 
across three states. They determined that higher 
graduation rates were associated with earning 
more CTE credits. Many students, particularly 
those at risk, lack employability skills, appropri-
ate work habits, and knowledge about career 
development pos- high school (Ivzori et  al., 
2020). Educators and community stakeholders 
should develop specialized support programs to 
help these youth transition successfully into adult 
life, particularly as many experience difficulties 
socially, educationally, and when entering the 
labor market.

�Systems Change: What Can We Do?

Although all aspects of student engagement are 
important to youth’s full development, a vast 
body of research recognizes the salience of stu-
dent connectedness when considering troubling 
and high-risk behaviors in schools. Substantial 
evidence through randomized control trials 
(Langberg et  al., 2008; Molina et  al., 2008; 

Murray & Malmgren, 2005; Sinclair et al., 2005), 
quasi-experimental studies (Gottfredson et  al., 
2004), and single-case studies (Hawken & 
Horner, 2003; Moore et al., 1995) strongly sup-
port the recommendation to promote positive and 
caring relationships among students, parents, and 
staff. Researchers specifically designed most of 
these studies to improve the school relationships 
of students who were at risk or had already exhib-
ited behavior problems. Although contexts out-
side the school setting contribute to student 
engagement, school staff still need to consider 
ways to engage students, avoid disengaging stu-
dents, and reconstruct and repair relationships 
with students who have disengaged. Fortunately, 
research indicates that alterable school-based 
assets influence student engagement for youth at 
all family risk levels, even when individual traits 
are considered (Sharkey et al., 2008).

With these findings in mind, it is helpful to 
assess the extent to which students are engaged in 
the multiple systems within a school community. 
O’Farrell et  al. (2006) reviewed five levels of 
engagement supported within the school environ-
ment. First, schools can conduct school-wide 
activities (e.g., clubs, events) that reaffirm rela-
tionships with most students who are not at-risk. 
Second, schools can reach out and reconnect with 
students who are marginally involved with school 
and may not respond to universal strategies. 
Third, schools may need to reconstruct relation-
ships with students who demonstrate emotional 
and behavioral difficulties through intensive 
interventions such as individual counseling, fam-
ily support, comprehensive assessments, and tar-
geted interventions. Fourth, for a small group of 
individuals, schools will need to repair the rela-
tionships of students who may have experienced 
marginalization or severe or chronic violence on 
campus and who require interventions to renew a 
sense of school safety and membership. For mar-
ginalized students, opportunities to repair bonds 
across various social contexts may be of particu-
lar importance. Suppose a student is significantly 
disengaged from school and possibly other envi-
ronments (home and community). In that case, it 
may be necessary to use multiple agencies to 
intervene and create opportunities for attachment 
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and self-efficacy development. We will focus on 
identifying student support needs and the recon-
struction and rehabilitation of relationships for 
youth engaging in high-risk behavior.

�Identifying Student Support Needs

Students spend extensive time in school, making 
it an optimal setting to receive resources and sup-
port, particularly for those experiencing social-
emotional and behavioral difficulties (See also 
Masten et  al., chapter “Resilience and Student 
Engagement: Promotive and Protective Processes 
in Schools”, this volume). To build engaging and 
connected school environments for students to 
learn and thrive, school professionals should 
implement a process to monitor and screen for 
students’ mental health, sense of safety, and 
engagement. However, well-being remains a nar-
rowly defined term in education, complicating 
efforts to monitor it effectively in schools (Ereaut 
& Whiting, 2008). Generally, evaluations of stu-
dent well-being in schools often include grades, 
attendance, or discipline incidents frequency 
(Soutter et al., 2014).

Emerging research and practice conceptualize 
student well-being in broader terms and place 
increased attention on physical and mental well-
ness, risk prevention, and resilience, as well as 
social-ecological contexts that facilitate safe and 
supportive schooling (Soutter et  al., 2014). An 
example school-based approach that takes a more 
holistic view of students is the Student Well-
being Model (SWBM). Developed and imple-
mented in New Zealand schools, SWBM offers a 
framework for developing well-being indicators 
among students (Soutter et al., 2014). The devel-
opers of the SWBM identified critical domains 
through an extensive review of the well-being lit-
erature (Soutter et  al., 2014). The seven 
domains—having (i.e., resources, tools, and 
opportunities), being (i.e., who one has been, will 
be and is), relating (i.e., felt and aspired influen-
tial relationships), feeling (i.e., one’s spectrum of 
emotions), thinking (i.e., cognitive appraisals and 
strategies), functioning (i.e., activities, behaviors 
and involvements), and striving (i.e., content and 
outcomes of future goals)—are worthy of consid-

eration as schools promote student well-being. 
The SWBM also draws from Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) ecological framework because the seven 
domains are embedded in the ecological systems 
of students’ lives, such as school, family, and 
community. In such models, school communities 
can consider themselves an essential part of each 
student’s ecological system that plays a meaning-
ful role in overall well-being.

Only 12.6% of school/district-level adminis-
trators across the nation report conducting 
school-wide mental health screening with their 
students (Bruhn et al., 2014), indicating that very 
few schools put this broader definition of well-
being into practice. Many schools take a tradi-
tional one-sided approach to mental health by 
searching for evidence of mental distress con-
cerns among students, but not their psychological 
strengths and resources. Kim et al. (2014) found 
that when practitioners use a strength-based 
instrument and a symptom-based instrument in 
combination, prediction of students’ subjective 
well-being was significantly better than using 
only one of the instruments. Understanding both 
distress and well-being symptoms can help edu-
cators support students’ psychological strengths 
and minimize their mental health concerns. Thus, 
frequently and widely used general surveillance 
tools of risky behavior, such as the Youth Risk 
Behavior Surveillance Survey (YRBSS, Kaan 
et  al., 2016), are limited. These tools do offer 
meaningful information regarding current risky 
behaviors. However, they do not identify stu-
dents’ psychological strengths, positive relation-
ships, and resources, which may reduce students’ 
risky behaviors and create opportunities for 
engagement and belonging.

The Social Emotional Health Survey-
Secondary (SEHS-S; Furlong et al., 2014) is an 
example strength-based tool that measures posi-
tive psychological traits such as self-awareness, 
gratitude, and optimism. It also measures social-
ecological strengths and resources such as fam-
ily, peer, and teacher support. These factors are 
closely tied to student engagement at school and 
related to long-term academic and well-being 
outcomes (Kiuru et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2018). 
In addition to using a measure identifying psy-
chological distress, school professionals could 
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implement a strength-based instrument that 
examines students’ socioemotional strengths and 
resources. Professionals can use these data to 
construct relevant and meaningful interventions 
to improve engagement across the school 
system.

�Intervention and Engaging Protective 
Mechanisms

Those students involved in the juvenile justice 
system or who have exhibited significant behav-
ioral concerns represent a unique population at a 
greater risk of school and lifelong problems. 
High-risk behavior is related to numerous con-
textual influences ranging from individual factors 
to social/community factors. We must consider 
these factors when understanding how to inter-
vene, engage protective mechanisms in their 
school environment, and provide these children 
with an ability to attain positive outcomes. An 
effective strategy may be to evaluate current 
practices and their impact, then using this infor-
mation, eliminate harmful practices, as well as 
organize and create positive institutions or sys-
tems that promote healthy development and 
potentially alter a child’s negative trajectory.

�Dismantling Harmful Practices

Given the importance of activating protective 
mechanisms across multiple settings, schools 
may begin to intervene with high-risk and trou-
bling behaviors from a systems perspective. To 
do this, stakeholders and school community 
members must use data to reflect on whether they 
are implementing practices to promote 
engagement in an equitable and culturally respon-
sive way. This reflective practice can assist edu-
cators in better understanding how they might be 
perpetuating those systems and related ideologies 
that are oppressive, unjust, and harmful, as well 
as how they are promoting equity in their school 
communities. It can also shed light on how to 
improve our practices to make meaningful 
change. One school-based system historically 

and currently shown to have lasting impacts on 
student engagement outcomes, particularly those 
from racially and ethnically minoritized back-
grounds is school discipline.

Because youth spend much of their time at 
school, school staff can assist in promoting posi-
tive development. Unfortunately, when address-
ing behavioral problems, schools have historically 
relied on punitive practices to discipline students, 
which can lead to disengagement from school 
and increased involvement in the prison system. 
The utilization of practices that ultimately funnel 
students out of the schools and into prisons is a 
phenomenon known as the School-to-Prison 
Pipeline (American Civil Liberties Union, 2021). 
Students who faced more out-of-school suspen-
sions and school referrals were less likely to 
graduate high school and more likely to engage 
in delinquent felonies (Teske, 2011). Researchers 
have identified academic failure, exclusionary 
discipline practices, and dropout as crucial com-
ponents of the School-to-Prison Pipeline (Christle 
et al., 2005).

A common exclusionary practice in schools is 
zero-tolerance, where students are expelled or 
suspended from school after a single offense. 
Originally intended to respond to severe offenses 
such as gun possession, school administration 
often uses zero-tolerance policies to address 
behavioral misconduct, with most using them to 
curb discipline problems with students (Martinez, 
2009). However, research indicates zero-
tolerance policies are ineffective and most often 
harmful. For example, students who face school 
suspensions, often those from minoritized back-
grounds, are at increased risk of experiencing 
other harmful consequences. These consequences 
include diminished academic performance, 
involvement in the juvenile justice system, incar-
ceration, and not finishing high school (Mizel 
et al., 2016; Pyne, 2019). A literature review indi-
cates that the available data on zero-tolerance 
contradicts the assumption that these policies 
reduce misbehavior while concomitantly harm-
ing adolescent development (Reynolds et  al., 
2008).

The existence of exclusionary practices and 
zero-tolerance policies in schools has raised 
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questions about equity in education. The applica-
tion of these practices has led to disproportionate 
and detrimental impacts on minoritized and vul-
nerable student populations. While the creators 
of these policies sought to enhance security mea-
sures, safety, and engagement in schools, research 
indicates that students with emotional, behav-
ioral, and learning disabilities are more likely to 
receive suspensions and expulsions than their 
general education peers (Henson, 2012).

To understand these disproportionate and det-
rimental impacts, Alnaim (2018) examined liti-
gation cases involving students in special 
education and school discipline. While these 
cases included students who exhibited aggressive 
behaviors towards staff and possession of weap-
ons at school, the disciplinary actions taken failed 
to consider the students’ disabilities concerning 
the offenses. Because students in special educa-
tion have higher frequencies of disruptive behav-
iors, they are subjected excessively to the 
disciplinary actions proposed (Henson, 2012).

Students receiving special education services 
are not the only population disproportionately 
impacted by zero-tolerance and exclusionary dis-
cipline models. Rigid school policies that per-
petuate the School-to-Prison Pipeline also affect 
sexual minority youth and students from racially 
and ethnically minoritized backgrounds. For 
instance, LGB (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual) youth, 
specifically gender-nonconforming girls, are 
three times more likely to receive harsh disciplin-
ary treatment from school administrators than 
their non-LGB peers (Himmelstein & Brückner, 
2011). Despite LGB youth making up 5–7% of 
the student population, they are overrepresented 
in the juvenile justice system at 15% (Irvine, 
2010). Moreover, these youth tend to report 
higher distrust towards school administrators and 
believe that schools do not do enough to foster 
safe school climates (Kosciw et al., 2012).

Recent research has also identified the adverse 
impacts of applying exclusionary practices and 
zero-tolerance policies on racially and ethnically 
minoritized individuals. When considering the 
disproportionate impact of disciplinary practices 
on diverse populations, we must also acknowl-
edge the ever-present concept of intersectional-

ity. Multiple components of a student’s identity 
might contribute to the degree of systemic privi-
lege or discrimination they experience with the 
school system and society as a whole (Azmitia & 
Mansfield, 2021). For example, students of color 
are more likely than white students to be sus-
pended from school, particularly Black male stu-
dents (Huang & Cornell, 2017; Verdugo, 2002). 
When examining the reasons for disciplinary 
action, White students tend to receive suspen-
sions for clear violations (possession of guns, 
weapons, and drugs). In contrast, minoritized stu-
dents, especially Black male students, are sus-
pended for more subjective reasons such as 
appearing threatening or disrespectful (Bradshaw 
et  al., 2010; Skiba, 2000; Skiba et  al., 2014; 
Wood et al., 2018a, 2018b; Wood et al., 2021).

Through these models, students are systemati-
cally being disconnected and disengaged from 
their school communities. At an individual level, 
these marginalized students are likely to experi-
ence these practices as a form of rejection from 
the various systems involved and will likely need 
multiple opportunities to reconstruct and repair 
bonds across system contexts. Generally, zero-
tolerance practices are blanket policies that may 
cover unfair and unjust disciplinary decisions 
because they do not always consider the various 
contexts in which the problem behaviors 
occurred, ultimately impacting engagement and 
infringing on educational equity.

Schools must be committed to equity and con-
tinuous improvement to address disparities in 
engagement and achievement for all students. 
School leaders can train their staff to use data to 
make fair decisions and effectively intervene 
using clear policies. Also, stakeholders must 
commit to consistently evaluating the school’s 
discipline policies and practices to address fair-
ness and equity (Contractor & Staats, 2014). The 
use of system-wide proactive approaches to pre-
vent further problems will be essential to decrease 
problem behavior and increase student achieve-
ment, although information to support these 
strategies’ effectiveness with high-risk popula-
tions is limited. School teams can prevent some 
problematic behaviors and improve the learning 
of all students by capturing an understanding of 
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students’ school experiences, eliminating reac-
tive, harmful practices, and fostering positive 
school climates through proactive school-wide 
approaches.

�Proactive School-Wide Interventions
When addressing student problem behaviors and 
academic difficulties, school efforts should focus 
on early prevention by implementing proactive 
interventions using a Multi-Tiered Systems of 
Support (MTSS) framework. Many schools have 
turned to MTSS as it addresses academic, social-
emotional, and behavioral concerns. MTSS pulls 
from the three-tiered public health model, includ-
ing early identification and prevention (universal 
intervention), targeted intervention (secondary), 
and intensive intervention (tertiary) to ensure all 
individuals are receiving the indicated level of 
support. For most students, universal interven-
tions (e.g., school-wide positive behavioral inter-
ventions; social-emotional learning) provide 
sufficient support to foster appropriate develop-
ment. However, some students require more 
intensive intervention (e.g., individual counsel-
ing, check-in check-out, special education ser-
vices; Lane et al., 2013).

When addressing social-emotional and behav-
ioral concerns, a common approach is Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). 
PBIS organizes evidence-based support and 
intervention programs within three tiers, based 
on student responses to the intervention and the 
intensity of support (Horner & Sugai, 2015). 
PBIS requires ongoing data collection for schools 
to make informed decisions on student respon-
siveness. School staff members implement Tier 1 
supports universally for all students in a school. 
At the universal intervention level, PBIS helps 
foster a safe school environment by developing 
clear expectations, explicitly teaching the expec-
tations to staff and students, rewarding students 
when they meet school-wide expectations, and 
establishing a continuum of logical consequences 
for student misbehavior (Burke et  al., 2014; 
Kincaid et  al., 2016). Schools implementing 
PBIS use various sources to make data-based 
decisions regarding implementation fidelity, the 
effectiveness of interventions, and level of sup-

port for individual students. If students are not 
responsive to Tier 1 supports, they may require 
more individual or small-group interventions 
(Tier 2). More intensive individualized interven-
tions (Tier 3) are warranted for students with 
more complex behavior problems who do not 
respond to Tier 1 and 2 supports. Student success 
requires schools to implement PBIS with fidelity: 
a recent two-year longitudinal study in 31 Ohio 
school districts found that fidelity to Tier 1 imple-
mentation was tied to decreases in suspension 
rates and reduced problem behaviors (James 
et al., 2019).

School districts interested in school-wide 
PBIS will need informed staff with adequate 
training to implement the various supports and 
interventions. Bradshaw et al. (2018) examined a 
teacher coaching program, Double Check, and its 
impact on student engagement and outcomes. 
Double Check is a preventive intervention that 
includes five-hour-long professional develop-
ment trainings that address culturally responsive 
practices (i.e., connection to the curriculum, 
building authentic relationships, reflective think-
ing, effective communication, and awareness of 
students’ culture). Additionally, individual class-
room coaching was used to promote problem-
solving skills to facilitate changes in teacher 
practices. The study took place in 12 racially and 
ethnically schools, six middle and six elementary 
schools, with approximately 56.83% of students 
receiving free and reduced meals. In a teacher-
level randomized controlled trial (RCT) design, 
100 of the eligible 158 teachers were randomly 
assigned to receive coaching. Results indicated 
lower rates of office discipline referrals for stu-
dents in the classrooms of teachers who received 
the coaching relative to those who did not. Non-
coached teachers had a predicted value of 1.99 
disciplinary referrals of black students on aver-
age, versus the predicted value for coached teach-
ers of 1.49. Additionally, in comparison to the 
control group, coached teachers used more pro-
active behavior management strategies and were 
more likely to anticipate student needs. Students 
in those classrooms were observed to be more 
engaged, cooperative, and displayed less disrup-
tive behaviors (Bradshaw et al., 2018). The find-
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ings suggest the value of teacher coaching as a 
promising component of school-wide PBIS and 
reducing overall problem student behaviors.

As part of the larger school-wide PBIS, 
Thorne and Kamps (2008) examined the efficacy 
of a more targeted group contingency interven-
tion on improving academic engagement for ele-
mentary students with behavioral risks. The 
intervention, which instituted a lottery system 
and independent group contingency, was incor-
porated within a previously established school-
wide PBIS.  Additionally, there was a 
self-management component to decrease further 
the time and costs associated with the interven-
tion. At the six-month follow-up, data indicated a 
decrease in disruptive behavior and increased 
time engaged with reading. Trevino-Maack et al. 
(2015) conducted a similar study focused on high 
school students in remedial reading classes. The 
intervention had a more pronounced focus on 
self-monitoring: teachers explicitly taught stu-
dents target behaviors to demonstrate during 
class. These target behaviors were displayed on 
the classroom wall. The teachers verified self-
monitoring behaviors by reviewing permanent 
products (students’ writing in their planners, 
notes taken during class, and completed reading 
logs). The intervention also included supports in 
the form of visualization notes and silent timers. 
While students read for 20 min, they would set 
timers for every 6 min, and following the timer 
vibration, students would write in their reading 
logs. Students who demonstrated the self-
monitoring behavior would receive tickets that 
they could use to earn prizes as part of the inde-
pendent group contingency intervention. Results 
indicated that students receiving the intervention 
showed increases in written work completed in 
independent reading logs (i.e., mean of 24.19 
total words written [TWW] at baseline increased 
to a mean of 55.34 TWW after intervention 
implementation) and an overall increase in active 
engagement (reading aloud, taking notes, inde-
pendent silent reading) (Trevino-Maack et  al., 
2015).

School-wide PBIS is not limited to traditional 
school settings but can be implemented in alter-
native settings, especially for youth with high-

risk problem behaviors. Griffiths et  al. (2019a) 
investigated the application of school-wide posi-
tive behavior support (SW-PBIS) in an alterna-
tive school setting. This one-year evaluation case 
study’s main purpose was to evaluate the impact 
of a high school PBIS model on school-wide dis-
cipline outcomes (i.e., incident reports, teacher 
reports of student behavior). The overall level of 
implementation of PBIS during the first year of 
implementation reached 69%, as measured by the 
School-Wide Evaluation Tool. The results indi-
cated that the overall number of incident reports 
did not significantly differ between the baseline 
and implementation years. However, there were 
some significant reductions in defiance-related 
behaviors (z = 2.46, p < 0.05) and increased on-
task behavior. Process data from this case study 
revealed the importance of stakeholder buy-in, 
training opportunities, and suggested adaptations 
to the PBIS framework for youth in alternative 
school settings.

In a related study, Griffiths et  al. (2019b) 
divided students at the alternative school based 
on their PBIS program engagement. Researchers 
divided students into two groups: “responders” 
and “nonresponders.” Between these groups, 
they compared students’ responses to several 
measures (obtained before intervention) assess-
ing student perception of individual, school, 
social/community, and home systems. Results 
indicated that the individual system model (i.e., 
variables within the individual—hostility, 
destructive expression, depression, sense of inad-
equacy, hope, and life satisfaction) and the school 
system model (i.e., variables within the school 
system—academic self-concept, attitude towards 
teachers, and attitude towards school) could dis-
tinguish between responders and nonresponders. 
A one-way between-groups multivariate analysis 
of variance (MANOVA) was performed to 
explore the difference between groups (respond-
ers and nonresponders) on hostility, destructive 
expression of anger, hope, life satisfaction, 
depression, and sense of inadequacy, there was a 
statistically significant difference between 
responders and nonresponders on these com-
bined variables (F(1, 38)  =  3.28, p  =  0.012; 
Wilks’ lambda = 0.63; partial eta squared = 0.374). 
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When the variables were considered separately, 
the univariate differences to reach statistical sig-
nificance were hostility, destructive expression of 
anger, and depression. An inspection of the mean 
scores indicated increased scores on all of these 
variables for nonresponders. Within the school 
system model, there was a statistically significant 
difference between responders and nonre-
sponders on the combined variables (F(1, 
38)  =  3.20, p  =  0.035; Wilks’ lambda  =  0.794; 
partial eta squared = 0.206). When the univariate 
analyses were considered, the differences to 
reach statistical significance were academic self-
concept, attitude to teachers, and attitude to 
school. An inspection of the mean scores indi-
cated increased scores (indicating a problem) on 
the attitude to teachers and attitude to school sub-
tests for nonresponders. Responders had higher 
mean scores on academic self-concept. Logistic 
regression revealed that hostility, destructive 
expression of anger, depression, academic self-
concept, attitude to school, and attitude to teach-
ers, as a group, were able to distinguish responders 
from nonresponders (c2 (6, N  =  40)  =  12.58, 
p = 0.05).

These studies’ findings indicate that PBIS had 
some impact on improving outcomes for specific 
behavior types (defiance) for some students in 
alternative school settings. However, given the 
students’ path to enrollment in an alternative 
school, these students have likely developed an 
ingrained distrust and negative attitude toward 
school and teachers that may require more inten-
sive intervention. These students, particularly 
those classified as “nonresponders,” tend to expe-
rience numerous mental health concerns and con-
textual risk factors and require more intensive 
support in conjunction with universal 
interventions.

�Targeted Interventions: Classroom-
Based Interventions and Student–
Teacher Relationships
In addition to considering school-wide 
approaches, practitioners can manipulate various 
classroom variables to increase a student’s sense 
of belonging to a positive learning community 
which may lead to an increase in student engage-

ment (Furlong et al., 2003). These factors include 
social-emotional learning curriculum, coopera-
tive learning instructional strategies, and positive 
student–teacher–family relationships.

Social-emotional learning (SEL) can be 
employed to facilitate academic engagement, 
work ethic, commitment, and overall school suc-
cess through explicitly teaching social-emotional 
skills. SEL has become a prominent prevention 
strategy in teaching students’ key skills: recog-
nizing and managing emotions, setting and 
achieving goals, appreciating others and their 
perspectives, and developing and maintaining 
healthy relationships (Durlak et al., 2011). Often 
part of a school-wide effort, SEL is commonly 
implemented at the classroom level to support 
students and open up communication pathways 
between students, parents, and school profession-
als. SEL programs generally aim to increase pos-
itive social behaviors and decrease conduct 
problems and emotional distress (Durlak et  al., 
2011). Schools across the United States have 
implemented resources and notable program-
ming from the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
reporting positive results in outcomes related to 
behavior, academics, and school environment. 
The graduation rate in Chicago Public Schools, 
for example, increased from 59.3% in 2012 to 
77.5% in 2017 after integrating CASEL’s SEL 
curriculum and policies and other initiatives to 
improve school climate and student well-being 
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2021).

There are several well-established instruc-
tional approaches that may improve students’ 
engagement. For example, Morgan (2006) 
reviewed studies that examined preference and 
choice-making as classroom interventions for 
increasing behavioral task engagement. These 15 
studies supported the hypothesis that preference 
assessment and choice-making improve students’ 
behavior and academic performance. Morgan 
concluded that teachers who use preference 
assessment, in addition to choice making, are 
more likely to improve students’ engagement 
than those using choice-making procedures 
alone.
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Concerning student–teacher relationships, 
Gregory and Ripski (2008) found that student 
trust mediated the relationship between teacher 
relational (personal) discipline approaches and 
student and teacher-reported defiant behavior. 
The teachers purposefully sought to make a per-
sonal emotional connection with students in this 
study, 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 in 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 learning oppor-
tunities (Walker & Walker, 1991).

More recently, Roorda et al. (2017) conducted 
a meta-analysis to evaluate whether student 
engagement serves as a mediator between affec-
tive teacher–student relationships and academic 
achievement and the impact of these relationships 
on students’ academics (see also Hoefkens & 
Pianta, chapter “Teacher–Student Relationships, 
Engagement in School, and Student Outcomes”, 
this volume). Upon reviewing 189 studies, 
including 249,198 students, researchers found 
that affective teacher–student relationships (e.g., 
relationships demonstrating positive attributes—
closeness, emotional support, warmth, involve-
ment, acceptance, relatedness) directly impacted 
academic achievement among primary and sec-
ondary students. They also noted indirect associ-
ations between student–teacher relationships and 
student engagement. In longitudinal subsamples, 
these associations sustained over time.

Many students who engage in high-risk behav-
iors have had multiple experiences of failure in 
the school setting and a series of negative 
interactions with adults at school, at home, and in 
the community. When further examining rela-
tionships between students and their teachers, 
Hughes and Kwok (2007) investigated the influ-
ence of student–teacher and parent–teacher rela-
tionships on engagement and achievement. Their 

model suggests that the quality of the teacher’s 
relationships with students and their parents 
explained the relationship between students’ 
background and student engagement. 
Engagement, in turn, mediated the relationships 
between student-teacher and parent-teacher relat-
edness and student achievement the following 
year. Results indicated that Black children and 
their parents had less supportive relationships 
with teachers when compared with Latino and 
White children and their parents. In a recent 
study, researchers developed the GREET-STOP-
PROMPT (GSP) strategy to address discipline 
disparities among Black male students and 
strengthen teacher–student relationships (Cook 
et al., 2018). The GSP approach focused on three 
components: preventative classroom manage-
ment strategies to decrease occurrences of prob-
lem behavior, identifying and addressing 
situations in which teachers might engage in 
implicit bias, and techniques to respond to real or 
perceived misbehavior effectively and in an 
empathetic and consistent manner. After imple-
menting the GSP strategy with 40 teachers across 
three schools, the risk of Black male students 
receiving an office disciplinary referral decreased 
by two-thirds. Black male students also reported 
increased school belonging and connection when 
comparing pre- and post-test data. This study fur-
ther highlights the impact of teacher–student 
relationships and interactions on school perfor-
mance and school engagement.

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 of concern to educators 
and families. These behaviors include substance 
use (Rostosky et  al., 2003), aggressive/conduct 
disorder behavior (Frey et al., 2008), and school 
dropout (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004). Given 
these relationships, educators should work on 
parental involvement in school and develop the 
relationship between parents and teachers, par-
ticularly with the families of students from low-
income and minority backgrounds.

Using Positive Student Engagement to Create Opportunities for Students with Troubling and High-Risk…
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�Career-Focused Interventions 
to Support Successful Transitions 
to Postsecondary Life
In addition to being concerned about student 
engagement in K-12 schooling, our larger goal 
should be to prepare students to participate in 
their community as meaningfully engaged adults. 
This goal must involve effective transition plan-
ning. Effective transition planning involves 
understanding the individual student’s strengths 
and needs and the projected needs of the current 
and future labor market (Griffiths et al., 2021). A 
critical component of the United States’ ability to 
sustain readiness for future workforce demands 
relies on the country’s inclusion of a varying 
range of backgrounds and viewpoints. Students 
who have experienced adversity have a unique 
perspective to offer the marketplace. As 85% of 
the employment opportunities available in 2030 
are for jobs that do not yet exist (Institute for the 
Future & Dell Technologies, 2017), it is essential 
to develop systemic pathways to employment 
that include the contributions of employees who 
offer unique and varied manners of approaching 
and completing tasks.

Ivzori et al. (2020) studied a program designed 
to improve students’ transition readiness at risk. 
“Successful Pathways to Employment for youth 
at Risk” (SUPER) is an 18-week program focused 
on transitioning from school into employment 
and adult life. Investigators identified four key 
components of the program: (a) knowledge of the 
world of work and employability; (b) an under-
standing of their identity in terms of skills and 
occupational desires; (c) a future orientation, 
involving realistic career planning; and (d) a 
work experience with ongoing feedback. The 
program involved several teaching methods, 
including simulations, problem-solving, interac-
tions with employers and managers, visits to 
businesses, observations, and work experience. 
Sixty students from three high schools partici-
pated in the program. Results indicated that stu-
dents’ engagement with responsibilities, 
knowledge about the world of work, and self-
reported self-advocacy skills improved from pre-

test to post. Also, supervisor ratings of work 
performance improved over the intervention 
period.

Typically, transition-related interventions cen-
ter on employment experience opportunities that 
are immediately available to the student. While 
many educators focus on the student’s strengths 
and areas of interest, less attention is paid to the 
guidance and support a student might need in 
choosing a sustainable career. School profession-
als should pay particular attention to projected 
labor market data. Specifically, teams should 
focus on three main areas that support well-
aligned career and postsecondary education plan-
ning: (a) high demand skills (based on supply and 
demand), (b) in-demand jobs, and (c) projected 
job growth (Griffiths et  al., 2021). Using this 
information will ensure that we prepare all stu-
dents for long-term success.

�Interventions Beyond the School 
Context

Given the multiple risk factors present in the 
lives of youth who engage in high-risk behav-
iors, it is likely that intervention should extend 
beyond the immediate school setting. However, 
valuable interventions occur in more than one 
environment. Multisystemic therapy has shown 
some promise in making changes for these 
youth (Timmons-Mitchell et  al., 2006). This 
approach speaks to the importance of under-
standing each child within the context of the 
systems within which they are embedded and 
their individual experiences and needs. 
Understanding these students’ needs on both a 
broad and in-depth level allows school profes-
sionals to measure the student’s current status, 
set goals for the student, coordinate services, 
and evaluate intervention effectiveness. Rather 
than pouring multiple resources into an individ-
ual without a carefully considered outcome or 
plan, effective screening and coordination of 
services may prove to be effective, economical, 
and efficient.

A. J. Griffiths et al.
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�Summaries of Strategies to Build 
Bonding and Connectedness for All 
Students

Positive connectedness to adults at school may 
serve as a barrier to high-risk or troubling behav-
iors. 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 point highlights the importance of schools 
focusing on system-level change, evaluating stu-
dent needs, and implementing interventions that 
provide the opportunity to reconstruct and repair 
bonds with marginalized students across various 
contexts.

One must consider that most students do not 
engage in troubling or risky behaviors whether or 
not they are bonded or connected to school. Other 
protective forces in youth lives include individual 
strengths and skills, extended family members, 
community organizations, mentors, extracurricu-
lar activities, and many others. As Masten (2009) 
suggested, youth seem to need and benefit from 
having life conditions that include adults’ caring 
attention. For many youths, a natural, meaningful 
context for this to occur is in the school setting. 
Educators and school-based practitioners can 
promote school connectedness and healthy youth 
development by first clearly identifying the needs 
of their student body through school-wide evalu-
ation. They should evaluate their current prac-
tices, reduce harmful reactive approaches, and 
focus on a proactive, systematic approach to 
intervention. School communities can establish 
an agreed-upon set of expectations and conse-
quences. Schools with discipline policies or 
codes of conduct with clear, reasonable, and con-
sistently applied expectations and consequences 
help students improve their behavior, increase 
their engagement, and enhance their academic 
achievement. Academic programs that success-
fully manage behavior adjust their programs to 
the student’s functioning level and foster skills in 
areas of need. This adjustment allows the student 
to be successful and work in a positive environ-
ment. Implementing these strategies has been 

associated with decreased dropout rates and sus-
pensions (Griffiths et  al., 2007) and improved 
engagement overall.

In the past, we have classified these students 
themselves as “high-risk,” promoting the idea 
that who they were and the high-risk behaviors 
that they engaged in were inseparable. This type 
of classification and labeling can negatively 
impact these students even if never presented to 
the students themselves. For example, if the label 
is present in the mind of any adults who interacts 
with the student, it would make it very challeng-
ing for the adult to connect authentically, view 
the child as a member of many systems, and cel-
ebrate and bolster their strengths (which are 
essential in fostering school engagement and 
connectedness). As we reflect on engaging stu-
dents who are choosing to engage elsewhere 
(high-risk behaviors), we must seriously consider 
the systems in which they exist. Are these envi-
ronments equitable and free of prejudicial think-
ing? Do they foster opportunities to build caring 
relationships and bonds that can compete and 
surpass the potential harmful bonds they might 
be building elsewhere? Often these students face 
many reasons not to come to school and begin to 
seek connections elsewhere. Have we taken all 
the necessary steps at each tier of prevention and 
intervention to convey to these students that 
school is a welcoming, safe and supportive place 
for them, with opportunities for success, with 
people who are committed and care?
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Abstract

School dropout is a major preoccupation in 
all countries. Several factors contribute to this 
outcome, but research suggests that dropouts 
mostly have gone through a process of disen-
gaging from school. This chapter aims to pres-
ent a synthesis of this process according to the 
major theories in the field and review empiri-
cal research linking student disengagement 
and school dropout. This chapter also pres-
ents the common risk and protective factors 
associated with these two issues, the profiles 
of students who drop out as well as the dis-
engagement trajectories they follow and lead-
ing to their decision to quit school. Finally, it 
highlights the main challenges as well as the 
future directions that research should priori-
tize in the study of student engagement and 
school dropout.

�Introduction

School dropout is a major concern in many soci-
eties. In Western countries in particular, a large 
proportion of youth quit school before obtaining 
a high school diploma (Eurostat, 2017; Statistics 
Canada, 2017; U.S.  Department of Commerce, 
2017). Many youth who drop out face important 
setbacks upon entering adulthood: compared to 
high school graduates, they rely more on social 
assistance services, are more likely to be involved 
with the justice system, present more physical 
and mental health problems, and have a harder 
time finding jobs, especially stable, well-paid 
ones with benefits (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). 
While it is profitable for societies to invest in 
education, contributing to positive development, 
socio-professional integration and success for 
youth, school dropout, and other difficulties carry 
a high cost. The lost income for each cohort of 
dropouts is estimated to be in the billions of dol-
lars (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2013). 
Research suggests that many youth who drop out 
of school had gone through a short- or long-term 
process of disengagement from school (Dupéré 
et  al., 2015; Rumberger, 2011). This process is 
increasingly recognized as central to understand-
ing dropout, both in theoretical and empirical 
work.

This chapter aims to provide some background 
information regarding the disengagement process 
related to high school dropout. First, we define 
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the engagement construct and its association with 
positive youth development. Next, we present the 
role of the student engagement/disengagement 
process in school dropout according to the main 
theories in the field and based on a review of 
empirical work. We then present the state of the 
evidence regarding the links between student 
engagement and dropout by focusing on common 
risk and protective factors and on student profiles 
and trajectories of dropout-related disengage-
ment. Finally, we provide an overview of the 
main challenges and future directions regarding 
the study of student engagement as a means of 
understanding and preventing school dropout.

�Student Engagement and Positive 
Development Outcomes

�Defining Behavioral, Affective, 
and Cognitive Engagement

Student engagement is a multidimensional con-
struct generally defined through three distinct 
components: behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004). Behavioral 
engagement refers to observable actions in the 
classroom. Students who are behaviorally 
engaged participate in classroom activities, col-
laborate with peers, and follow their teachers’ 
instructions. They also consistently attend school 
and refrain from skipping classes without valid 
reasons (Appleton et  al., 2006; Jimerson et  al., 
2003; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). The affec-
tive engagement of students refers to their emo-
tional state and reaction to school and classroom 
contexts and activities. Students who present 
high affective engagement feel interested and 
enthusiastic in class and develop a sense of 
belonging and well-being in their classroom and 
school (Archambault & Dupéré, 2017; Skinner 
et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2016). Finally, students 
who are cognitively engaged use appropriate 
self-regulation and deep-processing strategies 
while learning. They attentively plan their work 
and draw on available resources, such as gram-
mars or worksheets, to complete their assign-
ments. Cognitively engaged students are 

proactive in preventing, correcting, and learning 
from their mistakes. They review their work and 
try to understand their errors. While more easily 
observable than affective engagement, student 
cognitive engagement also refers to an internal 
process and therefore remains more difficult to 
detect than behavioral engagement for teachers 
(Appleton et al., 2006; Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

The three dimensions of student engagement 
not only describe youth’s holistic functioning 
demonstrating investment and attachment to 
school but also retain a part of specificity related 
to distinct underlying mechanisms, i.e., behav-
iors, emotions, and thoughts (Dierendonck et al., 
2020; Wang et al., 2019). As such, they are inter-
connected across the developmental process: A 
change in one dimension can affect the other 
dimensions over time (Li & Lerner, 2011, 2013; 
Skinner et al., 2009), as it can promote or under-
mine positive youth development. Finally, while 
researchers have typically conceptualized disen-
gagement as the absence of engagement, some 
defined engagement and disengagement as dis-
tinct constructs (Skinner & Belmont, 1993; 
Martin, 2007). In fact, according to Fredricks 
et  al. (2016), both perspectives may be valid. 
Some indicators, like not participating in school 
activities, reflect a low level of engagement, 
while others, like guessing or forgetting answers 
during school-related activities, are very specific 
to disengagement.

�Benefits of Student Engagement

Student engagement contributes to positive youth 
development. Across their academic journey, 
highly engaged students present fewer behavioral 
and emotional difficulties and better mental 
health (Fredricks et al., 2019; Henry et al., 2012; 
Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Fredricks, 2014). 
They also tend to show greater school and life 
satisfaction, feel more academically competent, 
connected, and attached to school, and present 
signs of more positive adjustment in class (Lewis 
et  al., 2011; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Students 
with a high level of engagement are also more 
likely to share positive and closer interactions 
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with teachers and peers, to be more socially com-
petent, and to befriend more engaged peers 
(Hosan & Hoglund, 2017; Ladd et al., 1997). In 
the long run, students interest and participation in 
school-related activities and homework, and their 
use of appropriate tools while learning, promote 
the development of effective coping skills help-
ing them to handle new challenges, and to feel 
more academically competent (Li et  al., 2010; 
Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). This level of school 
investment also helps students to be more suc-
cessful in school, as highly engaged youths report 
higher grade point averages and achievement 
gains, show greater perseverance, and are more 
likely to obtain their high school diploma (Janosz, 
Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 2008; Ladd & 
Dinella, 2009; Wang & Eccles, 2012). Finally, 
students with optimal profiles of engagement are 
more likely to persevere beyond high school and 
continue their academic journey in postsecond-
ary education, which can ease their transition into 
adulthood and the labor market (Fraysier et al., 
2020; Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro, 2014).

�Student Engagement as a Predictor 
of School Dropout

Student disengagement is recognized as a pro-
cess associated with school dropout (Christenson 
& Thurlow, 2004; Rumberger, 1987). Students 
who present signs of behavioral, affective, and 
cognitive disengagement or who are following 
such a pathway are more likely to quit school 
before obtaining a high school diploma 
(Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; 
Wang & Fredricks, 2014). Dropout risk is also 
closely related to unstable pathways of engage-
ment (Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 
2008). For some, this disengagement process 
may begin very early, even before school entry 
(Jimerson et al., 2000), an idea that is central to 
many theories of school dropout (Finn, 1989; 
Rumberger & Larson, 1998). However, accord-
ing to recent perspectives, the disengagement 
process leading to school withdrawal may also 
occur much later, even in late adolescence 
(Bowers & Sprott, 2012; Dupéré et  al., 2015). 

The next section presents how the disengagement 
process unfolds according to different theories of 
dropout. All of these theories recognize that stu-
dents’ exposure to different risk and protective 
factors contribute to the engagement/disengage-
ment process; as these factors are fairly consis-
tent across theories, they will be described in a 
subsequent integrative section.

�Engagement in Theories of School 
Dropout

Student disengagement is a key component of the 
major theories of school dropout (Dupéré et al., 
2015; Finn, 1989; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; 
Tinto, 1975; Wehlage et  al., 1989). In most of 
these theories, dropout is presented as the conse-
quence of a long-term trajectory of student disen-
gagement. Tinto’s Mediation Model of College 
Dropout (Tinto, 1975; see also “Tinto, chapter 
“Exploring the Character of Student Persistence 
in Higher Education: The Impact of Perception, 
Motivation, and Engagement”, this volume”) was 
one of the first to underline the central role of this 
trajectory in college withdrawal. This model rec-
ognized that challenging situations may lead to 
an abrupt dropout, but essentially emphasized 
that school withdrawal typically follows a lengthy 
disengagement process resulting from students’ 
interactions with the academic and social sys-
tems encountered across their academic journey. 
Thus, the model holds that individual and family 
background characteristics drive students’ com-
mitment to academic goals and their involvement 
in academic tasks. In turn, students’ commitment 
informs their time investment in school, which 
sets the course of their engagement. Ultimately, 
this model proposed that student goals and 
involvement (corresponding in this model to 
behavioral engagement) contribute to their aca-
demic and social experiences (corresponding to 
affective engagement) in school, and may con-
tribute to their decision to drop out of school 
under unfavorable conditions.

One of the most influential theories of  
school dropout is Finn’s (1989) Participation-
Identification Model. This model also relies on 
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disengagement patterns to explain students’ deci-
sion to drop out. In the model, student engage-
ment is conceptualized through their identification 
with and participation in school. Student identifi-
cation, an affective component, refers to their 
strong sense of belonging and appreciation of 
schooling as a way to achieve their goals. 
Meanwhile, student participation, a component 
of behavioral engagement, includes four gradated 
indicators: student responsiveness to require-
ments, participation in class-related initiatives, 
involvement in extracurricular activities, and 
involvement in decision-making. These indica-
tors are along a continuum ranging from a mini-
mum to a maximum level of engagement. 
According to Finn’s model, students who strongly 
identify with their school are more likely to par-
ticipate in school-related activities, while those 
showing low participation are more likely to dis-
engage from school, and eventually quit before 
obtaining a diploma.

Proposed around the same time as Finn’s the-
ory, Wehlage et  al.’s (1989) School Dropout 
Prevention model also positions engagement as 
central to understanding dropout. This model 
defined engagement through two central and dis-
tinct components: educational engagement and 
school membership. These components are inter-
mediate steps associated with students’ individ-
ual and social development in the school 
environment. For Wehlage and colleagues, stu-
dent educational engagement emphasize stu-
dents’ efforts. In the engagement literature, effort 
sometimes refer to a cognitive process as it 
underscores student volition to consciously 
undertake or persist in an academic task (Lawson 
& Lawson, 2013). However, Wehlage et al.’s con-
ceptualization of efforts resembles more the cur-
rent definition of behavioral engagement and is 
associated with academic achievement and suc-
cess. Similar to affective engagement, school 
membership is optimized when students success-
fully create social bonds with adults in school, 
including their teachers, school professionals, or 
authorities. Creating positive bonds with peers is 
another indicator of school membership. As such, 
students who fail to engage in school make little 

academic effort and fail to develop strong social 
bonds, which raises their likelihood of dropping 
out before obtaining their high school diploma.

In their highly impactful model of school 
dropout, Rumberger and Larson (1998) also 
highlighted on the role of student engagement, 
which they defined through two facets: social and 
academic engagement. Social engagement refers 
to student behavioral engagement, including 
class attendance, rule compliance, and active par-
ticipation in school-related tasks and activities. 
Rumberger and Larson’s definition of academic 
engagement echoes the affective component, as it 
incorporates student attitudes toward school and 
their propensity to meet school expectations and 
demands. As in previous theories, Rumberger 
and Larson proposed that engagement is at the 
root of student dropout and that school with-
drawal is the consequence of a long-term trajec-
tory of student disengagement, which may start 
in early development.

Finally, more recently, Dupéré et  al. (2015) 
proposed a theory of school dropout that offers a 
rather distinct, but complementary, perspective 
on student disengagement’s contribution on the 
decision to drop out. This model’s main contribu-
tion is to emphasize that the disengagement pro-
cess is not always an incremental process 
operating over the long term. Rather, for some 
students, engagement can decline abruptly and 
unexpectedly in the wake of significant disrup-
tions to their lives in late adolescence, not long 
before dropout occurs. In this theory, disengage-
ment essentially refers to the behavioral compo-
nent; other affective (i.e., relationships with 
others) and cognitive (i.e., self-regulation) indi-
cators of engagement are considered, but not to 
the same extent.

In sum, there is a consensus among most theo-
ries regarding the central role of student disen-
gagement in school dropout. Most models 
underscore the importance of behavioral and 
affective engagement as processes leading stu-
dents to drop out. Across the theories, these pro-
cesses are anchored, fully or partially, in a life 
course perspective, suggesting that developmen-
tal outcomes are shaped by experiences occur-
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ring throughout youth development and the 
academic journey (Alexander et al., 2001). These 
factors are potentially part of a larger context in 
which precipitating factors and stressful life 
events might lead those already at risk to disen-
gage unexpectedly (Dupéré et  al., 2015). 
Together, these theories suggest that student dis-
engagement is a fundamental predictor of school 
dropout, an assumption that is well supported by 
empirical research.

�Associations Between Student 
Engagement and Dropout 
from an Empirical Perspective

The association between student engagement and 
school dropout is well established in quantitative 
and qualitative research. In addition to student 
achievement, different indicators of student 
engagement such as participation, attendance, or 
attachment to school have repeatedly been shown 
to be among the strongest predictors of school 
dropout (Janosz et al., 1997; Rumberger, 2011). 
However, it is more recently that research has 
focused on the associations between school 
dropout and specific behavioral, affective, and 
cognitive dimensions of engagement. Even 
today, few studies have examined the additive or 
complementary role of each dimension of 
engagement to explain actual student dropout, 
rather than merely their dropout risk. Still, 
existing studies underline the great importance 
of considering all three facets of engagement, as 
students are more likely to drop out when 
reporting signs of disengagement in more than 
one dimension (Wang & Fredricks, 2014). 
Accumulating evidence also suggests that stu-
dent behavioral, affective, and cognitive engage-
ment may not have the same weight to predict 
school dropout. There is still no consensus 
regarding the specific contribution of each 
dimension. On the one hand, we have found that 
when all three dimensions of engagement are 
considered simultaneously, the behavioral 
dimension is most strongly related to school 
dropout (Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, & 

Pagani, 2009). We further posited that student 
emotions and cognitions regarding school-related 
activities precede and affect their behaviors, 
which in turn lead to the decision to drop out. On 
the other hand, different authors have found that 
both the behavioral and affective dimensions of 
student engagement coalesce in predicting stu-
dent dropout (Wang & Fredricks, 2014). Along 
the same lines, qualitative and ethnographic 
research suggests that student affective engage-
ment represents an important protective factor 
against school withdrawal (Farrell, 1990).

In sum, for most dropouts, disengagement 
may not be a linear process. Students in general 
present stable levels of engagement over time, 
yet it seems that those who report developmen-
tal discontinuity in their engagement trajecto-
ries are more likely to drop out (Janosz, 
Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 2008). More 
longitudinal research is necessary to better 
understand the developmental nature of disen-
gagement and the specific contribution of each 
dimension to school non-completion, especially 
the behavioral and affective dimensions, which 
are central to theories of school dropout. The 
state of the evidence regarding the cognitive 
component is more ambiguous; however, its 
definition does not reach consensus in the field 
and it is not clear at which specific point of the 
school withdrawal process that this dimension 
operates. For some authors, goal setting behav-
iors and efforts are behavioral (Duckworth, 
2015; Wang et al., 2016; Wehlage et al., 1989), 
while for others, these indicators of student 
engagement underscore cognitive processes 
wherein students must be willful, set their 
objectives, and make decisions to consciously 
undertake a task (Lawson & Lawson, 2013; 
Pintrich, 2004). Some have also hypothesized 
that, as an internal component, cognitive 
engagement could be a distal predictor of student 
dropout and its effect mediated either by student 
achievement or by behavioral engagement (Wang 
& Fredricks, 2014). More work thus has to be 
achieved to get a clearer understanding of this 
dimension and its contribution to the disengage-
ment process associated with student dropout.
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�Student Engagement as a Mediation 
Process

An increasing number of studies across different 
countries have assessed the indirect effects of stu-
dent engagement dimensions, especially the 
behavioral and affective dimensions. These stud-
ies focused on engagement as a mediation process 
through which student attitudes, emotions, and 
beliefs, or the characteristics of their school envi-
ronment (e.g., teacher discrimination or support) 
may impact diverse achievement and psychosocial 
outcomes (e.g., Buhs, 2005; Carmona-Halty et al., 
2019; Chen et al., 2020; Jiang & Dong, 2020). In 
parallel, other studies have focused on various 
mechanisms, such as teacher–student relation-
ships, potentially explaining the links between 
student characteristics and school dropout (Fan & 
Wolters, 2014; Holen et  al., 2018). However, 
despite the fact that all school dropout theories 
recognize the role of the student disengagement 
process, there are few studies that look at the 
mediating role of disengagement––either in gen-
eral or in terms of its specific dimensions––in pre-
dicting school non-completion. For example, a 
study conducted in Iceland (Blondal & 
Adalbjarnardottir, 2014) among a sample of ado-
lescents showed that parents’ authoritative style 
(i.e., parents’ providing acceptance, supervision, 
and granting autonomy) led to a decrease in their 
child’s behavioral (i.e., absenteeism) and affective 
(i.e., boredom) disengagement, which in turn was 
associated with lower school dropout rates after 
controlling for past level of achievement and stu-
dent background characteristics. Similarly, a study 
in the United States showed that Mexican-
American adolescents who participated in a fam-
ily-focused intervention were less likely to drop 
out of school because they had increased their 
affective engagement (i.e., school liking and util-
ity value) (Gonzales et al., 2014). Overall, research 
regarding the mediation role of each dimension 
of engagement on student dropout remains lim-
ited. However, consistent with the theories, the 
few existing studies suggests that the student dis-
engagement process is central to school with-
drawal, especially given that the two issues have 
common risk and protective factors.

�Factors Associated with Student 
Engagement and Dropout

The strong connection between student engage-
ment and dropout is also illustrated by risk and 
protective factors that overlap on an individual 
level (i.e., sociodemographic and developmental 
factors), a micro-level (i.e., family, peer, social, 
and school factors), and a macro-level (i.e., rural/
urban environment and neighborhood SES; See 
Fig.  1). This section presents a selection of the 
most important predictors of student engage-
ment/disengagement and dropout that has also 
been summarized in past literature reviews (see 
De Witte et  al., 2013; Fredricks et  al., 2004; 
Gubbels et  al., 2019; Reschly & Christenson, 
2012; Rosenthal, 1998; Rumberger, 2011). These 
predictors have generally been studied sepa-
rately; however, the two fields of research con-
verge on common factors that are generally 
grouped into five main categories relating to the 
individual, the family, the social/peer contexts, 
the classroom and teachers’ practices, and the 
school and community environments (see Table 1 
for summary).

�Individual Factors

Among the individual determinants of disen-
gagement and dropout, gender retains its impor-
tance. In most industrialized countries, boys are 
generally more likely than girls to disengage and 
withdraw from school before obtaining their high 
school diploma (Eurydice Network, 2010; 
U.S.  Depart. Of Education, 2016). This gender 
gap appears early in students’ academic journey 
and persists over time (Alexander et al., 2001). It 
also exists in different contexts and industrialized 
countries and, most importantly, persists from 
one socioeconomic environment to another. 
However, the gender gap does tend to be particu-
larly large in disadvantaged areas (Strand, 2014). 
Concurrently, student temperament, effortful 
control, cognitive and social skills, and self-
efficacy are also among the individual factors 
with a documented association with student dis-
engagement and dropout (Caraway et al., 2003; 
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Fig. 1  Individual, micro-, and macro-level factors associated with student engagement, perseverance, or dropout

Zhou et  al., 2010). In the early school years, 
school readiness is also a strong predictor of dis-
engagement and dropout; children who display 
age-appropriate behavioral and cognitive skills 
upon kindergarten entry are more likely to be 
engaged, task focused, and perseverant in ele-
mentary school and beyond, which reduces their 
likelihood of school dropout (Pagani et al., 2012). 
Toward the end of the elementary, middle, and 
high school years, students’ life satisfaction and 
well-being, use of self-regulation skills, and mas-
tery goal orientation also contribute to engage-
ment (Cleary et al., 2021; Datu & King, 2018). In 
contrast, many students who disengage from 
school and eventually drop out present an aca-
demic path marked by numerous school-related 
difficulties, such as past experiences of academic 
failure, delays in learning various subjects, low 
self-concept of abilities, and low levels of moti-
vation (Janosz et al., 1997; Fredricks et al., 2004). 
Finally, from the middle to the end of adoles-
cence, long working hours outside school or 
work that interferes with schooling tend to pre-
vent optimal engagement and increase the risk of 
dropout (Marsh & Kleitman, 2005; Taylor et al., 
2012).

Youth with behavioral problems or psychopa-
thologies are at greater risk of schooling difficul-
ties. In elementary school, lower behavioral 

engagement is reported among students present-
ing clinical or subclinical behavioral problems, 
such as opposition, deviance, hyperactivity, 
impulsivity, and aggressiveness (Cappella et al., 
2013; Olivier, Morin, et  al., 2020). In adoles-
cence and even through college, substance use, 
delinquent and antisocial behaviors, or a diagno-
sis of conduct disorder also affect engagement 
and perseverance in school (Hunt et  al., 2010; 
Mojtabai et  al., 2015). Wang and Fredricks 
(2014) further showed that changes in adoles-
cents’ delinquency and substance use were recip-
rocally linked to their levels of behavioral and 
affective engagement and dropout. Finally, 
according to a recent meta-analysis (Gubbels 
et  al., 2019), most of the aforementioned indi-
vidual difficulties are associated not only with 
student dropout but also with student absentee-
ism, which is an indicator of behavioral disen-
gagement. Yet, this meta-analysis showed that the 
factors most strongly linked with these outcomes 
were grade retention, learning difficulties, low 
academic achievement, negative attitudes toward 
school, poor well-being, major psychiatric prob-
lems, antisocial behaviors, and heavy drug abuse.

In terms of internalizing or emotional difficul-
ties, studies that used samples of children and 
adolescents showed that those presenting signifi-
cant levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms 
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Table 1  Risk and protective factors associated with stu-
dent engagement and dropout

Protective factors Risk factors
Individual factors
Gender
Effortful control
Cognitive skills
Social skills
Self-regulation skills
Self-efficacy
School readiness
Life satisfaction
Well-being
Mastery goal 
orientations

Gender
Difficult temperament
Academic failure
Academic delays
Low ability self-concept
Lack of motivation
Working hours outside 
school
Behavior problems
Emotional problems
Psychopathologies

Family factors
Family cohesion
Effective parental 
monitoring
Parent academic 
aspirations and support

Poverty
Low SES
Teenage mother
Large families
Parents/siblings who 
dropped out
Blended or single-parent 
family
Permissive parenting

Social and peer context factors
Social acceptance
Quality friendships

Peer rejection
Social isolation
Victimization
Friends/romantic partners 
who dropped out

Classroom and teacher practices factors
Student–teacher close 
relationship
Autonomy support
Structure

Student–teacher conflictual 
relationships
Unfair or harsh discipline

School and community environment factors
Positive school climate
Fair disciplinary 
policies
Immigration and 
integration policies

Large school size
Low-SES inner-city schools
Rural or remote areas

were less likely to show optimal behavioral and 
affective engagement (Curhan et al., 2020; Kurdi 
& Archambault, 2020). Yet, such as those that 
look at students’ externalizing difficulties, stud-
ies have not reached a consensus on the risk that 
internalizing behaviors represent for student cog-
nitive engagement (Olivier et al., 2018). Finally, 
the contribution of students’ internalizing diffi-
culties to school dropout is increasingly recog-
nized (Brière et al., 2017; Melkevik et al., 2016), 

although research on the topic remains limited 
compared to externalizing difficulties.

�Family Factors

Several family characteristics contribute to early 
student disengagement and intentions to drop 
out. First, family hardship is well recognized for 
its association with student educational disadvan-
tage (Duncan & Murnane, 2011). Students who 
present significant signs of disengagement are 
more likely to come from low-SES families, 
experience poverty, and attend large public 
schools located in populous, socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, central urban neighborhoods 
(Leventhal & Dupéré, 2019). In parallel, already 
disengaged youth living in low-SES neighbor-
hoods have a higher risk of quitting school, even 
compared to students who are also highly disen-
gaged but hail from privileged backgrounds or 
attend schools in privileged areas (Perry, 2008). 
However, authors suggest that links between 
family socioeconomic status and student success 
or dropout are not necessarily direct and could be 
affected by many other context-, school-, and 
community-based factors (Brooks-Gunn & 
Duncan, 1997).

Disengagement and dropout are also more fre-
quent among adolescents who come from large 
families and have parents and siblings who do not 
have a high school diploma (Björklund & 
Salvanes, 2011; Dupéré et al., 2020), who were 
born to teenage mothers, or who grew up in 
blended or single-parent families (Gubbels et al., 
2019). These outcomes are also relatively more 
common among youth from disorganized fami-
lies characterized by chaos, ambiguous rules, 
permissive parenting styles, and a lack of paren-
tal supervision, support, and academic aspira-
tions for their children (Afia et al., 2019; Gubbels 
et  al., 2019). Household disorganization during 
early childhood also decreases parents’ tendency 
to engage in responsive interactions with their 
children, which, in turn, undermines the develop-
ment of self-regulatory skills and global engage-
ment in children throughout elementary school 
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(Garrett-Peters et al., 2019). On the other hand, 
youth with authoritative parents, i.e., who help 
their adolescent in case of problems, explain the 
rational for rules and expectations, set limits, and 
provide monitoring and supervision, are gener-
ally less likely to disengage and drop out of 
school compared to their peers with permissive 
parents (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2014). 
Similarly, family cohesion and effective parental 
monitoring promote student affective (i.e., school 
belonging) and cognitive (i.e., school relevance 
for achieving ones’ goals) engagement in school 
(Krauss et  al., 2017) and potentially prevent 
dropout.

In parallel, a growing body of literature has 
examined the links between families’ ethnocul-
tural or migratory characteristics and student 
engagement and disengagement or dropout. This 
scientific literature is complex, as these links vary 
considerably not only between different ethnic 
groups and contexts but also from one country to 
another. For example, several studies conducted 
in the United States raise important concerns 
regarding the socioeconomic conditions that 
undermine the engagement and perseverance of 
some groups of Black and Hispanic American stu-
dents compared to their Caucasian or Asian-
American peers (e.g., Bingham & Okagaki, 2012; 
Crosnoe & Turley, 2011; “Galindo et al., chapter 
“Expanding an Equity Understanding of Student 
Engagement: The Macro (Social) and Micro 
(School) Contexts”, this volume”). However, in 
other countries with separate histories of migra-
tion and different ethnocultural composition, con-
cerns relate to other populations (OECD, 2015). 
Moreover, the distinct realities of immigrant stu-
dents compared to those of ethnic minorities 
established in the country for generations also 
raise different questions and concerns. For both 
groups, discrimination, racism, and poverty might 
undermine student experience in school  
(Hoff et  al., 2002; Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2009). 
Nonetheless, the engagement and perseverance of 
immigrant students are also likely to be influenced 
by their family’s migration status when entering 
the country (e.g., economic immigrant versus 
refugee), by the host country’s immigration and 
integration policies, as well as by the national 

social safety nets (Archambault et  al., 2017; 
Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2009). Therefore, these 
diverse contexts may, in part, explain the great 
disparities observed between immigrant-based 
studies at the international scale. For instance, 
some suggest that youth from immigrant families 
present lower engagement and higher dropout 
rates compared to their native-born peers (Crul & 
Mollenkopf, 2012; OECD, 2015). Yet others indi-
cate that students from immigrant families gener-
ally perform better regarding these outcomes than 
their non-immigrant counterparts (Archambault 
et  al., 2017; García Coll & Marks, 2012; 
Georgiades et  al., 2007). It is well beyond the 
scope of this chapter to disentangle the factors 
contributing to these important discrepancies 
between studies and countries, but this overview 
underscores the need for extreme vigilance and 
care when interpreting studies linking student 
ethnocultural or migratory characteristics with 
student disengagement or dropout.

�Social and Peer Factors

Relationships with classmates represent a micro-
level context that can nurture or hinder youth 
development and engagement in school. For 
example, Wang et al. (2018) showed that youth 
tend to become similar to their peers over time in 
terms of behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
engagement, but that they select their new friends 
essentially according to similarity in terms of 
behavioral engagement only (Wang et al., 2018). 
According to a recent meta-analysis, peer charac-
teristics or student social status within the peer 
group may also have a weak association with stu-
dent disengagement indicators, such as school 
absenteeism (Gubbels et  al., 2019). The impact 
of peers is also reported to vary based on the 
stage of schooling. In childhood, peer group 
social acceptance and friendship quality contrib-
ute to student emotional (i.e., interest) and behav-
ioral engagement (i.e., autonomous participation, 
cooperation, efforts) (e.g., Buhs, 2005; Hosan & 
Hoglund, 2017). In their meta-analysis, Wentzel 
et al. (2020) further suggested that children who 
are socially accepted by their peers tend to be 
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behaviorally engaged (i.e., cooperation, effort, 
persistence) in school, which, in turn, supports 
their achievement. Peers may even strengthen 
student participation in school by providing 
social approval, acceptance, and a sense of secu-
rity. Conversely, peer dissatisfaction (i.e., loneli-
ness and lack of support) might explain why 
children with a difficult temperament report weak 
affective engagement (i.e., school bonding) 
(Buhs et al., 2018). Throughout schooling, peer 
rejection, social isolation, and victimization also 
diminish behavioral and affective engagement 
(Buhs, 2005; Cornell et al., 2013).

At the beginning of adolescence, social expe-
riences and friendship may start to have an 
enhanced, but different effect, not only on student 
disengagement but also on their decision to drop 
out of school (Danneel et al., 2019; Dupéré et al., 
2020; Véronneau et al., 2008). More specifically, 
while students’ peer group status at this stage is 
not necessarily associated with dropout (French 
& Conrad, 2001; Lansford et al., 2016; Véronneau 
et al., 2008), having friends or romantic partners 
who have dropped out themselves represents an 
important risk factor (Dupéré et al., 2020; Staffs 
& Kreager, 2008; Véronneau et  al., 2008). 
According to Dupéré et al. (2020), through social 
contagion, youth who have more than one same-
age intimate who has dropped out are at greater 
risk of school withdrawal. Moreover, member-
ship in a deviant peer group could also interfere 
with student engagement and contribute to drop-
out, once again through social contagion but also 
through modeling (Janosz et al., 1997). Finally, 
isolation and social rejection by peers in school 
are alienating experiences for adolescents, for 
whom leaving school could become an inevitable 
outcome (Hymel et al., 1996).

�Classroom and Teachers Practices

Teachers’ attitudes toward students as well as the 
practices they promote in class are determinants 
for student engagement (Reeve, 2009; Skinner & 
Belmont, 1993). Teachers who share close and 
involved relationships with students and who 
provide them with autonomy support and struc-

ture are recognized as promoting the three dimen-
sions of engagement and preventing school 
dropout, an assertion established in different con-
texts and countries and across the whole aca-
demic journey (Archambault et al., 2021; Hospel 
& Galand, 2016; Liu et al., 2018; van Uden et al., 
2016). Seeking help from teachers and teachers’ 
autonomy support are even recognized as coun-
teracting the negative effects of youth character-
istics, such as difficult temperament, low 
engagement (i.e., on the behavioral, affective, 
and cognitive dimensions), academic difficulties, 
or poor mastery goal orientation (Buhs et  al., 
2018; Duchesne et al., 2019; Jang et al., 2012). 
Conversely, poor teacher–student relationships 
characterized by a high level of conflict, ineffec-
tive instruction, unfair or harsh disciplinary prac-
tices, conditional provision of affection and 
attention, or low sense of self-efficacy are likely 
to undermine students’ interest and involvement 
in school, in turn increasing their disengagement 
and risk of dropping out (Gubbels et  al., 2019; 
Olivier, Galand, et al., 2020).

�Community Factors and School 
Factors

Although no communities are immune to high 
school dropout, studies indicate that this issue is 
more highly concentrated in specific contexts, 
like low-SES inner-city schools, those in rural or 
remote areas, and, notably, in Indigenous com-
munities (DePaoli et  al., 2015; Leventhal & 
Dupéré, 2019). In many of these schools, stu-
dents are also more likely to present negative 
self-perceptions, worsening their disengagement 
(Agirdag et al., 2013). For instance, in underpriv-
ileged neighborhoods, a much lower proportion 
of students present high attendance, participa-
tion, enthusiasm, and self-regulation and suc-
cessfully obtain their high school diploma, with 
graduation gaps up to 40% compared with 
schools in advantaged environments (CAE, 
2012). Such “concentration effects” reflect larger 
historical, social, economic, and political drivers 
of inequality and geographical sorting (Leventhal 
& Dupéré, 2019).
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Schools’ structural characteristics, such as 
school size and student demographic composi-
tion, also contribute to student engagement and 
graduation rates (Brault et  al., 2014; Christle 
et al., 2007). In small schools with a lower pro-
portion of students with difficulties, disengage-
ment and dropout rates are lower (Gubbels et al., 
2019). In opposition, a negative school climate, 
marked by safety problems and a lack of control 
from school staff, increases student behavioral 
disengagement (i.e., absenteeism, lack of compli-
ance) and dropout risk (Gubbels et  al., 2019; 
Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 2008; 
Janosz, Archambault, Pagani, et al., 2008). Also, 
school disciplinary policies can influence school-
ing outcomes, including engagement and drop-
out, notably through the so-called “push-out 
policies,” which particularly affect minority stu-
dents attending the most socioeconomically dis-
advantaged schools (Jordan et al., 1999; Rocque 
& Snellings, 2018).

Overall, student disengagement and dropout 
share a great number of risk factors. However, 
student engagement is not a status. It is rather an 
alterable outcome that may be affected by many 
favorable characteristics relating to students, 
their family, social network, or school environ-
ment (Reschly & Christenson, 2006a; Christenson 
& Thurlow, 2004). Research nonetheless remains 
relatively silent on the role of these factors in the 
short- and long-term trajectories of engagement.

�Profiles and Trajectories of Student 
Engagement Associated 
with Student Dropout

An increasing number of studies have highlighted 
the presence of diverse profiles or trajectories 
characterizing student engagement. A few studies 
have first identified, within specific developmen-
tal periods, different cross-sectional patterns of 
engagement by incorporating some or all dimen-
sions. For example, Luo et al. (2009) found that, 
during childhood, academically at-risk first grad-
ers presented four profiles of behavioral (i.e., 
cooperation and antisocial behaviors) and affec-
tive (i.e., bonding with peers) engagement: (1) a 

highly engaged group labeled the “cooperative 
group,” in which children presented high behav-
ioral and psychological engagement; (2) an 
enthusiastic group, wherein children presented a 
high level of affective engagement, but a low 
level of behavioral engagement; (3) a disaffected 
group in which children were behaviorally but 
not emotionally engaged; and (4) a resistive 
group, in which children presented low behav-
ioral and psychological engagement. Among 
adolescents, a greater number of studies have 
identified behavioral (i.e., energy, dedication, and 
absorption in school work vs non-compliance), 
affective (i.e., interest vs disinterest), and cogni-
tive (i.e., self-regulation vs lack of efforts) 
engagement or disengagement patterns (Fredricks 
et  al., 2019; Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro, 
2014; Wang & Peck, 2013). In certain identified 
profiles, students presented low, moderate, or 
high levels of behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
engagement. There were also profiles in which 
adolescents presented a low level of engagement, 
but only on one or two dimensions. The low 
engagement profiles were more likely to be asso-
ciated with lower school completion and/or post-
secondary school enrollment.

In addition to studies focusing solely on 
engagement indicators, others have identified dif-
ferent profiles of students who dropped out of 
high school by combining several indicators of 
self-assessed educational and psychosocial fac-
tors (see Table  2 for summary). These studies 
suggest that students having dropped out are a 
more heterogeneous group than anticipated by 
theories. For instance, 20 years ago, Janosz et al. 
(2000) identified four different groups of drop-
outs in a longitudinal study. Students from the 
first group, labeled the “Quiet Dropouts,” repre-
sented 40% of students and had the most positive 
profile. They reported a high level of combined 
affective (i.e., school interest) and cognitive 
engagement (i.e., achievement goals), and 
showed well-adjusted patterns of behavioral 
engagement and psychological functioning. 
These students even presented better patterns of 
adaptation compared to their average peers hav-
ing graduated. In addition, this typology identi-
fied another 40% of dropouts who experienced 
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severe difficulties in school, presenting a very 
low level of engagement accompanied by signifi-
cant behavioral and psychosocial problems and 
by academic underachievement. Finally, these 
authors identified two groups, each comprising 
10% of students: a disengaged group, character-
ized by low levels of behavioral and affective 
engagement, and a low-achieving group mainly 
presenting academic difficulties. This study was 
one of the first to empirically demonstrate that 
student disengagement, combined with other fac-
ets of youth psychosocial adjustment, is a key 
factor for some dropouts.

In subsequent years, these results were partly 
replicated by others. Table  2 presents some of 
studies conducted among actual dropouts or stu-
dents at risk of dropout, or assessing links 
between typologies and student dropout. These 
studies all use indicators of disengagement (e.g., 
absenteeism, misbehavior, disinterest, etc.) and 
converge on three to four groups of dropouts 
somewhat akin to those of Janosz et al.: (1) pro-
files in which students present disruptive behav-
iors and high levels of behavioral disengagement; 
(2) profiles in which youth mostly exhibit aca-
demic difficulties in terms of achievement or 
engagement, (3) profiles in which youth present 
psychosocial problems, and (4) profiles for which 
youths’ difficulties are less observable, whether 
because they were covert or internalizing or 
because they were related to external factors 
(e.g., residential or school mobility, instability in 
friends or family relationships). Students in types 
2 (academic problems; see Table 2) and 4 (mixed 
problems) showed the lowest levels of engage-
ment, which was associated with higher school 
dropout.

Beyond cross-sectional profiles of student 
engagement and disengagement, longitudinal 
studies among children and adolescents have 
also highlighted heterogeneous trajectories 
of student engagement that range across all 
dimensions or are specific to behavioral (i.e., 
participation, cooperation), affective (i.e., sub-
ject-specific interest), or cognitive (i.e., self-
regulation) engagement. In elementary school, 
various large-scale studies (Archambault & 
Dupéré, 2017; Pagani et  al., 2012) have iden-

tified subgroups of children presenting lon-
gitudinal patterns of classroom engagement, 
either starting at early schooling or later on 
in the elementary school years. These stud-
ies have identified specific groups of children 
with high, moderate, or low levels of engage-
ment in terms of behaviors or across the three 
dimensions, and still other groups who present 
irregular (transitory declining or inclining) or 
declining trajectories of engagement. Among 
adolescents, a study by Wang and Eccles (2012) 
showed that the average developmental trajec-
tories of behavioral (i.e., participation), affec-
tive (i.e., school belonging), and cognitive (i.e., 
self-regulated learning) engagement in school 
decreased at different rates, with the affec-
tive dimension presenting the steepest decline 
over time. Other studies (Archambault, Janosz, 
Morizot, & Pagani, 2009; Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot, & Pagani, 2008) conducted among 
adolescents have identified normative groups, 
including students presenting relatively high and 
stable engagement levels, either globally or spe-
cifically in terms of the behavioral (i.e., school 
compliance), affective (i.e., school belonging) 
or cognitive (i.e., efforts) dimensions. These 
studies have also identified different non-
normative groups composed of students mostly 
presenting downward, but also upward, trajec-
tories whether in terms of global engagement 
or for each specific dimension. Interestingly, 
Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, and Pagani 
(2009b) showed that student affective engage-
ment, measured in terms of school belonging, 
was lower than the other dimensions in all 
subgroups of students, even among the highly 
engaged who were the most likely to graduate 
from high school. This study also identified a 
particularly interesting developmental pattern: 
Although some students report low affective 
and cognitive engagement but high levels of 
behavioral engagement, the reverse pattern has 
not been found. When students presented posi-
tive emotions and thoughts in school through-
out their secondary school years, they were also 
more behaviorally engaged and less likely to 
drop out. These findings suggest that students’ 
negative emotions and thoughts could precede 
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their behavioral disengagement. This downward 
spiral from emotions to thoughts to actions (Li 
& Lerner, 2011, 2013) might also play a lead-
ing role in the dynamics between declining 
behavioral disengagement and student dropout 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Youth engage 
in school because they enjoy and are interested 
in the proposed tasks and to the extent that they 
feel able to accomplish them. In an effort to nur-
ture students’ behavioral engagement, research 
suggests that school figures should promote the 
development of students’ positive feelings and 
cognitions while in school.

�Student Engagement and School 
Dropout: What Is Next?

In recent decades, researchers have developed 
definitions of student engagement as a multidi-
mensional construct. They generally agree on 
three dimensions pertaining to student behaviors, 
emotions, and thoughts, all contributing to posi-
tive youth development. Theories also acknowl-
edge that student disengagement can lead to 
school dropout. Empirical research supports this 
claim by showing that (1) there are various disen-
gagement trajectories relating to student dropout; 
and (2) student engagement is a mechanism link-
ing individual, family, social, classroom, teach-
ers, school, and community characteristics to 
student achievement and perseverance-related 
outcomes. In addition, not only do student disen-
gagement and school dropout share common risk 
factors but they are also intertwined within differ-
ent profiles of dropouts, highlighting the key role 
of student behavioral and affective engagement. 
Nonetheless, although this field of research has 
been thriving for several years, more work is yet 
to be accomplished to address the remaining 
challenges in understanding the nexus between 
disengagement and dropout. The first challenge 
relates to existing gaps between school dropout 
theories and student engagement research. The 
second challenge involves the universality and 
specificity of student engagement and the pro-
cesses associated with dropout.

�Theory-Research Gaps

From a theoretical perspective, three important 
gaps emerge between the state of empirical evi-
dence and theoretical proposals. They pertain to 
(1) the trajectories of student engagement associ-
ated with student dropout, (2) the short- and 
long-term processes of student disengagement 
leading to school dropout, and (3) the role of the 
three dimensions of student engagement in theo-
ries of school withdrawal. The first gaps relate to 
the absence of empirical validations of existing 
school dropout theories. All theories postulate 
the presence of factors shaping trajectories of 
engagement that concern the family (e.g., struc-
ture, income), the social context (i.e., social inte-
gration), the classroom and teachers (i.e., support, 
teaching practices), the school (i.e., composition, 
quality of instruction, extracurricular activities), 
and the community (i.e., resources). Nonetheless, 
although several studies tested some of these 
models’ assumptions, there is no research that 
fully tests these theories. Moreover, while all 
theories suggest that these factors may interact 
with student trajectories of engagement to predict 
school dropout, studies having examined their 
contribution as moderators of engagement remain 
limited. We have learned more in recent years on 
stressors leading some students to drop out 
unexpectedly (Dupéré et  al., 2015), but more 
research is needed to understand how these 
stressors interact to influence the understanding 
of the heterotypic continuity of the disengage-
ment process associated with dropout 
(Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, & Pagani, 2009). 
With that said, not all students presenting signs of 
disengagement have the same likelihood of drop-
ping out (Janosz et al., 2000). As such, a number 
of protective factors probably explain the multifi-
nality of student disengagement trajectories 
(Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996). Many of these pro-
tective factors (e.g., support from and relation-
ships with a significant adult, academic, and 
family support) are already put forward in effec-
tive multimodal interventions promoting student 
engagement (see Fredricks et  al., 2019 for an 
exhaustive review). Nonetheless, research needs 
to further identify the specific protective factors 
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preventing highly disengaged students from 
dropping out of school, in order to assess whether 
and how the contribution of these factors varies 
over time as to understand which of them are 
more relevant at different stages of schooling.

A second aspect that should be further devel-
oped in school dropout theories is the conceptu-
alization of engagement as a short versus 
long-term process. Although research indicates 
that this process often begins at school entry or 
even earlier (Alexander et  al., 2001; Jimerson 
et al., 2000), long-term longitudinal and person-
centered approaches are still insufficient to prop-
erly uncover the heterogeneous disengagement 
trajectories leading to dropout. Moreover, beyond 
the hypothesized long-term processes of disen-
gagement, the life course framework argues that 
students may also face discontinuity, points of 
rupture, or shifts in their trajectories, which can 
lead to an abrupt decision to drop out of school 
(Crosnoe & Johnson, 2011; Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot, & Pagani, 2008). Other than Dupéré 
et al.’s Stress Process–Life Course Model of High 
School Dropout, the possibility that student dis-
engagement results from a short-term precipitat-
ing process has received scant attention in 
theories; nevertheless, it is increasingly sup-
ported by empirical research (see Dupéré et al., 
2018; McDermott et al., 2019; Samuel & Burger, 
2020). Documenting these abrupt changes in stu-
dent behavioral, affective, and cognitive engage-
ment is thus critical to further understanding its 
theoretical and empirical role in school dropout.

Finally, there is a clear empirical consensus 
regarding the multidimensionality of student 
engagement, which most authors have defined 
through at least three components: behavioral, 
affective, and cognitive (e.g., Fredricks et  al., 
2004; Wang et al., 2019). Yet, despite the central 
role of engagement in all theories of school drop-
out, no theory is clearly based on this three-
dimensional conceptualization of the construct. 
All theoretical models refer to the behavioral 
dimension, presented in terms of student partici-
pation, efforts, involvement, or the absence of 
problematic behaviors, such as indiscipline and 
truancy displayed in the classroom or school. In 
addition, all theories discuss student affective 

engagement, whether in terms of school identifi-
cation, social experiences, academic engage-
ment, or school membership. Nonetheless, other 
than Finn’s Participation-Identification Model, 
the affective facet of engagement is not as central 
in school dropout theories compared to its behav-
ioral counterpart. Surprisingly, student cognitive 
engagement is also very neglected by school 
dropout theories. Tinto’s mention of commitment 
to academic goals, Finn’s decision-making com-
ponent of the participation process, and Dupéré’s 
reference to self-regulation abilities are vague 
allusions to cognitive engagement. Still, these 
studies take only a superficial look at these indi-
cators of cognitive engagement. This virtual 
absence of the cognitive dimension might stem 
from the fact that empirical studies have mainly 
focused on its association with classroom-related 
learning processes (e.g., Lovelace et  al., 2018). 
Given that school dropout theories focus on more 
macro-level processes, the little attention paid to 
cognitive engagement is thus unsurprising. 
However, since students’ actions, emotions, and 
thoughts are dynamically interrelated across the 
development of engagement (Hong et al., 2020; 
Li & Lerner, 2013), and are sometimes even con-
sidered to be part of a global indicator of engage-
ment (Dierendonck et  al., 2020; Wang et  al., 
2019), the place of cognitive engagement in the 
decision process leading students to drop out of 
school deserves to be better understood. Greater 
balance between the three recognized dimensions 
of engagement and the theoretical proposals link-
ing them to school dropout is needed to improve 
our response to students’ needs regarding the 
most central facets of their development.

�Universality and Specificity 
of Student Engagement and School 
Dropout

An overview of literature suggests that students 
are not at equal risk of not obtaining a high school 
diploma: Important gaps in dropout rates are 
found between different populations of students 
sharing stable characteristics. Disparities in 
upper secondary school completion rates are esti-
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mated at 7% between boys and girls, 20% 
between students of different immigrant or ethnic 
backgrounds, 7% between rural and urban 
regions, 20% between students from different 
SES backgrounds, 30% between youth with and 
without special needs, and up to 40% between 
students who live in Indigenous communities and 
those who do not (Mahuteau et  al., 2015; 
UNESCO, 2020). The OECD (2018) qualifies 
equity in education as an international concern, 
which is why one of the biggest upcoming chal-
lenges in research focusing on the links between 
disengagement and dropout relates to the univer-
sality and specificity of disengagement across 
different populations of students.

First, boys are overrepresented among youth 
who drop out of school compared to females 
(Lavoie et al., 2019). These discrepancies some-
times, but not always, apply to student engage-
ment (Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 
2009), especially in subjects, such as language in 
which girls are typically more engaged (Brozo 
et al., 2014). In STEM-related subjects, this gen-
der gap is either found to be absent or in favor of 
boys, who are more engaged (Fredricks et  al., 
2018; Wang & Degol, 2014). Beyond these dif-
ferences of prevalence, a question that has been 
scarcely addressed is whether the processes 
through which each dimension of engagement 
leads to dropout might differ between genders. 
There are some indications that for the purposes 
of maintaining proper engagement, boys may be 
more sensitive to some aspects of the learning 
environment, whereas that girls are more sensi-
tive to their social surroundings (Lavoie et  al., 
2019). As such, the gender gap in high school 
dropout and the behavioral, affective, and cogni-
tive processes leading to it raise key questions for 
future research.

Second, a growing body of research indicates 
that student engagement differs across groups of 
students from different immigration or ethnic 
backgrounds (Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2009). For 
instance, in the United States, Wang et al. (2011) 
found that, compared to European American stu-
dents, African American students reported higher 
affective engagement, but lower behavioral 
engagement. In a Canadian study, Archambault 

et al. (2017) further showed that a number of fac-
tors generally associated with student dropout 
had a weak or non-existent correlation with 
school withdrawal for immigrant students, 
including academic achievement, school aspira-
tions, competency beliefs in language classes, 
and family economic resources. However, others 
found that parental practices had a similar effect 
on school dropout among immigrant and non-
immigrant students (Afia et al., 2019). The cur-
rent state of the evidence thus suggests that 
well-known factors associated with student drop-
out do not have the same amount of influence on 
the academic journey of immigrant students and 
ethnic minorities, possibly because these stu-
dents experience challenges related to their 
migration history and adjustment to a new school 
and country, or are more often the target of dis-
crimination. Nonetheless, much remains to be 
explored in order to fully understand all the com-
plex issues affecting disengagement and dropout 
for immigrants and racialized youth in different 
countries and across different cultures.

Third, youth with special needs, whether they 
are gifted or present clinical or subclinical mental 
health or academic problems, may have a modi-
fied or greater risk of disengagement and school 
dropout compared to students without such char-
acteristics (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Olivier, 
Morin, et  al., 2020). For example, a literature 
review showed that for gifted students presenting 
a potential for high academic achievement, 
absenteeism, academic failure and underachieve-
ment, substance use, learning disabilities, family 
conflicts, and behavioral disengagement were all 
associated with school dropout, as they are for 
students from the general population (Landis & 
Reschly, 2013). However, for gifted students, 
school dropout was surprisingly less associated 
with the affective dimension of engagement and 
more associated with the cognitive dimension. In 
parallel, research suggests that students with var-
ious emotional and behavioral problems (e.g., 
internalizing, externalizing, hyperactivity–inat-
tention, delinquency, substance use, learning dis-
abilities) seem to display suboptimal patterns of 
engagement (for review, see Olivier, Morin, 
et  al., 2020). However, studies have rarely 
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assessed whether the role of behavioral, affective, 
and cognitive engagement is more or less salient 
in explaining these students’ risk of dropping out. 
Finally, one study suggests that although youth 
with learning disabilities presented less favorable 
engagement than youth without disabilities, they 
nonetheless presented a similar association 
between engagement and dropout similarly 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2006b). Considering that 
the disparity in dropout rates between youth with 
and without special needs is one of the largest 
(30%) in Western countries, it is surprising that 
little attention has been devoted in research to 
understanding the processes and moderating fac-
tors contributing to the disengagement of these 
students and their eventual decision to quit school.

Finally, the contribution of acute and chronic 
stressors to students’ disengagement and deci-
sion to drop out has also been under-addressed 
(Dupéré et  al., 2015; Samuel & Burger, 2020), 
especially in light of the macro-level or systemic 
contexts in which they unfold. This represents a 
worthy area for further inquiry, as recent results 
suggest that a certain kind of stressor–for exam-
ple, those related to social relationships and 
delinquency or interactions with the legal system 
and the police–is differentially associated with 
school withdrawal in socioeconomically disad-
vantaged rural communities vs. their urban coun-
terparts (Dupéré et al., 2019). Along similar lines, 
school mobility is also more strongly associated 
with dropout among adolescents living in disad-
vantaged communities (Crowder & South, 2003). 
Lastly, beyond school factors such as size, cli-
mate, or support for students, educational sys-
tems do not perform at the same level in terms of 
promoting youth educational success. School 
systems’ organization and characteristics (private 
vs. public sector; composition, etc.) are also asso-
ciated with gaps in student engagement and drop-
out (Teese et  al., 2007). However, this field of 
research remain acutely under-investigated. 
Better understanding how these macro-level fac-
tors act on these outcomes would allow practitio-
ners and decision makers to find more effective 
ways to improve based on factors they can con-
trol and that constitute important levers for 
intervention.

In sum, more work is to be done to further the 
understanding of how student engagement relates 
to school dropout for specific groups of students, 
such as boys and girls, ethnic minorities, immi-
grants, students from low-SES families and rural 
communities, gifted students, and youth present-
ing academic or mental health challenges or who 
are exposed to chronic stressors. Addressing 
these discrepancies in coming years should 
inform equitable practices to be implemented in 
schools as a way to promote engagement and 
success for all (Basharpoor et al., 2013; Landis & 
Reschly, 2013)

�Conclusion

Although a disengagement process preceding 
school dropout is recognized by theories and 
research in the field, more empirical research is 
needed to identify the mechanisms linking stu-
dent behavioral, affective, and cognitive engage-
ment to school dropout. While student behavioral 
and affective engagement have increasingly been 
identified as mediators connecting student or 
school characteristics to student achievement and 
well-being, these mechanisms have rarely been 
studied in the context of predicting school drop-
out. Research focusing on trajectories or dropout 
typologies mostly considers two out of the three 
critical dimensions of engagement, generally the 
behavioral and affective component, leaving 
questions surrounding the role of student cogni-
tive engagement in the decision process to quit 
school. Moreover, despite the growing consensus 
regarding the multidimensionality of engagement 
and the existence of heterogeneous profiles of 
students having dropped out of school, we have 
worryingly limited knowledge on the larger con-
text within which school dropout is salient, espe-
cially for some populations of students as boys, 
immigrants or ethnic minorities, students with 
special needs, and those from low-SES or rural 
backgrounds or who are exposed to major stress-
ors. This chapter aims to raise awareness of the 
need to better understand the interconnected 
nature of all dimensions of student engagement 
in the short- and long-term process leading to 
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school dropout, especially among students who 
are most at risk.
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Exploring the Character of Student 
Persistence in Higher Education: 
The Impact of Perception, 
Motivation, and Engagement 

Vincent Tinto

Abstract

This chapter begins with an overview of what 
we know about rates of college persistence 
and completion in the United States; what 
they are for different types of students and 
types of institutions, and how they have 
changed over the time between two nationally 
representative surveys of college persistence 
carried out by the US Department of 
Education. This chapter then reviews extant 
models that seek to explain student persis-
tence. It begins with models that take on the 
perspective of the institution that asks what it 
has to do to retain its students, then turns to 
models that take on the perspective of students 
who ask how they can persist. Taking on that 
perspective leads to a discussion of the role of 
student engagement and motivation in persis-
tence and completion and in turn to the way 
student self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and 
perceptions of the relevance of their studies 
impact decisions to persist. This leads to a 
more detailed analysis of engagement and the 
impact of its constituent parts in shaping stu-

dent persistence and completion. This chapter 
concludes with a discussion of how network 
analysis can shed light on the impact of micro-
engagements with different members of a net-
work on student persistence and completion.

The completion of a higher educational degree 
matters. It does so for individuals, the institutions 
they attend, and our society writ large. For indi-
viduals, the attainment of a higher educational 
degree yields a range of benefits not the least of 
which is its’ economic benefits. It is estimated 
that individuals who attain an undergraduate 
degree earn approximately $900,000 more in 
median lifetime earnings than high school gradu-
ates. They also have greater access to job oppor-
tunities, increased marketability, and greater 
occupational and economic stability. For institu-
tions, gains in persistence and completion lead, 
among other things, to greater revenue not only 
from having more tuition-paying students remain 
in the institution but also from the resulting 
reduction of costs associated with recruiting 
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fewer students to replace those who leave.1 For 
our society, a more educated citizenry yields 
higher rates of employment, increased tax reve-
nue, higher rates of voting, community involve-
ment, and philanthropic contributions. In 
addition, it allows our industries to better meet 
the demands of an increasingly technological 
society.

Given these benefits, it is little wonder that 
increasing college completion has become an 
issue of widespread concern. Thus, the focus of 
this chapter is as follows. We will explore not 
only what we know about college completion in 
the United States but also what we know about 
what promotes persistence and completion. In 
doing so, we will explore what is known about 
the role of student motivation and student engage-
ment and consider how our changing view of the 
character of student engagement influences our 
understanding of how it comes to influence per-
sistence and completion.

This chapter begins with an overview of what 
we know about rates of college persistence and 
completion in the United States; how they have 
changed, and how they vary for students of dif-
ferent attributes. It follows with a review of theo-
ries that have sought to explain persistence and 
completion beginning with theories, often 
referred to as institutional theories, that view 
retention through the lens of the institution that 
asks how it can retain more students. Then it 
turns to social-psychological theories that look at 
the issue through the eyes of students who ask, 
not how they can be retained, but how they can 
persist to completion. That perspective leads to a 
discussion of theoretical frameworks that argue 
that student motivation is central to our under-
standing of student persistence and completion. 
The following section turns to a more detailed 
discussion of the concept of engagement and its 
role in motivation and, in turn, student persis-
tence and completion. It argues that the concept 
of engagement as commonly understood is a 

1 In those states that use graduation rates in their formula 
to fund public institutions, higher graduation rates also 
lead to increased funding, though the degree to which it 
does vary from state to state.

meta construct that consists of several forms of 
engagement that have separate impacts on moti-
vation. A theoretical framework is proposed that 
seeks to explain how those forms of engagement 
influence motivation over time and, in turn, per-
sistence and completion. The section closes with 
a discussion of several issues that require further 
exploration, including the role of student net-
works and the importance of micro-engagements 
to student success. This chapter concludes with 
comments on institutional practice and next steps 
in our search for a more complete understanding 
of how student engagement comes to influence 
student persistence and completion.

�College Completion in the United 
States: What We Know

We begin by examining what we know about the 
overall rate of college completion in the United 
States. To do so, we turn to the most recent data 
on college persistence and completion of students 
6  years after entering higher education. These 
come from the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) six-year follow-up study of a 
nationally representative sample of first-time stu-
dents who began in public and private, two- and 
four-year colleges in 2011–2012 (McFarland et 
al., 2019). As we consider these data, the reader is 
reminded that aggregate data are exactly that, 
namely, averages that unavoidably mask what 
may be important variations in outcomes within 
any one category. Furthermore, aggregate data in 
any one category may reflect intersections with 
other categories as, for instance, does race with 
socio-economic background.

Turning first to overall six-year persistence 
and attainment rates, a total of 36.8 percent of all 
first-time students who began in 2011 earned 
their Bachelor’s Degree (BA) within 6 years of 
entry (Table 1). Another 10.9 percent earned an 
Associate’s Degree (AA) and 8.5 percent an 
Undergraduate Certificate (UC). Among those 
who began in a four-year institution, a total of 
59.1 percent earned a BA. Since 8.3 percent are 
still enrolled in a four-year institution, one can 
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Table 1  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began in 2011–12

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at 
four-year 
institution

Left first institution, 
enrolled at less than 
four-year institution

Not 
enrolled

Four-year 
institutions

59.1 6.0 2.3 8.3 2.6 21.7

 � Public 59.4 5.8 2.4 9.3 2.8 20.3
 � Private 

nonprofit
73.6 2.9 1.4 5.4 2.1 14.7

 � Private 
for-profit

14.1 17.9 12.2 11.4 3.3 50.2

Two-year 
institutions

11.4 17.9 12.2 4.4 9.5 44.6

 � Public 12.7 18.1 8.4 4.8 9.8 46.3
 � Private 

nonprofit
10.6 21.0 20.4 * * 38.4

 � Private 
for-profit

* 16.0 44.4 1.4 6.8 30.7

*Reporting standards not met. Too few cases for reliable estimate
Source: US Department of Education (2020). National Center for Education Statistics. A 2017 Follow-up: Six-Year 
Persistence and Attainment at Any Institution for 2011–12 First-time Postsecondary Students. NCES 2020–238. 
Washington, DC: 2002

reasonably expect the total completion rate 
among four-year college entrants to increase to at 
least 63.3 percent over a longer time frame if 
only half of those still enrolled complete their 
degrees. Among students who entered a two-year 
college, 11.4 percent earned a BA, 17.9 percent 
an AA, and another 12.2 percent earned an under-
graduate certificate in 6 years. As with BA degree 
attainment, one can also expect these figures to 
increase somewhat over time.

Beyond the understandable differences in per-
sistence and attainment between four and two-
year institutions, it is apparent that where one 
goes to a four- or two-year institution matters. 
For instance, among students who first began in a 
public four-year institution in 2011, 59.4 percent 
completed their BA degrees in 6  years, while 
73.6 percent of those who began in a private non-
profit institution did so. This is not surprising if 
only because of the differences, on average, of 
the socio-economic background of students who 
attend public and private nonprofit institutions.2 

2 Brookings Institute report indicates little differences in 
entering ACT/SAT scores for four-year public and private 
institutions. See https://www.brookings.edu/research/
dont-forget-private-non-profit-colleges/

As before, if half of those still enrolled complete 
their degrees, one can expect those figures to 
increase over time to at least 64 and 76 percent, 
respectively. That the BA completion rate among 
students who entered private for-profit institu-
tions is so much lower reflects a number of fac-
tors not the least of which is that only an estimated 
twenty percent of beginning students who enter 
those institutions enroll in a four-year degree 
program.3

Among students who began in public two-
year institutions in 2011, 12.7 percent earned a 
BA by 2017, 18.1 percent earned an AA, and 8.4 
percent earned an undergraduate certificate in 
6 years. Among those who began in private non-
profit two-year colleges, 10.6 percent completed 
their BA degrees, 21.0 percent their AA, and 20.4 
percent their undergraduate certificates. By con-
trast, very few students who entered private for-

3 Four-year private for-profit institutions offer many niche 
or job-specific programs not requiring a four-year degree 
that attracts many non-traditional students who need more 
flexible programs. These are often funded by investors or 
by subsidiaries of larger corporations. It is noteworthy 
that their average tuition in 2017–2018 was roughly 45 
percent higher than the average four-year public institu-
tion (NCES 2017–2018).
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Table 2  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began in 1995–1996

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at a 
four-year 
institution

Still enrolled at less 
than a four-year 
institution

Not 
enrolled

Four-year 
institutions
 � Public 53.0 4.4 2.8 14.5 2.8 22.5
 � Private 

nonprofit
68.8 2.8 1.8 7.1 2.3 17.2

 � Private 
for-profit

19.5 15.1 18.1 7.8 3.3 36.2

Two-year 
institutions
 � Public 10.3 15.7 9.7 8.4 9.1 46.9
 � Private 

nonprofit
11.5 26.7 19.8 3.6 4.6 33.8

 � Private 
for-profit

1.9 24.4 28.2 1.2 3.0 41.4

Source: US Department of Education (2002). National Center for Education Statistics. Descriptive Summary of 1995–
96 Beginning Postsecondary Students: 6 Years Later, NCES 2003–151. Washington, DC: 2002

profit colleges earned a BA degree, while 16 
percent earned an AA degree and over 44 percent 
earned an undergraduate certificate. It should be 
noted that many students who enter public two-
year colleges do so with the intent of transferring 
to a four-year institution and more than a few 
who begin in private two-year colleges, in 
particular for-profit ones, do so to earn work-
related undergraduate certificates.4

�Changes in College Completion

Have rates of degree completion changed? To 
answer this question, we turn to Table 2 that pro-
vides data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) six-year follow-up study of the 
persistence and attainment of a representative 
sample of first-time students who began college 
in 1995–1996 (Curtin et al., 2002) and compare 
those data to the data presented in Table 1. For 
public and private nonprofit four-year institu-
tions, rates of completion have changed. They 

4 It is also important to note there are many students in 
two-year institutions who do not fit the profile of the tradi-
tional first-time student. In addition to the many students 
who transfer between institutions, others re-enroll in 
higher education after having left some years earlier.

have increased from 53.0 to 59.4 percent for pub-
lic institutions and from 68.8 to 73.6 percent for 
private nonprofit institutions. For private for-
profit institutions, however, they have decreased 
from 19.5 to 14.1 percent. While BA and AA 
completion rates among students beginning in 
public two-year institutions have increased from 
10.3 to 12.7 percent, they have decreased some-
what in private nonprofit institutions. Among 
private for-profit colleges, while the proportion 
who earned AA has decreased, the proportion 
earning Undergraduate Certificates has risen 
dramatically.5

Finally, while the total rate of attainment and 
continuation has increased over time for public 
and private nonprofit four-year institutions, from 
77.5 and 82.8 percent to 79.7 and 85.3 percent 
respectively, it has declined for private for-profit 
four-year institutions from 63.8 to 49.8 percent. 
Among two-year colleges, though it remained 
steady for public colleges, it has declined for pri-
vate nonprofit colleges and increased for private 
for-profit institutions. Much of the gain for the 
latter institutions results from the increased 

5 It is likely that this increase reflects an increasing demand 
among students for work-related undergraduate 
certificates.

V. Tinto



361

percentage of students earning Undergraduate 
Certificates

�College Completion by Student 
Attributes

How do rates of college completion vary by stu-
dent attributes? To answer this question. We first 
turn to the most recent data on the persistence 
and attainment of students entering public four-
year institutions in 2011–2012 as a function of 
student gender, race/ethnicity, parental educa-
tional background, and high school grade point 
average (Table 3). What these data tell us is that, 
on average, females do better than males, Asians 
and White students do better than Black or 

Hispanic students, students from more educated 
families do better than students from less edu-
cated families, and students who have higher 
grade point averages in high school fare better 
than students who have lower grade point aver-
ages. Of those attributes, differences in cumula-
tive high school grade point average are 
associated with the greatest differences in the 
completion of BA degrees followed by differ-
ences in parental educational level. To restate a 
point made at the outset of this section, these 
aggregate data unavoidably mask important 
intersections with other student attributes, most 
notably those of ethnicity, parental educational 
level, and high school grade point average.

The data on the six-year persistence and 
attainment of students entering private nonprofit 

Table 3  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began public four-year institu-
tions in 2011–2012 by student attributes

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at 
four-year 
institution

Left first institution, 
enrolled at less than 
four-year institution

Not 
enrolled

Gender
 � Male 55.1 5.7 2.0 11.1 2.5 23.6
 � Female 62.7 5.9 2.7 7.8 3.0 17.7
Race/ethnicity
 � White 65.2 5.9 1.6 8.0 1.8 17.5
 � Black 41.4 6.0 4.7 10.7 7.1 30.2
 � Hispanic 50.5 5.7 4.2 12.8 4.1 22.7
 � Asian 66.5 4.7 ++ 9.0 ++ 14.3
Highest level of 
education attained by 
either parent
 � High school or less 44.2 5.6 3.6 13.5 3.9 29.2
 � Some 

postsecondary
49.2 8.8 3.4 8.2 3.6 26.8

 � Bachelor’s degree 
or more

71.8 4.3 1.3 7.9 1.7 13.0

High school 
cumulative grade 
point average#
Less than 2.50 32.8 8.6 3.6 13.8 5.3 35.9
 � 2.5–2.99 47.4 7.4 2.0 11.9 4.5 26.8
 � 3.0–3.49 60.8 6.3 2.7 10.3 2.4 17.6
 � 3.5–4.0 76.3 2.2 1.5 4.9 1.7 13.4

# For students under age 30
++ Insufficient data for reliable estimate
Source: US Department of Education (2020). National Center for Education Statistics. A 2017 Follow-up: Six-Year 
Persistence and Attainment at Any Institution for 2011–12 First-time Postsecondary Students. NCES 2020–238. 
Washington, DC: 2002
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four-year institutions in 2011–2012 indicate that 
all groups fare better in private nonprofit institu-
tions than in public ones. It is also the case that, 
as in public institutions, females do better than 
males, Asian and White students fare better than 
Hispanic and Black students, and students from 
more educated background and with higher grade 
point averages do better than students from less 
educated backgrounds and lower grade point 
averages (Table  4). Again, differences in high 
school grade point average are associated with 
the largest differences in attainment followed by 
differences in parental educational backgrounds. 
It is notable that differences in attainment 
between students of different parental educa-
tional background are larger in private nonprofit 
institutions than in public institutions, but smaller 

among students of different grade point 
averages.

�Changes in College Completion by 
Student Attributes

Have these differences changed over time? The 
data for public 4-year institutions tell us that 
while they have not changed in the pattern of dif-
ferences seen in 2011–2017, they have changed 
both in rates of attainment of students of different 
attributes and in differences in between them in 
attainment (Table 5). In all cases, rates of attain-
ment have increased over time, the largest gain 
being for Hispanic students whose BA comple-
tion rate increased from 39.9 percent to 50.5 per-

Table 4  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began in private nonprofit 
four-year institutions in 2011–2012 by student attributes

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at 
four-year 
institution

Left first institution, 
enrolled at less than 
four-year institution

Not 
enrolled

Gender
 � Male 70.3 2.5 0.5! 6.4 2.1 18.1
 � Female 76.1 3.1 1.8 4.6 2.1 12.3
Race/ethnicity
 � White 77.6 2.2 0.9! 4.6 1.9 12.8
 � Black 50.1 5.9 2.7 7.3 4.5! 29.5
 � Hispanic 71.0 5.7! 2.4! 6.7 2.5! 11.6
 � Asian 86.4 ++ ++ 7!.0 ++ 6.0!
Highest level of 
education attained by 
either parent
 � High school or less 50.6 4.6 2.5! 7.7 4.6! 29.8
 � Some 

postsecondary
66.6 5.9! 1.7! 5.1 2.9! 17.7

 � Bachelor’s degree 
or more

82.3 1.2 0.6! 4.8 1.3 9.8

High school 
cumulative grade 
point average#
Less than 2.50 48.0 7.7 2.6! 7.9 3.8 30.0
 � 2.50–2.99 56.5 ++ ++ 5.1! 2.8! 27.9
 � 3.0–3.49 73.1 2.8 1.5! 6.3 1.9 14.4
 � 3.5–4.0 85.8 ++ ++ 3.8 1.9 7.3

# For students under age 30
! Interpret with caution as estimate is unstable because standard error represents more than 30 percent of estimate
++ Insufficient data for reliable estimate
Source: US Department of Education (2020). National Center for Education Statistics. A 2017 Follow-up: Six-Year 
Persistence and Attainment at Any Institution for 2011–12 First-time Postsecondary Students. NCES 2020–238. 
Washington, DC: 2002
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Table 5  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began in public four-year 
institutions in 1995–1996 by student attributes

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at 
four-year 
institution

Still enrolled at 
less than four-year 
institution

Not 
enrolled

Gender
 � Male 49.5 3,7 2.3 16.4 3.0 25.2
 � Female 56.0 4.9 3.3 12.9 2.8 20.1
Race/ethnicity
 � White 56.1 4.4 2.9 13.3 2.3 21.0
 � Black 39.0 3.5 3.4 17.4 5.0 31.8
 � Hispanic 39.9 5.4 2.7 20.2 4.2 27.7
 � Asian/Pacific 

Islander
64.2 2.8 0.3 13.5 2,6 16.6

Highest level of 
education attained by 
either parent
 � High school or less 39.0 4.7 3.9 16.5 3.3 32.7
 � Some 

postsecondary
47.7 5.3 3.5 14.4 4.3 25.0

 � Bachelor’s degree 62.4 5.0 1.9 14.1 2.2 14.6
 � Advanced degree 67.3 1.3 1.7 12.8 2.1 14.6
High school 
cumulative grade 
point average
 � B’s or less 35.5 5.6 3.7 19.6 5.2 30.5
 � B+ to A- 56.6 3.8 2.8 13.9 2.4 20.6
 � Mostly A’s 76.9 2.1 1.2 11.1 0.8 8.0

Source: US Department of Education (2002). National Center for Education Statistics. Descriptive Summary of 1995–
96 Beginning Postsecondary Students: 6 Years Later, NCES 2003–151. Washington, DC

cent. But while rates of completion have increased 
for all groups, differences between the groups 
have, in some cases, increased. Putting aside dif-
ferences in the measures in some of categories 
(e.g., parental education and high school grade 
point average), it is noteworthy that while the gap 
in BA completion between females and males 
has increased only slightly, the gap between 
White students and Black students has increased 
substantially from 17.1 percent to 23.8 percent. 
This is true even after one accounts for the likely 
increase in BA attainment over time of Black and 
White students. These findings are striking, 
indeed disturbing, given the increased emphasis 
on affirmative action over the span of years 
between the two surveys.

The data for private nonprofit four-year insti-
tutions show that BA completion increased for 
most groups, especially for Hispanic students 
whose rate of BA completion increased from 

55.6 to 71 percent (Table 6). At the same time, 
they decreased slightly for Black students and 3.4 
percent for students from least educated families. 
As in public institutions, the gap in completion 
rates between Black and White students increased 
over time, in this case from 21.7 to 27.5 percent.

Together with data on public four-year institu-
tions, the 1995–1996 and 2011–2012 studies 
paint a picture, on one hand of improvement in 
attainment, but on the other of very different out-
comes for Black and Hispanic students in public 
and private nonprofit institutions. More impor-
tantly, it is a picture that makes clear that the gap 
in BA completion between White and Black stu-
dents has increased over time for both public and 
private nonprofit institutions but decreased 
between White and Hispanic students. The gap 
between them decreased from 16.8 to 14.7 per-
cent among public institutions and from 16.2 to 
6.6 percent among private nonprofit institutions.
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Table 6  Six-year persistence and attainment at any institution of first-time students who began private nonprofit four-
year institutions in 1995–1996 by student attributes

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled at 
four-year 
institution

Left first institution, 
enrolled at less than 
four-year institution

Not 
enrolled

Gender
 � Male 65.8 2.6 1.9 8.5 2.3 18.9
 � Female 71.2 3.0 1.7 6.0 2.3 15.9
Race/ethnicity
 � White 72.4 2.6 1.2 5.8 1.6 16.4
 � Black 50.7 2.7 5.9 11.8 5.3 23.7
 � Hispanic 55.6 6.3 3.0 10.1 4.8 20.3
 � Asian 77.6 0.8 ++ 6.3 2.8 12.6
Highest level of 
education attained by 
either parent
 � High school or less 54.0 4.1 3.4 7.0 4.5 27.1
 � Some 

postsecondary
58.0 4.9 2.4 8.9 3.2 22.6

 � Bachelor’s degree 73.7 2.4 1.0 6.7 1.5 14.8
 � Advanced degree 82.7 1.3 0.2 6.1 0.9 8.9
High school 
cumulative grade 
point average
 � B’s or less 35.5 5.6 3.7 19.6 5.2 30.5

 � B+ to A− 56.6 3.8 2.8 13.9 2.4 20.6

 � Mostly A’s 76.9 2.1 1.2 11.1 0.8 8.0

++ Insufficient data for reliable estimate
Source: US Department of Education (2002). National Center for Education Statistics. Descriptive Summary of 1995–
96 Beginning Postsecondary Students: 6 Years Later, NCES 2003–151. Washington, DC

�Institutional Completion

Now we turn to institutional completion, specifi-
cally to the persistence and attainment of students 
in their first institution of registration. While rates 
of completion anywhere are of interest, espe-
cially at the state level where state higher educa-
tional policy is set, institutional rates of 
completion are a special concern to institutions 
as much of their revenue depends not only on 
enrollments but also on the persistence and grad-
uation of their students. In this case, we will 
focus on three questions, namely how do rates of 
institutional completion vary among different 
types of institutions, how have they changed over 
time, and how have they changed for students of 
different attributes. In each instance, we will 
limit our analysis to institutional completion in 
four-year institutions. We do so because students 
attending two-year colleges, especially public 
ones, often use them as inexpensive gateways to 

entry to four-year institutions without completing 
an Associate’s Degree.6 As a result, aggregate 
data on institutional completion among two-year 
colleges often misrepresents their success in pro-
moting degree attainment among their students.

How then do rates of institutional completion 
differ among different types of four-year institu-
tions? Given what we already know about differ-
ences in overall persistence and attainment 
between public and private nonprofit and private 
for-profit four-year, it is not surprising that insti-
tutional persistence and attainment is higher 
among private nonprofit institutions than public 
ones (Table  7). This is the case even if one 
accounts for the likely increase in completion 
over time that results from the completion of stu-

6 One of the costs of doing so is that students who do not 
complete their Associate’s Degree before transferring to a 
four-year institution have, on average, lower Bachelor’s 
Degree completion rates than students who leave after 
completing their degree.
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dents still enrolled in their initial institution. But 
while this is the case, rates of institutional com-
pletion have increased somewhat more for public 
than for private nonprofit institutions (5.4 percent 
versus 2.6 percent). At the same time, rates of 
transfer to another institution have increased 
more for private nonprofit institutions than for 
public ones (i.e., 12.6 versus 7.8 percent). The 
net effect is that after 6 years, the total rates of 
degree completion and continuation (i.e., the per-
centage of students still enrolled in their institu-
tion or transferred to another) remains higher in 
private nonprofit institutions than in public ones 
(i.e., 90.8 versus 86.2 percent). That the total rate 
of six-year degree completion of all types of 
degrees and continuation is high in both public 
and private nonprofit institutions speaks not only 
to the increased capacity of these institutions to 
graduate their students but also the greater mobil-
ity of students between institutions.

�Institutional Completion by Student 
Attributes

What then of persistence and attainment rates of 
first-time students of differing attributes who 
began a four-year institution in 2011–2021? To 
answer this question, we turn to the data on the 
persistence and attainment of students of differ-
ent gender, race/ethnicity, parental educational 
background, and high school grade point aver-
age (Table 8). Consistent with the data on rates 
of persistence and attainment from any institu-
tion (Tables 3 and 4), the data for institutional 
persistence and attainments at the initial institu-
tion of entry also show that females fared better 
than males, students from more educated back-
grounds did better than those from less educated 
backgrounds, students who had higher high 
school grade point average had higher rates of 
attainment than students with lower high school 
grade point average, and Asian/Pacific and 
White students fared better than Black and 
Hispanic students. As in other data, Asian and/
or Asian/Pacific students outperformed all other 
students.

�Changes in Institutional Completion: 
The Intersection of Gender and Race/
Ethnicity

Next we consider changes between 1995–2001 
and 2011–2017 in institutional completion of stu-
dents of different attributes. Unfortunately, the 
available data do not allow us to replicate the data 
shown in Table 8. But they do allow for an analy-
sis of how institutional completion rates vary 
over time for students of different gender and 
race/ethnicity who begin in public and private 
nonprofit four-year institutions. More impor-
tantly, they allow for an exploration of the inter-
section between gender and race/ethnicity that 
was not possible before. In this case, the available 
data are for first-time, full-time bachelor’s 
degree-seeking students who began in four-year 
public and private nonprofit institutions. 
Consequently, they are not directly comparable 
to the data presented above that are for all first-
time students, some of whom do not have that 
goal.

Turning to first to public institution, the data 
indicate that the overall total rates of six-year 
institutional completion have increased for all 
first-time, full-time students as well as for males 
and females generally (Table  9). But whereas 
rates of institutional completion increased for 
White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Island 
students, the increase for Black students was less 
than one percent, while the gain for Hispanic stu-
dents was nearly ten percent. In every instance, 
females outperformed males of similar racial/eth-
nic backgrounds. The same findings, with one 
notable exception, apply to completion in private 
nonprofit institutions (Table 10). That exception 
is for Black students. Their overall rates of com-
pletion did not increase but declined somewhat. 
For males they declined a little more than one 
percent, but increased less than one percent for 
female students.

Regardless, male and female students of all 
racial/ethnic backgrounds completed their 
degrees more often in a private nonprofit four-
year than in four-year public institutions. That 
they did is, at first appearance, not surprising. But 
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Table 8  Six-year persistence and attainment in first institution of first-time, four-year college students who began in 
2011–2012 by student attributes

NLS 2011–2017
Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate’s 
degree

Undergraduate 
certificate

Still enrolled 
at first 
institution

Left first 
institution, but 
enrolled at 
another institution

Left first 
institution and 
never enrolled at 
another institution

Gender
 � Males 48.0 4.1 0.5 5.7 23.9 17.8
 � Females 52.2 4.5 0.6 3.7 24.9 13.5
Race/ethnicity
 � White 55.3 4.2 0.4! 3.9 23.1 13.1
 � Black 32.7 4.1 0.8 4.5 35.0 22.9
 � Hispanic 43.4 6.5 0.9 7.4 24.9 16.9
 � Asian 64.9 2.7! ++ 5.6 15.8 10.9
Parental 
education
 � High school or 

less
32.1 6.4 1.0 6.2 27.2 27.1

 � Some 
postsecondary

41.9 5.8 0.6! 5.0 28.3 18.4

 � BA or more* 64.3 2.7 0.2 3.6 21.2 8.0
High school 
grade point 
average#
 � Below 2.00 14.7 6.6! 0.2! 5.2 32.3 41.1
 � 2.00–2.49 27.5 6.0 1.0 8.1 32.9 24.4
 � 2.50–2.99 38.6 4.4 0.8! 6.6 30.9 18.6
 � 3.00–3.49 52.8 4.0 0.4 4.8 25.1 12.9
 � 3.50–4.00 67.8 2.3 ++ 2.3 18.6 8.8

*Estimated from BA and Advanced Degrees
# For students under the age of 30
! Estimate unstable
++ Reporting standards not met
Source: US Department of Education (2019). Persistence, Retention, and Attainment of 2011–12 First-Time Beginning 
Postsecondary Students as of Spring 2017: First Look. NCES 2019-401. Washington, DC: 2002

Table 9  Six-year completion in first institution of first-time, full-time, bachelor’s degree-seeking who began in public 
four-year institutions in 1996 and 2012

Total White Black Hispanic Asian/Pacific Island
1996
 � Total 55.4 58.1 38.9 45.7 63.4
 � Males 52.0 54.8 32.8 41.3 59.8
 � Females 58.2 60.9 43.0 49.1 75.3
2012
 � Total 60.4 64.4 39.8 55.0 71.8
 � Males 57.3 61.4 34.1 50.7 68.7
 � Females 63.0 66.9 43.9 58.2 76.7

Source: US Department of Education (2019). National Center for Education Statistics. Digest of Educational Statistics. 
Washington, DC: 2002

much depends on the selectivity of the institu-
tions in which students are enrolled. Since insti-
tutional selectivity and institutional completion 

rates are correlated, some of the differences 
observed in Tables 8 and 9, in particular, those for 
Black students, may reflect the changing average 
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Table 10  Six-year completion in first institution of first-time, full-time, bachelor’s degree-seeking who began in pri-
vate nonprofit four-year institutions in 1996 and 2011

Total White Black Hispanic Asian/Pacific Island
1995–1996
 � Total 63.1 65.7 44.6 55.7 73.5
 � Males 60.4 63.0 38.9 52.1 71.5
 � Females 65.4 67.9 48.4 58.3 75.0
2011–2012
 � Total 66.5 69.7 44.0 62.8 79.1
 � Males 63.1 66.7 37.5 59.3 76.9
 � Females 69.2 72.2 49.0 65.3 80.7

Source: US Department of Education (2019). National Center for Education Statistics. Digest of Educational Statistics. 
Washington, DC: 2002

selectivity of institutions in which they enrolled 
in 1996 and 2012. Unfortunately we do not have 
such data. Be that as it may, what is striking is 
that the gap in the completion rates of White and 
Black male students and White and Black female 
students increased over time in both public and 
private nonprofit institutions. In the public insti-
tutions, they increased from 22.0 to 27.3 percent 
for male and 17.9 to 23.0 percent for females. In 
private nonprofit institutions, they increased from 
24.1 to 29.2 percent for males and from 19.5 to 
23.2 percent for females. Again, it is clear we still 
have much to do to address the many issues that 
shape the educational experience of students of 
Black students.

�Models of Student Retention

Although public higher education, as we know it, 
has its roots in the Morrill Land Grant of 1862, it 
was not until the late 1930s when the first study 
of student retention was carried out by McNeeley 
(1937). Data involving 15,535 students from 
fourteen public and eleven private institutions 
who initially enrolled as freshmen in 1931–1932 
were analyzed to ascertain how various student 
attributes were related to what was then called 
student mortality.

The following year, the first significant 
national study of retention in the United States 
was carried out by the US Department of Interior 
and the Office of Education. Like other national 
studies that would follow, it collected data from a 

sample of institutions on a range of demographic 
student characteristics, social engagement, and 
reasons for departure (Demetriou & Schmitz-
Sciborski, 2011). Other studies, such as those by 
Gekoski and Schwartz (1961), Astin (1964, 1975, 
1984), Panos and Astin (1968), Feldman and 
Newcomb (1969), and Kamens (1971), followed 
as retention became a matter of national and 
institutional interest. Of these, Astin’s (1984) 
study was particularly important for it called 
attention to the importance of involvement, or 
what is now referred to as engagement, to student 
retention.

While these studies looked at the correlates of 
student retention, it was not until my 1975 article 
(Tinto, 1975), which built upon and extended 
Spady’s article (1971) article, did attention turn 
to the development of models to explain how 
retention arose in institutions.7 Key to my model 
is the role of student engagement in the formal 
and informal academic and social systems of the 
institution and their impact on student integra-
tion, or what would now be called student inclu-

7 It is important to note that my model and those like it do 
not distinguish between students who leave an institution 
to enroll in another institution, in other words a student 
transfer from those who leave higher education altogether. 
From the perspective of the institution, a leaver is a leaver 
regardless of what follows after departure. This is not the 
case for how states in which institutions are located view 
student departure. For them, transfer is a more desirable 
outcome than withdrawal from all forms of higher educa-
tion within the state.
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Fig. 1  Tinto’s model of student persistence

sion, in the life of the institution.8 Given student 
attributes, goals, and commitments, experiences 
that promote integration/inclusion lead to a com-
mitment of the student to the goal of college 
completion and to the institution. Those commit-
ments drive retention. But, as described in my 
revised model (Tinto, 1993), they do so within a 
context in which external events can mitigate 
those commitments. Indeed, those events may 
lead a student, who would otherwise remain in 
college, to withdraw.9 Moreover, my revised 

8 The term integration when used in the context of 1960s 
and 1970s was not meant to suggest, as some observers 
argue (e.g., Tierney, 1992) that students of color had to 
become culturally “white” to persist. Rather it was used as 
a bookmark to describe the opposite of segregation, a 
major issue of the time. In today’s context the term inclu-
sion better captures the intent of my work.
9 As opposed to students who leave of their own accord, 
these students are often referred to as involuntary leavers.

model recognizes that students bring intentions, 
goals, and commitments with them into college 
that can be strengthened or weakened depending 
on the way in which students are integrated into 
the academic and social communities of the col-
lege. That model is presented in Fig. 1.

Unlike my model of persistence, Bean’s model 
(1980) is based upon research on worker turnover 
in organizations. Bean argued that student inten-
tions to leave are similar to those of employees 
dissatisfied with their career or employer, that it 
reflected the attributes of the organization and its 
reward structures. Whether the process of turn-
over in work organizations is a suitable analog to 
student experiences in institutions of higher edu-
cation is, however, an open question. Working 
with Metzner, a revised model was developed to 
address the retention of commuting students 
(Bean & Metzner, 1985). Unlike Bean’s earlier 
model, their model stressed the particular impor-
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tance of environmental and external forces in 
shaping student retention decisions. Focusing on 
the role of faculty, Pascarella (1980) constructed 
a Student-Faculty Contact Model that stressed 
the importance of the extent and quality of stu-
dent–faculty nonclassroom interactions to stu-
dent satisfaction and in turn retention.

It is important to note that one of the primary 
drivers that led to the development of my model 
and that of others was the rejection of the ten-
dency of some earlier writers to “blame the vic-
tim” for their dropout, namely, that it reflected 
the attributes of students. Instead, I and others 
argued that light had to be shed on the role the 
institution plays in constructing environments 
that have the effect of increasing the likelihood 
that some of their students, in particular, those 
from low-income and minority backgrounds, 
would not persist. To improve student persistence 
for all students, institutions had to change. This 
focus on institutional change remains at the cen-
ter of much of the current research on student 
retention.

Although my model has been critiqued (e.g., 
Berger & Braxton, 1998; Tierney, 1992), it has 
generally been supported in its application to the 
study of retention in different institutions and 
among different groups of students (e.g., Karp 
et al., 2009). As Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1980) 
stated their “results generally support the predic-
tive validity of the major dimensions of Tinto’s 
model” (p. 70). More importantly, “it has signifi-
cantly influenced how researchers and practitio-
ners alike approach the study of undergraduate 
retention” (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 
2011).

This is not to say that my model is not without 
need of modification and improvement. It is. As 
Braxton et  al. (1997) observed, it would be 
improved by exploring additional psychological, 
social, and organizational forces that also impact 
retention. Nor is it to say that there are no other 
ways of explaining student retention. There are. 
Beyond those already noted, these include eco-
nomic theories (e.g., Stampen & Cabrera, 1986; 
Cabrera et al., 1992; Paulsen & St. John, 1997), 
anthropological theories (e.g., McCarty et  al., 
2013; Tierney, 1992), and recently social network 

theory (e.g., Eckles & Stradley, 2011). Except for 
the latter, to which we will return later in this 
chapter, other theories, though useful in their own 
right, have, with the possible exception of Tierney 
(1992), done relatively little to explore the role of 
student engagement in persistence. Of those 
models that have, my model and its several deriv-
atives (e.g., Berger & Braxton, 1998) continue to 
influence how practitioners view institutional 
retention. Furthermore, the emphasis on the 
importance of social and academic 
involvement/engagement has been integral to the 
development of instruments to assess student 
engagement in both four-year (NSSE) and two-
year (CCSSE) institutions.

It is important that one understands that what 
are referred to in the literature as theories of stu-
dent retention are not theories in the strictest 
sense of the word. Unlike many theories in the 
physical world, social science theories do not 
predict individual behavior. Rather they describe 
the association between various individual, insti-
tutional, and situational attributes and patterns of 
retention. As they pertain to student retention, 
they argue that there is an association between 
patterns of student engagement and patterns of 
student retention such that more engagement is, 
on average, associated with higher rates, on aver-
age, of retention. It does not follow that this will 
apply to each and every student, but only to stu-
dents on average.10 It is far better to use the terms, 
like framework or conceptual model, that do not 
imply prediction. The term conceptual model can 
be thought of as a type of middle-range theory 
that comprises a limited number of variables, 
each of limited scope, as evidence for the useful-
ness of particular forms of practice (Merton, 

10 Many argue that it is unlikely that social scientists will 
ever be able to predict individual behavior, not only 
because we will never be able to completely account for 
all possible events that shape an individual event but also 
because it is not clear what is the behavior we are trying to 
predict. Is it the behavior an external view observes or is it 
the intent of the actor of the behavior? This is but one 
reason why experienced student advisors are well aware 
that while certain attributes are associated, on average, 
with certain types of student behaviors, they can never 
assume that the average association applies to the indi-
vidual student with whom they meet.
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1957). The term framework, as used here, is not 
conceptual model as much as it is a way of think-
ing about how a particular outcome, in this case 
student retention, comes about.11

�Models of Engagement, Motivation, 
and Student Persistence

For the most part, past models of student persis-
tence have taken on the perspective of the institu-
tion that asks what it can do to improve the 
retention of their students. Another way, arguable 
a more important way, is to take on the perspec-
tive of the student. Although it is understandable 
that an institution would ask how it can retain its 
students, this is not the question students ask. 
Instead, they ask what they can do to persist. The 
two perspectives, that of the institution and that 
of the student, though related, are different. They 
speak to different issues and give rise to different 
actions.

Understanding what this means for the pro-
cess of persistence begins with realizing that the 
term “to persist,” or its adjective form “persis-
tent,” is but one way of speaking about student 
motivation. Simply put, students have to want to 
persist and be motivated to do so, otherwise there 
is little reason for them to expend the effort and 
sometimes considerable resources to do so.

�Social-Psychological Models 
of Persistence and Student 
Motivation

This perspective, what is referred to as a social-
psychological perspective, has increasingly come 
to mark recent research and theory. Although 
Summerskill (1962) first suggested that both psy-
chological and sociological theories and concepts 
should be applied to the study of student reten-

11 Qualitative researchers typically do not assume a con-
ceptual model or framework beforehand. They argue that 
doing so would restrict their ability to discover what 
explanations make sense for the data they collect. Only 
then they may ask what existing models or frameworks 
might apply to their data.

tion, it was not until recently that others took up 
his suggestion. Doing so is not just a matter of 
adding psychological variables into models of 
student retention, as have Bean and Metzner 
(1985), but of building a model based on that per-
spective. This has happened in a number of ways.

Bean and Eaton (2001) in addressing what 
they saw as the shortcomings of my model of 
institutional retention, specifically that it gave 
“no explanation of the mechanisms by which 
activities would lead to increased academic and 
social integration and reduced attrition” (p. 74), 
proposed a model of retention in which psycho-
logical processes play a key role in students’ aca-
demic and social integration. They argued that 
students “emotional reactions to college environ-
ments motivate students to engage in adaptive 
strategies” (p.  75). Of the possible emotional 
reactions, they stressed the role of students’ self-
efficacy assessments, their coping behaviors, and 
their locus of control (i.e., whether students 
believe they have control over their success or 
failure in college). Graham et al. (2013) proposed 
a different framework, one which also stresses 
the importance of motivation, in their case for the 
persistence of students in STEM.  Their frame-
work sees persistence as influenced by student 
learning and developing a professional identity as 
a scientist. More importantly, they posit a feed-
back loop over time such that as students learn 
and begin to see themselves as a scientist, they 
gain confidence in their abilities. That, in turn, 
leads to enhanced motivation to persist that fur-
thers their willingness to learn and become 
scientists.

As do Bean and Eaton (2001) and Graham 
et al. (2013), I begin with the premise that moti-
vation is central to persistence (Tinto, 2015, 
2017).12 Student motivation is, in turn, seen as 
being shaped by student perceptions of their 
experiences in the institution. Like Hurtado and 
Carter (1966), I argue that it is not engagement 
per se that matters, as it is students’ perceptions 
of their engagements and the meanings they draw 
from them as to their self-efficacy, sense of 
belonging, and the relevance of their studies. 

12 Also see Rizkallah & Seitz (2017).
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Goals Motivation Persistence

Self-Efficacy Sense of Belonging
Perception of 

Curriculum

Fig. 2  A framework for the study of student motivation and persistence

Given student goals, this framework for the 
analysis of the impact of perceptions on motiva-
tion and persistence is shown in Fig. 2.

Self-efficacy refers to a person’s belief in their 
ability to succeed at particular task or in a spe-
cific situation (Bandura, 1977). It is not inherited, 
but learned from past experiences. Moreover, it is 
malleable. It can change as student experiences 
change.13 What matters for the present discussion 
is that students who believe they can succeed at a 
particular educational task will engage more 
readily in that task, spend more time on it, and 
expend more effort on its completion. Sense of 
belonging speaks to a student’s perception of 
being an accepted member of the community of 
the institution whose participation is valued by 
others.14 It can refer to the larger university com-
munity or to one or more smaller academic and 
social communities of the university. Students 
who perceive themselves as belonging are more 
likely to be motivated to persist because of the 
connection between students’ sense of belonging 

13 Dweck (2006) argues that change in a person’s self-effi-
cacy depends on their mindset, specifically that they 
believe that it can change.
14 It is widely understood that sense of belonging is a fun-
damental human need that shapes all aspects of human 
development. See: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/
blog/sense-belonging/201906/the-importance-belonging 
-across-life

and their commitment to the institution or the 
particular community in which they participate 
(Strayhorn, 2019). That commitment drives moti-
vation to persist. Student’s perceptions of the cur-
riculum, specifically their perceptions of the 
relevance of their studies to matters that concern 
them, is also seen as influencing motivation. This 
is the case if only because studies that are seen as 
irrelevant will undermine student effort. A stu-
dent can reasonably question the point of invest-
ing the time and effort and, in many cases, 
considerable resources needed to complete a 
degree program when they see little relevance of 
their studies.

It should be noted that studies of persistence 
of culturally diverse students often use the term 
validation as well as sense of belonging. They 
do so as a way of emphasizing the importance 
of having students’ presence on campus and in 
the classrooms be validated by others, espe-
cially the faculty, that their voice matters (e.g., 
Barnett, 2011; Rendón, 1994). In stressing vali-
dation, theorists like Rendón highlight the criti-
cal role institutional culture plays in shaping 
students’ sense of being validated and, in turn, 
persistence (Yi, 2008). It is one thing to have 
their presence on campus tolerated, it is entirely 
another to have their presence valued and their 
voices validated as contributing to the dialogue 
of learning.
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By including motivation as a driver of persis-
tence, as do Bean and Eaton (2001), I propose a 
mechanism that provides the causal link, not 
explicitly discussed in my 1993 model of persis-
tence, between students’ academic and social 
engagements in the communities of the institu-
tion and their academic and social integration/
inclusion. As so much depends on student per-
ceptions of their engagements, I further argue 
that to effectively address student persistence, 
institutions must look at the issue of retention and 
persistence through the eyes of their students 
(Tinto, 2015). They need to understand how stu-
dents make sense of their experiences. One of the 
advantages of doing so is that it not only gives 
voice to students, it also more clearly raises ques-
tions about the experiences of students of differ-
ent racial and ethnic, socio-economic, and 
immigrant backgrounds and their perceptions of 
those experiences. To improve persistence while 
addressing issues of equity, institutions need to 
take the voices of all their students, not just some, 
seriously and ask not only what they need to do to 
help those students persist but also what they 
need do to lead them to want to persist.

�Student Engagement: Its 
Components and Role in Student 
Persistence

Most models of student retention and persistence, 
whether they approach the issue from the view of 
the institution or that of the student, have one 
thing in common, namely, the centrality of 
engagement to student success. But exactly what 
researchers and theorists mean by that term is 
often unclear. This is the case, in part, because 
engagement is not a single construct but com-
prises different types of engagement. Fredricks 
et  al. (2004) and Jimerson et  al. (2003), for 
instance, argue that engagement comprises three 
types of engagement, namely, behavioral (e.g., 
attendance, participation), affective (e.g., inter-
est, belonging, identification, attitudes), and cog-
nitive (e.g., perceived relevance of learning).15 

15 Although these authors were speaking of engagement in 
high school, it is the view here that the same applies to 
college.

Reschly and Christenson (2006, 2012) postulate 
that engagement consists of not three but four 
subtypes, behavioral, affective, cognitive, and 
academic (e.g., engagement in learning, time on 
task, credits earned, grades). They further specu-
late that cognitive and affective engagement 
mediates academic and behavioral engagement. 
In other words, affective and cognitive engage-
ment precedes students’ behavioral and academic 
engagement. Moreover, as do Graham et  al. 
(2013) and Reschly (2010), Reschly and 
Christenson (2012) draw upon Ceci and Papierno 
(2005) to postulate a feedback loop between stu-
dent perceptions of engagement, that are shaped 
by the context in which engagement occurs, and 
future engagements. Doing so leads directly to 
the argument that engagement in context is a lon-
gitudinal process, one which leads to greater or 
lesser levels of engagement over time.

Following Hurtado and Carter (1966), it is 
argued here that affective engagement precedes 
other forms of engagement, namely, behavioral, 
academic, and cognitive. It does so via its impact 
on motivation which, in turn, impacts subsequent 
engagements (Ben-Eliyahua et  al., 2018). Here 
affective engagement refers to students’ percep-
tual responses to their academic and social envi-
ronment; behavioral engagement to their social 
interactions with others on campus; academic 
engagement to their engagements in academic 
activities; and cognitive engagement as the 
degree to which students’ are willing to seriously 
engage in learning the curriculum.

To understand this process, put yourself in the 
position of new student entering the university. 
She, like most new students, begins meeting and 
interacting with a range of people, instructors, 
administrators, staff, and other students. Her per-
ceptions of those interactions, especially with 
instructors and peers, and the meanings she 
derives from them, that is her affective engage-
ment, matter. They do because they begin to 
influence her sense of her ability to succeed, her 
sense of academic and social belonging, and her 
perceptions of the curriculum. These influence 
her motivation and, in turn, her willingness to 
engage in other ways, namely, behavioral, aca-
demic, and cognitive. Affective engagements that 
are positive tend to enhance other forms of 
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Fig. 3  A model for the study of the longitudinal process of engagement, motivation, and persistence

engagement that promote outcomes, such as 
learning. As students learn more, their motivation 
increases. In other words, there is a feedback 
loop between an outcome such as learning and 
motivation, as discussed above (Graham et  al., 
2013; Reschly, 2010), and subsequent engage-
ments. Increased motivation furthers subsequent 
engagements that enhances learning over time. 
The end result of this longitudinal process is per-
sistence and eventually completion. A model that 
captures this process in depicted in Fig. 3.

Of course, not all engagements are positive. 
Nor are student engagements and the meanings 
students derive from them are consistently in one 
direction or the other. They can and often do vary 
over time if only because students also vary over 
time in their perceptions of their experiences.16 
Nor does it follow that intensity of engagements 
follows a similarly uniform pattern. But how they 
impact any individual student’s persistence is a 
more complex issue. Nevertheless, one would 
expect an especially negative affective engage-
ment, for instance, experiencing racial bigotry, 
can significantly influence a student’s willingness 
to further engage and remain at the institution 
despite earlier experiences. Conversely, a partic-

16 Given what we know from student development theory 
(Evans et  al., 2010), it is also likely that traditional age 
students’ perceptions of their environments change as 
they develop over the college years.

ularly positive experience, for instance, very pos-
itive feedback in a class, may enhance a student’s 
willingness to become more academically and 
cognitively engaged even when other classes are 
far less engaging.

It should be noted that the process described 
above provides not only the causal link between 
motivation and persistence missing in Fig. 2 but 
also the causal link missing in my model of stu-
dent retention between students integration/
inclusion and retention (Tinto, 1975). More 
importantly, it provides for a feedback mecha-
nism that helps explain how a student’s decision 
about persistence may vary over time.

There remains another unaddressed question 
about engagement, namely, do the effects of 
engagement depend on with whom one engages. 
In other words, do students’ micro-engagements 
matter. As regards student learning, specifically 
as it is influenced by faculty, we know that it 
does (e.g., Pascarella, 1980; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991). It is also possible that positive 
engagements with a smaller group of students 
with whom one shares common values or per-
spectives can lead to the persistence as it does, 
for instance, for minority students (e.g., 
Simmons, 2013). The same may also be true for 
peer friendships.

But determining whether this is the case 
demands another form of analysis not yet com-
mon in studies of student persistence, namely, 
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social network analysis. Social network analysis 
is based on the relatively simple idea that peo-
ples’ social behavior is largely brought about 
through social ties with other people whose 
behavior influences their own (Wasserman & 
Faust, 1994). Network of relationships defines, in 
effect, the social space within which individual 
interactions occur and influence, in differing 
degrees, individual behaviors, and views. To 
what degree it does, depends on both the density 
of the network, that is the number of connections 
divided by the number of possible connections, 
and the person’s location in the network, that is 
whether they are at the center or on periphery of 
the network. The denser a network is, the greater 
the number of interactions among its members. 
The more central individuals are to the center of 
a network, the more interactions they have with 
other members of the network. These matter 
because students who are at or near the center of 
dense networks of affiliation with other students 
are more likely to find social support in those 
affiliations (Eggens et al., 2008), have a greater 
sense of community (Dawson, 2008), improved 
academic performance (Rizzuto et al., 2009) and 
greater persistence (Thomas, 2000). Presumably, 
having more connections leads to more social 
support, a greater sense of belonging, heightened 
performance, and, in turn, greater likelihood of 
persistence to completion. But much depends on 
the views and behavior of members of the net-
work. Not all networks yield positive outcomes. 
As it pertains to persistence, Eckles and Stradley’s 
(2011) study of second-year retention found that 
the retention of a student’s friends in the network 
had a greater impact on second-year retention 
than any background variable. If a student’s 
friends stay, the student is more likely to do so. 
Conversely if a student’s friend leave, the student 
is more likely to leave. These and other studies 
(e.g., Eggens et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2013) lend 
support to not only the importance of students’ 
network of affiliations in understanding student 
performance and persistence but also the impor-
tance of affiliations with specific individuals play 
in that process. They tell us that while it is evi-
dent that engagement matters, engagement with 
particular individuals, faculty, and peers, or what 

I refer to as micro-engagements, may matter as 
much if not more.17

Two final observations are as follows. First, 
Smith and Vonhoff (2019) argue that conceptual-
izing communities as networks of interrelation-
ships among students can reveal largely 
overlooked degrees of complexities in academic 
and social communities and patterns of engage-
ment within them that influence student persis-
tence. Second, as it pertains to current theories of 
persistence, Thomas (2000) argues that the 
strength and range of a student’s network of affil-
iations provides another way of making sense of 
how student academic and social integration/
inclusion and, in turn, student persistence are 
shaped by student engagements on campus.

In closing, it should be noted that our conver-
sation about motivation and persistence should 
not be taken to suggest that student ability does 
not matter. We know that it does. That is but one 
reason why universities invest in academic sup-
port programs, especially in the first year of uni-
versity study. They understand that while some 
students begin their studies insufficiently pre-
pared for the academic demands of university 
study, others will struggle in that year to adjust to 
the heightened demands of university study. The 
fact is that many students struggle in the first 
year. It is part and parcel of the first-year experi-
ence. That being said, it is clear that the provision 
of academic support can improve students’ aca-
demic performance. To the degree that it does, it 
can also improve students’ perception of their 
ability to succeed in the university and in turn 
their motivation to persist.

The provision of social support, in particular 
that which helps new students become engaged 
with others can also improve students’ perfor-
mance and persistence. As is the case for aca-
demic adjustment, more than a few new students 
struggle to adjust to the social life of an institu-
tion. It is not always easy to meet new people 

17 The use of mentor programs, especially but not only for 
underrepresented students, is but one concrete example 
how a student’s affiliation with a particular individual 
within a network of affiliations can enhance the likelihood 
of student persistence (e.g., Campbell & Campbell, 1997; 
Crisp & Cruz, 2009; and Ma, 2010).

Exploring the Character of Student Persistence in Higher Education: The Impact of Perception, Motivation…



376

and make friends. In response, institutions have 
developed a range of programs beginning as 
early as orientation that are designed to build 
student communities. To the degree that they 
do, they can also promote a sense of belonging 
and in turn student motivation to persist. But 
whether these communities are perceived by 
students to be inclusive depends on the value-
laden environment in which students find 
themselves.

�Closing Thoughts

Our discussion of the impact of different forms 
and networks of engagement on student persis-
tence gives rise to a number of questions about 
institutional practice. First, it raises questions 
about how institutions can direct its early actions 
to better promote student persistence. Given the 
view here that students’ affective engagement 
influences subsequent academic and behavioral 
as well as cognitive engagement, institutions 
would be advised to focus their early efforts to 
ensuring, as best it can, that students’ affective 
engagements are positive and that they lead stu-
dents to believe they can succeed, see themselves 
as belonging, and perceive the relevance of the 
first-year curriculum. This is not to say that 
efforts to enhance academic and behavioral 
engagement should not be pursued. Rather it is to 
say that to promote those engagements in ways 
that include all students, institutions have to 
address the various issues on campus that influ-
ence their affective engagement, not the least of 
which is the value-laden culture of the institution 
that gives meaning to those engagements.

Second, it raises the question of whether it is 
possible for institutions to intentionally construct 
networks of affiliation that enhance the likeli-
hood of persistence. For instance, can carefully 
constructed first-year learning communities, both 
residential and nonresidential, serve to develop 
networks of affiliation that promote persistence? 

Some research suggest that they can, at least in 
the short term (Tinto, 2003, 2015). As regards 
academic performance, can the same apply to 
carefully constructed classrooms, especially 
those that apply well-implemented cooperative 
learning and problem or project learning. Again, 
we have evidenced that they can, at least in the 
short term (Nilson, 2010). Whether those net-
works, in a learning community or a classroom, 
endure over time as students develop other affili-
ations is another question that has yet to be 
answered. But to do so, we have to better under-
stand how micro-engagements within networks 
of affiliation shape different forms of engage-
ment more broadly understood. We know that it 
is possible, for instance, for a student to have 
rewarding micro-engagements with other mem-
bers of the institution, students, faculty, and 
administrators (e.g., smaller networks of like stu-
dents or a faculty mentor), yet have negative 
affective engagements with the institution more 
broadly. Think here of underrepresented students 
feeling connected to and supported by faculty 
and students of similar backgrounds, but feel dis-
connected from the institution. As regards persis-
tence, though we know that such 
micro-engagements can lead to persistence, what 
we do not yet fully understand is to what degree 
and in what manner the former can offset the lat-
ter. Knowing how it can may help institutions 
build more effective programs to promote the 
persistence of all students.

We have slowly begun to unravel the complex 
role of engagement in student persistence and 
only recently have considered the ways in differ-
ent forms of engagement and different networks 
of engagement and micro-engagements within 
them influence persistence. But while we have 
learned much about engagement and persistence, 
it is evident there is still much more to learn. Here 
I am reminded of a quote of the late Daniel 
Boorstin of The University of Chicago who said 
“Education is learning what you didn’t even 
know you didn’t know.”

V. Tinto
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Abstract

Decades of research have positioned student 
engagement as a malleable factor that can help 
improve learning outcomes. Research also 
demonstrates that schools struggle to support 
the engagement of students coping with pov-
erty, especially Black and Brown students, 
and in many cases blame them for their low 
engagement. In this chapter, we argue that 
scholars must consider the role of societal 
macro-level conditions and the multiple ways 
in which these conditions are reflected in 
school features to gain a nuanced understand-
ing of student engagement. This chapter 
reviews conventional conceptions of student 
engagement and proposes a holistic framing. 
We discuss race and racism, and economic 
inequality as two macro-level conditions that 
affect student engagement. We examine cur-
rent evidence about school funding inequity, 
racial and economic segregation, deficit con-
ceptions of students and families, exclusion-
ary disciplinary practices, and pedagogical 
approaches. Finally, we provide consider-

ations for developing school strategies to 
improve student engagement.

�Introduction

Decades of disciplinary research have positioned 
student engagement as a malleable factor that can 
help improve students’ learning outcomes. Most 
of this research centers on a conceptualization of 
engagement that emphasizes individual attri-
butes, including cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral elements (Fredricks et  al., 2004). Other 
research has taken an ecological approach to 
frame engagement by considering the bidirec-
tional influence of engagement and the multiple 
proximal contexts in which students are embed-
ded (e.g., families, schools, and communities; 
Furlong et al., 2003; Quin et al., 2018). However, 
few studies have considered the direct and indi-
rect influences of societal macro-level conditions 
(race and racism, and economic inequality) on 
student engagement.

Expanding the understanding of student 
engagement is an important imperative. We use 
the term student engagement as an integrative 
and broad construct to refer to conventional con-
ceptions, including positive feelings about 
schooling, participating in school activities, and 
engagement with learning, among others. A 
plethora of studies demonstrate the relationships 
between conventional measures of engagement 
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and learning outcomes in K-12 schools (Quin, 
2017) and persistence in high school and college 
(Finn & Zimmer, 2012). Other researchers show 
the influence of student engagement on social-
emotional development, social behaviors, and 
psychological well-being (Wang & Fredricks, 
2014). In addition, research demonstrates that 
schools struggle to support the engagement of 
students coping with poverty, and Black and 
Brown students. Although not all minoritized stu-
dents1 have low engagement, on average, these 
students are less engaged in school than their 
higher income and White peers (Bingham & 
Okagaki, 2012; Fredricks et  al., 2004). 
Engagement disparities have become more evi-
dent during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many 
minoritized students have had difficulty partici-
pating in online learning due to lack of resources 
(García & Weiss, 2020).

In this chapter, we argue that to gain a nuanced 
understanding of student engagement and dis-
parities, we must consider the role of two inter-
twined societal macro-level conditions, race and 
racism, and economic inequality. We also argue 
that these macro-level conditions are often ren-
dered invisible, yet they are manifested and 
reflected in micro-level school and classroom 
features, influencing students’ daily experiences 
and their engagement in diverse ways. By paying 
attention to macro-level conditions and school 
micro-level features, we hope to inform policies 
and practices to support student engagement that 
are responsive to their multiple needs and 
struggles.

Two important caveats are worth mentioning 
at this point. First, although this chapter focuses 
on structural social conditions that shape stu-
dents’ experiences in schools, we embrace and 
recognize students’ agency. There is ample evi-
dence showing that students are not passive 
recipients, but active agents in the construction of 
their schooling experiences (Brown & Rodriguez, 
2017). However, we acknowledge that student 

1 We utilize the label minoritized students as an encom-
passing term to refer to students coping with poverty and 
Black and Brown students; the label Brown refers to 
Latinxs or indigenous peoples.

agency could be constrained by multiple institu-
tional and societal barriers that are reflected in 
schooling practices and policies. Second, we 
conceptualize students’ beliefs and behaviors as 
evolving and responsive to multiple contexts. A 
student could be actively engaged in their com-
munity but not in school, or with a particular con-
tent area but not another. These two caveats add 
complexity to the way that we conceptualize stu-
dent engagement and have implications for 
exploring strategies to reduce disparities in 
engagement.

This chapter is organized in four sections. It 
begins by reviewing conventional conceptions of 
student engagement and proposing a holistic way 
to frame this construct. Second, we analyze two 
essential macro-level conditions that directly and 
indirectly affect students’ schooling experiences 
and outcomes: race and racism, and economic 
inequality. Third, we discuss current literature on 
how schools are reflective of these social condi-
tions, paying particular attention to funding ineq-
uity; racial and economic segregation; deficit 
conceptions of students and families; exclusion-
ary disciplinary practices; and pedagogical 
approaches. Finally, we examine considerations 
for developing school strategies to improve stu-
dent engagement.

�A Holistic Conceptualization 
of Student Engagement

The ways in which scholars have conceptualized 
student engagement have evolved over time. A 
major difference across the disciplinary concep-
tualizations of engagement is the relative empha-
sis on individual versus structural social 
dimensions.

Initially, student engagement was commonly 
conceptualized as an individual attribute that 
includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 
elements (Fredricks et al., 2004). Some of these 
conceptualizations consider the three elements as 
part of a unidimensional construct, whereas oth-
ers examine each element separately—and there-
fore acknowledge that each uniquely influences 
diverse student outcomes. Much of this scholar-
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ship measures student engagement using student 
involvement in learning and in-school activities 
or feelings of connection to school, teachers, and 
peers. Also, these conceptions of engagement 
emphasize students’ individual dispositions and 
behaviors and promote increasing students’ resil-
ience, grit, self-efficacy, and growth mindsets 
(Tang et al., 2019).

Building from Bronfenbrenner’ (1992) eco-
logical system theory, other scholars put forward 
conceptions of engagement that emphasize an 
ecological or socio-ecological approach. These 
definitions of student engagement emphasize the 
bidirectional influence of engagement and the 
multiple proximal contexts and social relations in 
which students are embedded (e.g., families, 
schools, and communities). In this line of work, 
student engagement is conceptualized as context 
specific because it is responsive to the organiza-
tional and cultural features of a given context 
(Lawson & Lawson, 2013). In other words, 
instead of defining student engagement as a sta-
ble trait, a student could be socio-emotionally 
engaged with friends outside of class, but not in 
class, or they can be cognitively engaged in learn-
ing at home, but not in learning their least favor-
ite school subject. Ecological perspectives also 
acknowledge the importance of young people’s 
developmental stages for understanding how 
their engagement is manifested and the relative 
influence of diverse contexts and interactions 
with meaningful individuals (e.g., parents, teach-
ers, peers) (You & Sharkey, 2009).

Although previous scholarship has signifi-
cantly expanded the knowledge base on student 
engagement, most conceptualizations of engage-
ment are rooted in White or middle-class ideolo-
gies and experiences. Freedom of choice and 
meritocracy, for instance, are two ideological 
assumptions—rooted in the experiences of 
Whites or middle-class individuals, that inform 
the different ways that scholarship approaches 
educational experiences and outcomes 
(Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003), including stu-
dent engagement. The beliefs that individuals are 
free to choose and that their outcomes are depen-
dent solely on ability or effort center personal 
responsibility as a key determinant of student 

engagement. Unfortunately, this narrow under-
standing does not reflect the realities of minori-
tized students and takes for granted their unique 
experiences and challenges. This understanding 
also perpetuates the belief that all students, 
regardless of race and economic status, have the 
same opportunities to be engaged. As Goodman 
and Fine (2018) point out, we argue that we must 
consider the role of macro-level social condi-
tions, race and racism, and economic inequal-
ity––and the multiple school inequities to gain a 
holistic understanding of student engagement.

�Macro-Level Conditions: Race 
and Racism, and Economic 
Inequality

This section examines two macro dimensions of 
society and their intersections which frame stu-
dents’ dispositions, behaviors, and schooling 
experiences. While these dimensions do not 
always directly influence students, they may con-
strain the opportunities available to them. To gain 
a nuanced understanding of student engagement, 
we need to acknowledge first the macro context 
in which schools and individuals are embedded.

�Race and Racism

Racism has been an enduring attribute of the 
United States since before the country’s incep-
tion. In the 345  years after European “settlers” 
brought 20 captive Africans to Virgina in 1619, 
laws and ordinances ensured the marginalization 
of Blacks and other racially minoritized groups 
(Bennett, 1980). Ideological and legal construc-
tions of race and property ownership dispos-
sessed Native Americans of their lands and 
contributed to the enslavement of African descen-
dant people for 250 years (Harris, 1993). Further, 
during the 90-year period of Jim Crow in the 
South, many Blacks, Latinxs, Asians, and Native 
Americans across the country were denied full 
citizenship rights and barred from K-12 schools 
and post-secondary institutions (Haney-López, 
2006). The segregationist policies observed in 
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Southern states were modeled after similar poli-
cies in the Northern and Mid-Western states that 
excluded these groups from education and politi-
cal participation since the 17th century (Bell, 
2004). However, decades of Black political resis-
tance and agitation for the expansion of human 
and civil rights led to a shift in the mechanisms 
that perpetuated racial inequality, as White domi-
nance shifted to more covert forms of structural 
and interpersonal racism.

After racial discrimination was legally 
addressed at the federal level with the passage of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, racism became 
“masked in unofficial practices and ‘neutral’ 
standards” (Bell, 1992, p. 7). This covert form of 
racism is grounded in the ideology of colorblind-
ness, which argues that race does not influence 
opportunities for upward mobility and success. 
Proponents of this ideology posit that race is not 
a social marker that limits or facilitates individu-
als’ social or economic positions in a hierarchical 
society. Beliefs about the inferiority of Black and 
Brown individuals, in comparison to Whites, are 
expressed through claims of individualism, meri-
tocracy, egalitarianism, as well as cultural inferi-
ority (Bonilla-Silva, 2014). The presumption of 
equal opportunity embedded in these notions per-
mits the attribution of Black and Brown people’s 
overall lower economic status on their perceived 
personal and cultural deficits while neglecting 
institutional responsibility. One manifestation of 
this ideology is resistance to affirmative action 
programs, which are designed to promote racial 
equity in employment and higher education. 
Claims that affirmative action programs are 
unfair to Whites are grounded in beliefs about “a 
level playing field” which deny the enduring 
obstacles that Black and Brown individuals face 
due to historical and current racism.

Racism is manifested at the individual and 
institutional levels. At the individual level, it 
shapes individuals’ beliefs and behaviors in inter-
actions with others. One form of individual rac-
ism is microaggressions, which are subtle 
everyday messages and actions that draw on 
racial stereotypes and colorblind paradigms to 
belittle or marginalize Black and Brown individ-
uals (Sue, 2010). Examples of microaggressions 

include mispronunciation of names or comments 
like, “I’m not a racist. I have Black friends,” or 
telling a Latinx or Asian student how good their 
English is.

At the institutional level, race and racism are 
considered central organizational principles of 
the US society and its power structure. The hier-
archical racial order and its systems of subordi-
nation uphold White dominance and perpetuate 
the marginalization of Black and Brown individ-
uals in our social institutions (Lawrence & 
Keleher, 2004). Individuals who are the top of the 
hierarchy are granted greater opportunities, most 
of their behaviors are rewarded, and their beliefs, 
values, and normative practices are considered 
frames of reference for subordinate groups 
(Bonilla-Silva, 1997). This racial order becomes 
part of all social institutions (e.g., education, 
health care, criminal justice) and it is reflected in 
many aspects of society. As an example, Blacks 
are grossly overrepresented and Whites are 
underrepresented among people incarcerated for 
drug use. As Alexander (2010) showed, Blacks 
and Whites have similar rates of illegal drug use, 
yet the “war on drugs” has largely targeted Black 
communities. For Latinxs, one way in which 
institutional racism is manifested is through the 
criminalization of immigration and its associated 
discourses about the prevalence of criminals 
among, particularly, Latinx immigrants (Ewing 
et al., 2015). Due to current immigration policies, 
undocumented Latinx students face stressors and 
limitations that negatively influence their school 
engagement because their efforts towards social 
and economic upward mobility are interrupted 
(Enriquez, 2017).

�Economic Inequality

National data show that one in ten adults and one 
in five children live in poverty in the United 
States (Semega et al., 2020), which indicates that 
many families face difficulties in meeting their 
basic needs and achieving overall well-being. 
Institutional factors significantly contribute to 
these economic difficulties. For example, the cur-
rent federal minimum wage, which has not 
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increased since 2009, is $7.25, and 42% of work-
ers in the United States make less than $15 per 
hour. While the flow of money received regularly 
(income) is important to support families’ daily 
living, wealth, or the stock of values of one’s 
home, retirement funds, and financial assets, is 
vital for upward mobility. Wealth, which can be 
transmitted across generations, enables families 
to buy a home in a high-performing school dis-
trict, invest in their children’s post-secondary 
education, and weather unforeseen financial 
problems.

Wealth and income inequality have signifi-
cantly increased over time. Income gaps have 
widened since the late 1970s, especially among 
the middle and upper classes. In 2018, house-
holds in the top fifth of the income distribution 
(i.e., those who earned $130,001 or more) accu-
mulated about half of the national income 
(Schaeffer, 2020). The same report showed that 
wealth disparities in the United States have dou-
bled between 1989 and 2016 and those in the bot-
tom 20th percentile of the income distribution 
have no wealth.

A plethora of research demonstrates the nega-
tive consequences of living with economic hard-
ship. For example, students coping with poverty 
are more likely than their affluent counterparts to 
experience food insecurity (i.e., inconsistent food 
intake) and family disruption, including because 
of an incarcerated parent (Turney & Goodsell, 
2018). Poverty is also associated with health 
problems (e.g., poor nutrition, vision problems, 
asthma, and lead poisoning) and inadequate 
access to health care (Voelkl, 2012). Families 
coping with poverty face challenges related to 
eviction, homelessness, residential mobility, and 
poor housing conditions, which negatively 
impacts young people’s academic progress 
(Desmond, 2016). Other emerging evidence 
shows that low-income families tend to live in 
economically impoverished urban neighbor-
hoods that have high levels of exposure to street 
crime and interpersonal violence (Brown, 2016).

Although causes of economic disparities in 
the United States are multifaceted (e.g., due to 
global economic disparities and historical events, 
including the Great Depression and Great 

Migration, deindustrialization, and residential 
changes), the US political economy has very few 
protections for families and youth who are eco-
nomically disadvantaged. Therefore, in addition 
to race and racism, the economy is another sys-
tem of subordination in US society. For example, 
the federal government taxes wages from work at 
a higher rate than income from investments, held 
mainly by the affluent (Saez & Zucman, 2019). 
In this context of economic inequality, social 
institutions perpetuate advantages and opportuni-
ties for families and individuals with greater 
income and wealth than those with fewer finan-
cial resources.

�Intersections of Race and Economic 
Inequalities

Race and poverty often operate in tandem; 
racially minoritized families and youth are over-
represented among those facing economic hard-
ships. Of note, although child poverty (poverty 
among individuals under 18  years old) has 
decreased for all racial groups since 2010, persis-
tent racial disparities are prevalent (e.g., current 
poverty rates are 40% for Native Americans, 26% 
for Blacks, and 21% for Latinxs as compared to 
8% for Whites; Thomas & Fry, 2020). Researchers 
anticipate that these disparities will increase as 
the COVID-19 pandemic has had a dispropor-
tionately negative economic impact on Black and 
Brown communities (Save the Children, 2021).

Further, labor market growth in the United 
States indicates increasingly low-quality 
employment opportunities for minoritized indi-
viduals (Carnevale et al., 2019). There has been 
an increase in the number of poor quality, low-
wage, part-time, and unstable service jobs, 
which are largely occupied by Black and Brown 
workers (Ton, 2020). The number of well-pay-
ing professional jobs has also grown, albeit at a 
far slower pace, and these jobs require increas-
ingly higher levels of educational attainment 
(Katz & Kearney, 2006), excluding many Black 
and Brown workers from low-income back-
grounds (Brown et al., 2005). Relatedly, income 
inequality largely falls along racial lines with 
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Black and Brown individuals being overrepre-
sented among low-wage workers and families 
living in poverty (Massey, 2007). As compared 
to the median White household income of 
$76,507, Black and Latinx household incomes 
are just $46,073 and $56,113, respectively 
(Wilson, 2020). Importantly, racial disparities 
exist at all income and education levels, reflect-
ing the negative impact of racism on even mid-
dle-class, affluent, and college-educated Blacks 
and Latinxs.

In comparison to racial disparities in income, 
those in wealth are even greater. For example, 
the Federal Reserve reports “the typical White 
family has eight times the wealth of the typical 
Black family and five times the wealth of the 
typical Hispanic family” (Bhutta et  al., 2020, 
p. 1). Among Black and Brown adults, starting 
in their twenties, half of the wealth disparities 
are explained by the economic disadvantages of 
their parents (Killewald & Bryan, 2018). For 
many Blacks, in particular, the history of 
enslavement, Jim Crow, educational disenfran-
chisement, as well as enduring employment dis-
crimination (Massey, 2007) have significantly 
contributed to their limited wealth accumula-
tion. For many Latinxs, their concentration in 
unstable jobs that do not provide benefits and 
their larger financial family responsibilities, 
which includes financially supporting family 
members living elsewhere (Hanks et al., 2018), 
are important contributors of their limited 
wealth.

Thus, the multiple ways in which Black and 
Brown individuals are disproportionately repre-
sented at the bottom of the economic distribution 
in the United States impede their ability to move 
up the economic ladder and to overcome the 
negative effects of systemic racism that plague 
our social institutions. As macro-level condi-
tions impact nearly all aspects of US society, 
racism and economic inequality also shape 
schools in ways that pose obstacles to student 
engagement.

�Schools as Micro-Reflections 
of Social Inequalities

Social inequalities at the macro-level lead to mul-
tiple in-school and classroom conditions, over 
which students have no control. In this section, 
we examine five interrelated features of school-
ing––school funding, racial and economic segre-
gation, deficit conceptions of students and their 
families, exclusionary discipline practices, and 
pedagogical approaches. These conditions reflect 
macro social conditions and are indicative of how 
racism and economic inequality contribute to not 
only many of the challenges students face outside 
of schools but also the inequitable conditions 
they experience inside schools, which have a 
direct link to student engagement.

�School Funding

While high-poverty schools serve many students 
with the greatest needs due to their families’ eco-
nomic marginalization, these schools are often 
under-resourced. A recent study by the Education 
Trust found that in many states, districts with a 
large concentration of students facing poverty 
receive inadequate funding, as compared to dis-
tricts with lower poverty (Morgan & Amerikaner, 
2018). This study also found that school funding 
is negatively associated with prevalence of Black 
and Brown students at the district level.

Inequitable school resources are attributable 
to how public schools are financed, largely 
through state funding and local property taxes. 
Schools that serve large numbers of students cop-
ing with poverty are located in districts where 
property tax revenues are lower than schools in 
more affluent areas. This inequity becomes even 
more consequential during state budget crises, 
which often occur. Presently, many states are 
experiencing significant budget shortfalls due to 
lost tax revenue during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has cut into K-12 public school budgets 
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(NCSL, 2021). In addition, Title I funding, which 
provides additional federal money to schools that 
serve a significant number of students from low-
income backgrounds, in many cases, does not 
accomplish its redistributive purpose in ways that 
significantly narrow school funding disparities 
(Snyder et al., 2019).

Through financial neglect, many schools that 
serve large numbers of students coping with pov-
erty, particularly in urban areas, have been 
allowed to deteriorate. For example, a Johns 
Hopkins report on Baltimore City Public Schools 
(BCPS)—a district whose student body is over 
90% Black and Latinx and more than 50% low 
income—reports deplorable physical conditions 
(Sharfstein et  al., 2020). Many classrooms in 
BCPS schools have no heat in the winter and no 
air conditioning in the summer, leaking pipes, 
water fountains contaminated with lead, and bro-
ken toilets. Unfortunately, schools in BCPS are 
not the exception; these conditions are also found 
in other high-poverty urban schools across the 
country (Alonso et al., 2009). The derelict condi-
tions of schools in poor communities of Color, 
which would unlikely be tolerated in White 
middle-class neighborhoods, show how minori-
tized students are often relegated to physical 
school environments that are not conducive of 
academic or social engagement.

Inadequate school funding affects multiple 
aspects of schools’ functioning and limits stu-
dents’ educational opportunities, including their 
engagement. Dilapidated schools have unstable 
teaching staff, affect teacher attendance, and 
cause periodic school closures (Sharfstein et al., 
2020). Deplorable school conditions exacerbate 
students’ medical conditions, such as asthma, 
depress students’ morale, and make them feel 
uncared for. These school conditions often lead 
to chronic absenteeism, difficulty focusing on 
schoolwork, and limited feelings of belonging 
(Schultz, 2008). High-poverty schools also often 
lack high-quality teachers and learning resources 
(e.g., over-crowded classrooms, inadequate num-
bers of books, computers, and internet connec-
tions, and uncertified teachers; Alonso et  al., 
2009). Of course, students are more likely to aca-
demically disengage when they have neither a 

skilled teacher who can make learning meaning-
ful nor the materials needed for high-quality 
instruction. In addition to contributing to out-of-
school challenges and inequitable access to func-
tioning schools, socio-structural racism and 
economic inequality also shape the sociocultural 
practices and interactions of schools in ways that 
further disadvantage these student populations. 
We come back to this point below.

�Racial and Economic School 
Segregation

The separation of students by race and economic 
status in schools and school districts remains a 
stubborn reality. In 1954, Brown v. Board of 
Education and later in 1970, Cisneros v. Corpus 
Christi Independent School District spurred vari-
ous school desegregation efforts for Black and 
Latinx students, respectively (Donato & Hanson, 
2019). But, significant progress in desegregating 
schools through the 1970s slowed when the Court 
ruled, in Milliken v. Bradley, against between-
district desegregation. This lead to the re-
segregation of many schools, separating Black 
and Latinx students into different school districts 
from White and middle-class peers (Orfield et al., 
2014).

Today, desegregation efforts remain stalled by 
related factors. Besides legal setbacks in integra-
tion efforts (Reardon et al., 2012), demographic 
shifts (Fuller et  al., 2019), residential mobility 
patterns (Iceland, 2009), rand recently school-
choice policies (Coughlan, 2018) limit many 
school desegregation efforts. Also, housing and 
zoning policies and real estate markets that push 
a disproportionate number of families coping 
with poverty into isolated and increasingly poor 
areas are other major factors influencing school 
segregation (Massey & Denton, 1993). These 
multiple factors have further enabled White 
middle-class families to place their children in 
schools where there are very few low-income 
Black and Brown students.

Presently, on average, Black and Latinx stu-
dents attend schools that are 70% Black and 
Latinx, and White students attend schools that 
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are nearly 70% White (Frankenberg et al., 2019). 
Similarly, Richards and Stroub (2020) found sig-
nificant and rising economic segregation among 
K-12 schools which was “most severe at the 
extremes of the income distribution, with very 
poor and very affluent students experiencing the 
highest levels of segregation from students in all 
other income quintiles” (p.  17). Further, nearly 
half of Black and Latinx public school students 
attend high-poverty schools—those in which 
more than 75% of students are eligible for free 
and reduced price lunch—as compared to only 
8% of White students (NCES, 2018). Of note, 
district-level segregation is more pronounced 
than school-level segregation (Owens et  al., 
2016), with limited potential for desegregation if 
policymakers do not implement inter-district 
integration practices (Fuller et al., 2021).

Segregation limits educational opportunities 
for many students. At the district level, segrega-
tion is associated with an unequal distribution of 
resources (Owens, 2018). At the school level, 
segregation is associated with fewer effective 
teachers and limited availability of advanced 
placement and college-preparatory courses and 
other instructional resources (Lewis, 2003). 
Some scholars believe desegregating schools will 
provide equitable educational opportunities for 
minoritized students (e.g., Frankenberg et  al., 
2019). However, other researchers challenge the 
assumption that exposure to White or middle-
class students will automatically improve their 
schooling experiences and educational outcomes. 
Scholar caution about the potential loss of stu-
dents’ own linguistic and cultural frames and the 
likelihood they will be stigmatized, relative to the 
dominant group (Borman & Pyne, 2016; Carter, 
2016). Within schools, tracking (separation of 
students by ability in classrooms or groups) is 
also a mechanism that segregates students by 
race and economic status even when minoritized 
students share schools with White students. 
Through tracking, schools often reproduce dis-
parities, further structuring inequities rather than 
yielding learning benefits for minoritized stu-
dents (DeSena & Ansalone, 2009; Oakes, 2005).

�Deficit Conceptions of Students 
and Families

Deficit perspectives of students coping with pov-
erty and Black and Brown students have existed 
in K-12 schools since the inception of public edu-
cation. Through the mid-20th century, Brown 
and, especially, Black students were considered 
intellectually inferior to White students: a per-
ception reinforced by intelligence testing and the 
Eugenics Movement (Tyack, 1974). With Oscar 
Lewis’ (1966) research on Puerto Ricans coping 
with poverty in New  York City and San Juan, 
genetic inferiority explanations of Black and 
Brown students’ relative academic “under-
achievement” gave way to cultural interpreta-
tions, such as the culture of poverty, cultural 
deprivation, and cultural disadvantage. That is, 
students coping with poverty and Black and 
Brown students were not considered inherently 
less capable but hindered by their racial and 
familial cultures, which were seen as not condu-
cive to school success.

By the early 1990s, researchers had developed 
a cultural difference theory to move beyond cul-
tural deprivation perspectives (Banks, 2013). 
Instead of positioning minoritized students as 
inferior, they were considered culturally different 
from White students, with unique norms, beliefs, 
and values. The cultural difference theory encour-
ages teachers to embrace the multiple cultural 
manifestations of minoritized students and utilize 
pedagogical practices that build from their 
strengths. While there has been widespread rhe-
torical and, in some cases, practical adoption of 
the principles of cultural difference theory (e.g., 
culturally relevant teaching), many teachers and 
schools take an assimilationist perspective and 
socialize students based on White middle-class 
norms, values, and expectations and, therefore, 
erase their cultural particularities (Dyke et  al., 
2020). Thus, beliefs in the cultural deprivation 
and intellectual inferiority of minoritized stu-
dents remain a reality in schools, and many edu-
cators still hold deficit perceptions of these 
students and their families (Yosso, 2005).
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Deficit perspectives among educators include 
negative assumptions, biases, and stereotypes 
associated with race, skin color and phenotype, 
English proficiency and accent, poverty, and 
immigration status. There is plenty of evidence 
indicating that many teachers hold deficit per-
spectives of minoritized students in preschool 
and across the K-12 grades (Cochran-Smith, 
2004). For example, in a study where teachers 
were told to identify behavioral problems in a 
video experiment, even though there were none, 
Gilliam et al. (2016) found that caregivers in pre-
school expected more problematic behaviors 
from Black boys than from Black girls and White 
children of both sexes. Oates (2003) showed that 
high school teachers had negative behavioral 
expectations (e.g., for homework completion) of 
Black students when compared to White students 
even after controlling for student covariates 
including previous GPA and test scores. High 
school teachers have also described Black and 
Latinx students’ classroom behaviors (e.g., 
homework completion, attentiveness, disruption) 
less favorably, especially when there was a racial 
mismatch between the teacher and student (Dee, 
2005). Other studies indicate that mainstream 
teachers hold similar deficits thinking about 
emergent bilingual students (e.g., Pettit, 2011). 
Instead of acknowledging the roles that society 
and schools play in perpetuating educational dis-
parities, school personnel often blame minori-
tized students’ “underperformance” on these 
students’ and their families’ perceived deficits.

In many cases, teachers’ and administrators’ 
deficit perspectives are associated with low 
expectations for students (Brown & Rodriguez, 
2017). Lawson and Lawson (2013) point out that 
“students with positive dispositions and/or expec-
tancies toward academic work may have diffi-
culty engaging in academic activity if their 
teacher has low expectations for their learning or 
performance” (p.  454). Also, low expectations 
contribute to the disproportionate number of low-
income students of Color relegated to low aca-
demic tracks and special education classes where 
they are exposed to remedial curriculum that is 
neither intellectually challenging nor engaging 
(Payne & Brown, 2016).

Further, teachers’ racial and cultural biases 
often lead to poor student/teacher relationships; 
caring relationships with school personnel are 
particularly important for Black and Latinx stu-
dents’ academic engagement (Carey, 2020; 
Griffin et al., 2020; Irizarry, 2011). In a study of 
160 predominantly Black and Latinx high school 
students, Fallis and Opotow (2003) found many 
students “were selectively cutting [the] classes” 
(p.  103) in which they had poor relationships 
with teachers. Notably, middle-class teachers of 
Color can also display biases towards low-income 
students of Color (Lynn et  al., 2010), which 
reflects the ubiquity of racism and classism in US 
society.

In addition, teachers often struggle to recog-
nize the diverse assets of minoritized students 
and families. Some teachers believe minoritized 
families lack the competencies and dispositions 
for positive child-rearing (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 
2004) or that they do not care about their chil-
dren’s education (Montoya-Ávila et  al., 2018). 
Yet, in her community cultural wealth frame-
work, Yosso (2005) describes cultural “assets stu-
dents of Color bring with them from their homes 
and communities into the classroom” (p.  70), 
drawn from generational and personal experi-
ences of navigating a racist and classist society. 
As she asserts, school personnel often do not rec-
ognize or disregard these assets rather than capi-
talizing on them to strengthen students’ 
connections to school and academic learning. 
Research also demonstrates that Black and Latinx 
families are highly interested and invested in the 
education of their children (e.g., Cooper, 2009; 
Galindo et al., 2019). Empirical evidence demon-
strates these parents’ strong commitment to sup-
porting learning at home and attending school 
events and activities, especially when they feel 
safe and have positive perceptions of the school 
climate (Jasis & Ordóñez-Jasis, 2004).

�Exclusionary Discipline

Exclusionary discipline refers to a set of beliefs 
and practices that encourages removal of students 
from educational spaces (i.e., classrooms or 
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schools) in response to school personnel’s per-
ceptions of student misbehavior. Mechanisms of 
exclusion include in- and out-of-school suspen-
sions and expulsions as well as school cultures of 
surveillance in which security measures, such as 
body and bag searches, live-feed security cam-
eras, ID card scanning, and metal detectors, are 
ubiquitous (Caton, 2012). Exclusionary disci-
pline practices, in general, significantly increased 
from 1972 to 2012 (Losen & Skiba, 2010), but 
some types of discipline practices (out-of-school 
suspensions and in-school suspensions) have 
decreased in recent years (Harper et  al., 2018). 
Yet, high rates of racial disparity in suspension, 
expulsion, and classroom removal have persisted 
across the P-12 pipeline. Teachers and adminis-
trators continue to widely use exclusionary disci-
pline practices despite overwhelming research 
findings on the deleterious effects they can have 
on youth development (Gregory & Fergus, 2017; 
Perry & Morris, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014a).

Prior research indicates that exclusionary dis-
cipline practices are, in many cases, unfair and a 
source of institutional discrimination. This disci-
plinary approach is disproportionately inflicted 
on students coping with poverty and Black and 
Brown students (Verdugo, 2002). Black students 
are most unfairly targeted and subjected to higher 
rates of exclusionary discipline than other racial/
ethnic groups even after controlling for socio-
economic status and severity of behavioral infrac-
tion (Huang & Cornell, 2018). In 2011–2012, for 
instance, while Black students accounted for 
16% of students enrolled in schools, they made 
up 42% of students receiving multiple out-of-
school suspensions, and 34% of expelled stu-
dents (US Department of Education, 2014). 
During that year, Black male students were sus-
pended at a rate three times higher than their 
White male peers, and Black female students 
were suspended at a rate six times higher than 
White female peers (Crenshaw et  al., 2015). A 
significant racial disproportionality is also 
observed among students with disabilities, where 
Black and Brown students are also overrepre-
sented among students who are suspended or 
expelled (Losen & Martinez, 2013).

Although the reasons for racial disparities in 
discipline practices are multifaceted, correla-
tional evidence indicates that implicit bias 
(unconscious negative attitudes or stereotypes 
associated with a social group) among school 
personnel is a major determinant. Three areas of 
research support this claim: (1) research directly 
analyzing school personnel’s implicit biases and 
associated attitudes and beliefs (e.g., principals’ 
attitudes toward discipline, and teachers’ 
responses to student behavior), (2) research 
focusing on student misbehavior, and (3) research 
examining schools’ demographic influences on 
exclusionary discipline practices (e.g., race and 
economic composition) (Skiba et  al., 2014b; 
Welsh & Little, 2018).

First, Gullo (2017) found that school adminis-
trators with high levels of implicit racial bias, 
measured by the Implicit Associations Test, 
chose more severe disciplinary actions for 
minoritized students than those with less implicit 
bias. Also, principals who favored zero-tolerance 
approaches to discipline (use of severe and exclu-
sionary sanctions to specific misbehaviors) over-
see schools with higher rates of suspension and 
expulsion than their counterparts who favor more 
inclusive approaches (Heilbrun et  al., 2015). 
Similarly, Gregory and Mosely (2004) docu-
mented how teachers’ approaches to discipline 
can be rooted in cultural deficit and colorblind 
paradigms. In this qualitative study, less than 
10% of teachers considered how issues of race 
and racism affected their beliefs and practices.

Second, many scholars have cast doubt on stu-
dent behavior as an explanatory factor in exclu-
sionary discipline disparities by race and 
economic status (Anyon et al., 2014). Research 
demonstrates that Black students often receive 
discipline referrals for vaguer, more ill-defined, 
and more subjectively assessed than White stu-
dents (Smolkowski et al., 2016). For instance, in 
a study on racial disparities in school discipline, 
Skiba et  al. (2002) found Black students were 
more likely than White students to be sent to the 
principal’s office for “disrespect,” “excessive 
noise,” “threat,” and “loitering”––behaviors that 
are subjectively assessed, difficult to prove, and 
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subject to school staff members’ interpretations. 
In contrast, White students were more often 
referred for “an objective event... that leaves a 
permanent product” (p.  334), such as smoking, 
leaving school without permission, vandalism, 
and obscene language. Butler-Barnes and col-
leagues (2015) documented similarly ambiguous 
reasoning (e.g., “disobedience” “disruptive 
behavior”) in referrals of Black girls for out-of-
school suspensions in a state where they 
accounted for 16% of enrollment, but 48% of 
suspensions.

A third group of studies shows the prevalence 
of exclusionary discipline practices is associated 
with school attributes. Skiba et al. (2014b) found 
that the most significant predictor of out-of-
school suspensions was the racial composition of 
the student body, specifically the percentage of 
Black students. Percentage of Black students was 
not only positively associated with out-of-school 
suspensions but also with the likelihood of school 
personnel using more extreme forms of exclu-
sion. Together, the three bodies of research dem-
onstrate that educators’ biased perceptions of 
student behavior significantly contribute to racial 
disparities in school discipline.

Removing students from schools often results 
in academic obstacles produced by lost instruc-
tional time, a fragmented experience of curricu-
lum, and fractured student–teacher relationships 
(Brown, 2007). For example, in Balfanz and col-
leagues’ (2014) longitudinal study, suspension 
accounted for 40% of the total number of student 
absences. Accumulation of lost instructional time 
can lead to feeling overwhelmed by the need to 
catch up on missed coursework (Kennedy-Lewis 
& Murphy, 2016), grade retention, decreased 
likelihood of high school graduation (Chu & 
Ready, 2018; Losen, 2015), and an increased risk 
of involvement with the justice system (Skiba 
et al., 2014a). Moreover, students’ perceptions of 
unjust and unequal treatment from their teachers 
and administrators can negatively impact their 
feelings of connectedness to school. As an exam-
ple, in a qualitative study about school factors 
that influence Latinx students to leave high 
school, a participant share:

With Latinos everything is gang related…I walked 
into one of my English classes and I just had a 
sweater and I just sat down and put my head down 
and the teacher actually, she called the school 
police thinking that I was going to shoot up the 
school only because I had my hoodie up and I put 
my hands down (p. 29, Luna & Revilla, 2013).

As evident from the previous quote, minoritized 
students can feel negatively judged and labeled as 
“troublemakers.” Such feelings have detrimental 
implications for student engagement.

�Pedagogical Approaches

Learning is conceptualized as the product of 
social interactions between students and teachers 
and among students, and it is influenced by class-
room members’ understandings and practices. 
Learning requires that students are actively 
involved in the creation of knowledge through 
exchanges with others including teachers and 
peers. This conceptualization of learning is in 
contradiction with traditional, teacher-centered, 
or “banking” (Freire, 1972) approaches to teach-
ing in which young people––especially Black 
and Brown youth––have been seen as incapable 
of guiding their own learning. Thus, many schol-
ars are calling for a commitment to move away 
from instruction that reflects deficit perspectives 
and towards student-centered pedagogical prac-
tices that promote educational equity and social 
justice.

There are diverse pedagogical approaches that 
place students at the center of instructional pro-
cesses and take an asset-based approach (e.g., 
culturally relevant pedagogy, culturally respon-
sive pedagogy, and humanizing pedagogies). 
Although there are differences across these 
approaches, all of them elevate the importance of 
enhancing students’ content knowledge and 
higher-order critical thinking skills while at the 
same time strengthening their academic identity 
and overall well-being and prioritizing their 
sense of belonging to their own racial and cul-
tural groups (Milner, 2006). These pedagogical 
approaches acknowledge the cultural experiences 
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of minoritized students and their communities’ 
ways of being. In the classroom, teachers reframe 
curricula to incorporate diverse students’ cultural 
understandings (e.g., discourse conventions and 
social norms) to make academic content more 
meaningful, validate students’ differences, and 
facilitate cultural competence. This pedagogical 
approach also empowers students to take charge 
of their learning and positions them as active 
learners in exploring, discussing, and experienc-
ing academic content and becoming creators 
rather than mere consumers of knowledge 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012).

Unfortunately, many teachers, across K-12 
schools, struggle to provide minoritized students 
with high-quality learning opportunities. In par-
ticular, students coping with poverty and Black 
and Brown students disproportionately experi-
ence low-quality teaching, remedial instruction, 
and poor relationships with teachers (e.g., 
Blanchett, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Milner, 
2010). Research by Morton and Riegle-Crumb 
(2020) shows that teachers spend less time on 
algebra and advanced content, such as geometry, 
in predominantly Black schools (60% or more of 
the school is Black) than in predominantly White 
schools. Also, Shores, Kim, and Still (2020) 
showed pronounced racial inequalities in access 
to gifted and talented programs and advanced 
placement (AP) courses. Further, Umansky’s 
(2016) longitudinal study of middle school stu-
dents in California found that students classified 
as English Language Learners are overrepre-
sented in lower level and remedial courses, 
underrepresented in upper level (e.g., honors, 
gifted and talented, AP courses) classes, and are 
excluded from core academic courses, especially 
English language arts.

In many classrooms, minoritized students are 
not exposed to teaching practices and curricula 
that reflect their cultures, languages, racial/ethnic 
group experiences, and everyday lives. In many 
cases the schools’ curricula, normative practices, 
and cultures reflect White (and middle-class) 
preferences, perspectives, norms, and values. In 
her seminal book, “Other People’s Children,” 
Delpit (2006) describes this as “The clash 
between school culture and home culture” 

(p.  167). When students perceive schooling as 
culturally irrelevant, dismissive, or disparaging, 
they are more likely to academically disengaged, 
which is manifested in behaviors such as irregu-
lar school attendance or limited homework com-
pletion (Paris & Alim, 2017). For Latinx students, 
most of whom are multilingual learners, this 
clash is also manifested around the use of home 
language in the classroom, which enhances these 
students’ learning, academic confidence levels, 
and sense of belonging in school. Consequently, 
classroom policies and practices that prevent 
multilingual learners from speaking in their home 
languages signal that their languages are antithet-
ical to learning (Brown et  al., 2012) and deny 
them opportunities for diverse  social and aca-
demic engagement.

The racial make-up of the K-12 educator 
workforce, which is predominantly White, is also 
related to the inadequate instruction that many 
students coping with poverty and Black and 
Brown students receive in the classroom. 
Presently, 79% of K-12 public school teachers 
are White (Taie & Goldring, 2020), while racially 
minoritized students make up more than half of 
the student population. The problem of teacher 
diversity is multifaceted, although it has been 
linked to historical and contemporary racism. 
When Black schools in the South were desegre-
gated in the 1950s–1970s, the Black teaching 
force was decimated; few Black teachers were 
hired in the newly desegregated schools (Milner 
& Howard, 2004). At the time, de facto segre-
gated Black and Latinx schools in non-Southern 
regions already had mostly White teachers 
(MacDonald, 2004; Oakley et  al., 2009). These 
conditions, which foreground the predominantly 
White teaching force of today, were designed to 
maintain White dominance in the K-12 labor 
market and appease racist Whites who did not 
want teachers of Color to teach White children.

Of note, scholars do not automatically equate 
having Black or Brown teachers with academic 
success among minoritized students. However, 
when students and teachers have similar cultural 
backgrounds, it enhances the odds that Black and 
Brown students will be exposed to educational 
environments that speak to and nurture their 
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identities and lived experiences as racialized 
young persons. The current racial “mismatch” 
between the K-12 teaching force and student 
body negatively impacts student engagement in a 
variety of ways. First, many White middle-class 
teachers “lack cultural competencies” (Brown & 
Rodriguez, 2017 p. 75) and do not practice the 
culturally responsive and sustaining approaches 
found to be successful among students most 
likely to become academically disengaged. 
Teachers of Color, who are in short supply, are 
more likely to employ these practices (Souto-
Manning & Emdin, 2020).

Secondly, the underrepresentation of teachers 
of Color, who are often able to connect with and 
relate to minoritized students and their families 
(Kohli, 2018; Neason, 2014), negatively impacts 
student engagement. For example, research indi-
cates that non-White students, especially boys, 
are less likely to be absent and suspended from 
school when they have a teacher from the same 
racial/ethnic background (Holt & Gershenson, 
2019). Further, a John Hopkins study found,

Having at least one black teacher in third through 
fifth grades reduced a black student’s probability 
of dropping out of school by 29 percent... For very 
low-income black boys, the results are even 
greater – their chance of dropping out fell 39 per-
cent (Rosen, 2017, p. 2).

These findings point to not only the positive 
effect of teachers of Color on student engage-
ment among minoritized students but also how 
“non-White students, and particularly non-White 
males are disproportionately harmed” (Holt & 
Gershenson, 2019, p.  1087) by having White 
teachers due, in part, to their racial biases.

�Informing Policy and Practice

Student engagement, as a malleable factor, has 
been the focus of interdisciplinary research in 
recent years. Given the positive links between 
conventional indicators of engagement and aca-
demic success, researchers have sought to under-
stand the factors shaping student engagement and 
to evaluate interventions designed to enhance it. 
Many of these interventions focus on generating 

changes at the individual level; others focus on 
the immediate school context by examining stu-
dents’ relationships with teachers and peers. 
Individual-level strategies, such as strengthening 
teacher–student relationships and reinforcing 
engagement behaviors with positive rewards, are 
important to enhance student engagement 
(Irizarry & Brown, 2014; Paris & Alim, 2017). 
Such targeted approaches may be particularly 
useful for students who have adult responsibili-
ties (e.g., are parents or have financial obligations 
in their families) or for those who do not see their 
schooling experiences as valuable to their futures.

However, these individual-level approaches 
alone will not generate long-term, significant 
improvements to or eradicate student engage-
ment disparities. Instead, we must pay attention 
to inequalities at the macro-level social context 
and recognize the central role that race and rac-
ism, and economic inequities play in shaping stu-
dent engagement (Goodman & Fine, 2018), and 
the multiple ways in which these inequities are 
reflected in school processes through funding, 
segregation, exclusionary disciplines, deficit con-
ceptions, and instructional pedagogies. Each of 
these schooling dimensions portray the damaging 
ways macro social inequities impact the daily 
experiences of students coping with poverty and 
Black and Brown students.

This chapter is an invitation to reconceptual-
ize the scope of student engagement research and 
a call for an equity-oriented approach to studying 
minoritized students’ engagement. Students’ 
forms of and potential for school engagement can 
be discounted and even discouraged because of 
the daily struggles that students face in society 
and schools. Without denying the commensura-
ble role that the social and micro contexts have 
on student engagement, we offer considerations 
for developing school strategies to improve stu-
dent engagement.

�Equity-Oriented Approaches

As Ladson-Billings (1995) argued more than 
25  years ago, social institutions, including 
schools, must acknowledge the cumulative and 
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dehumanizing multiple injustices that students 
coping with poverty and Black and Brown stu-
dents face. Educators must recognize the histori-
cal and present forms of discrimination, move 
beyond centering White middle-class’ norms, 
expectations, and behaviors, and combat injus-
tice and unequal power structures within schools. 
An equity-oriented approach to student engage-
ment starts by acknowledging the need to build 
trust between educators and students and their 
families. Part of this trust-building endeavor will 
require attention to the racial literacy of school 
personnel, who must continuously reflect on their 
own (lack of) knowledge of race and how it func-
tions on the interpersonal and institutional levels 
(Young, 2011), without charging minoritized stu-
dents and communities with the responsibility to 
be their teachers in this regard. A true commit-
ment to building trusting relationships––inten-
tional and sustained practices––is necessary to 
diminish minoritized students’ and families’ 
apprehension of schools as mainstream institu-
tions that perpetuate the US history of racial and 
economic oppression and discrimination.

Because many school practices are rooted in 
deficit conceptions of Black and Brown students, 
schools must embrace the knowledge and experi-
ences of minoritized students and recognize that 
their racial and cultural backgrounds influence 
the ways they experience schools (Arzubiaga 
et  al., 2008). Therefore, students’ perspectives 
must guide the development and implementation 
of school-based efforts to support their engage-
ment. Moreover, a true equity-oriented approach 
requires decision-making about school discipline 
that abides by Milner’s (2020) distinction 
between punishment and discipline; whereas 
punishment excludes and isolates, discipline 
focuses on providing multiple opportunities for 
students to feel successful.

�Whole School Reform Strategy

Given the diverse nature of student engagement 
and the ways school conditions reflect social 
inequities, it is important to utilize a multidimen-
sional strategy to generate a major cultural shift 

in schools. Although the specific configuration of 
reform may vary depending on particular schools’ 
and students’ needs and struggles, equity-
oriented goals and processes must be placed at 
the center of this effort. Also, the school leader-
ship team must create expectations and condi-
tions to facilitate buy-in from all school personnel 
and develop the structures and practices needed 
to monitor progress. Besides offering supportive 
programs and services, this cultural change 
should be reflected in an inclusive school climate, 
a commitment to affirm all students, and mutu-
ally respectful relationships among students, 
families, and school personnel.

�Emphasis on Promoting 
and Protective Factors

It is important to acknowledge the many cases in 
which minoritized students have been academi-
cally successful in the face of multiple institu-
tional obstacles. Researchers advocating a 
strengths-based approach, in contrast to deficit-
oriented perceptions of students, have identified 
the salience of the “promoting” (e.g., benefitting 
student engagement directly) and “protecting” 
(e.g., serving as a buffer for contextual negative 
influences) roles that schools can play in influ-
encing educational outcomes, including student 
engagement. Although scholars are in the process 
of developing a cohesive conceptual framework 
of promoting and protecting factors, research has 
identified key attributes that could benefit the 
engagement of minoritized students. These fac-
tors include a positive racial school climate 
(Griffin et al., 2020) and caring relations between 
and among teachers and students (Wittrup et al., 
2019) affirming students’ cultural pride and self-
efficacy (Butler-Barnes et  al., 2013), among 
others.

�Elevating the Role of Teachers

Given the critical role teachers play in the suc-
cessful implementation of any educational 
reform, it is an imperative to improve the recruit-
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ment of minoritized teachers and provide all 
teachers the required professional development 
to support improvement efforts. Given rising col-
lege costs and teachers’ low salaries, as com-
pared to other professionals, teaching is an 
impractical career choice for many Black and 
Brown people (Gold, 2020), who are overrepre-
sented among those with low incomes. Further, 
racism in teacher education programs deters indi-
viduals of Color from pursuing teaching careers 
and, in K-12 schools, leads to attrition among 
teachers of Color (Kohli, 2018; Neason, 2014). 
Explicit efforts need to be implemented to diver-
sify the teaching profession.

In addition, professional development can 
provide teachers and principals with alternative 
ways of understanding and addressing underly-
ing impetuses for student engagement. 
Specifically, professional development initiatives 
need to address teacher racial literacy, or the abil-
ity to read race in its historical, structural, and 
interpersonal dimensions (Guinier, 2004). These 
initiatives need to move beyond conceptions of 
race as a matter of interpersonal prejudice to see 
how institutional racism shapes the experiences 
of Black and Brown students (Young, 2011). This 
professional development also needs to combat 
“raceless pedagogies” (Ladson-Billings, 2003) 
rooted in colorblind paradigms if they are to be 
truly impactful in facilitating students’ opportu-
nities to develop multiple and positive identities.

�Conclusion

To gain a more robust understanding of student 
engagement and the multiple roles schools play 
in perpetuating or ameliorating disparities, 
research must consider the direct and indirect 
influences of societal macro-level conditions 
(race and racism, and economic inequality) on 
student engagement. It is also important to exam-
ine the multiple inequities—school funding, 
racial and economic segregation, deficit concep-
tions of students and their families, disciplinary 
practices, and pedagogical approaches––through 
which macro social conditions are reflected in 
schools. In this chapter, we propose an equity-
oriented conceptualization of student engage-

ment that centers race and racism, and economic 
inequities as key factors. Moving away from con-
ceptions of student engagement as an individual 
problem, we acknowledge its multiple social 
dimensions. Equally relevant, we argue that poli-
cies and practices that are responsive to students’ 
multiple needs and struggles are the best approach 
to reduce student disengagement. In doing so, we 
hope to promote meaningful schooling experi-
ences, positive learning outcomes, and overall 
well-being for all students and specifically for 
minoritized students.
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on Achievement Motivation 
and Student Engagement
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and Hannah J. Puttre

Abstract

Underachievement and school disengagement 
have serious consequences, both at an indi-
vidual and societal level. In this chapter, we 
adopt a strength-based perspective to examine 
the multiple ways in which parents foster 
achievement motivation and student engage-
ment. Our theoretical orientation is grounded 
in Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological sys-
tems theory, in which the child is situated at 
the center of increasingly distal and intercon-
nected 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, particu-
larly among low-income families, differen-
tially influence parents’ educational 
socialization strategies, and how these come 
to affect children’s developing achievement-
related beliefs and behaviors. We examine 
several theoretical 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 then share 
several models of innovative programs that 
have experienced success in creating authentic 
partnerships between parents, children, 
schools, and communities towards the goal of 
fostering achievement and student 
engagement.

�The Role of Parents in Student 
Motivation and Engagement

Student disengagement is reported to be perva-
sive, both nationally and internationally. The 
Program for International Student Assessment 
survey evaluated 540,000 15-year-old students 
from 72 countries and found that over one in 
every four students felt disaffected from school, 
and the same proportion skipped at least one 
class over a 2-week period [Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD), 2016]. Overall, student disengagement 
tends to worsen as students advance in the school 
system (Lam et  al., 2015), a trend that can be 
more severe for males, students of color, and low-
income students (Martin et  al., 2015). Student 
engagement has been conceptualized variably by 
numerous researchers, but recently conceptual-
ized as a multidimensional phenomenon with 
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behavioral (e.g., participation and completion of 
learning activities), cognitive (e.g., cognitive and 
self-regulatory strategies in the learning process), 
and emotional (affective and reactive experience 
in learning activities) aspects (Fredericks et  al., 
2004). Prior research has demonstrated that stu-
dent engagement is integral to learning and reten-
tion (Shernoff, 2013). As documented by a recent 
meta-analysis (Lei et al., 2018), there is clear evi-
dence that student engagement is one of the most 
robust predictors of academic achievement. 
Furthermore, underachievement and school dis-
engagement can have serious consequences, 
including school dropout and related problems, 
such as unemployment, underemployment, and 
poverty. School dropouts are more likely to be 
unemployed, earn low wages, suffer from health 
problems, face poverty and social exclusion, rely 
heavily on public services, and become incarcer-
ated during their lifetime as compared to students 
who graduate (Lei et  al., 2018; Rumberger, 
2011).

Such problems are intensified for students 
who live in poverty. Among children under 
18 years of age, approximately one in five in the 
United States lives in poverty, and 39% of chil-
dren live in low-income households. In 2017, 
more than half of Black and Hispanic children 
lived in low-income families (Child Trends, 
2019). Students from low socioeconomic com-
munities face significant educational challenges, 
such as schools of lower quality and higher 
teacher turnover compared to students from 
higher socioeconomic communities (Simon & 
Johnson, 2015). Children in such schools are 
more likely to be held back one or more grades 
and experience higher rates of suspension and 
school dropout (Duncan & Murnane, 2014). 
Living in poverty is also negatively associated 
with children’s cognitive, physical, and social 
development, which presents challenges to aca-
demic skill and social-emotional development 
(Aber et al., 2012). Such challenges were exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced 
the closures of schools across the U.S. in March, 
2020. Vast inequality in access to remote learning 
resources in urban and rural communities left 
children with little contact with their teachers, 

fueling disengagement with school over this time 
period (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2021). The combined 
effects of school closures and inequality in 
accessing remote learning have been projected to 
lead to significant learning loss (Kuhfeld et  al., 
2020).

Although the mechanisms underlying these 
challenges are not well understood, most research 
evidence places parents in a central role 
(Shonkoff, 2017). Children in poverty are more 
likely to live in single-parent, female-headed 
households (43%) than two-parent families (9%), 
and are more likely to have a parent with low 
educational attainment than children from more 
affluent communities (Pew Research Center, 
2015). Financial and other life challenges can 
also lead to inconsistencies in the quality of 
childcare critical for the well-being of children, 
with parenting practices accounting for up to 
50% of the variance in children’s cognitive and 
academic abilities (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993).

As children’s first and primary guides through 
their schooling experiences, parents can also 
serve to greatly buffer risk factors for disengage-
ment and low achievement. The achievement-
related beliefs and behaviors of parents can have 
a profound influence on how children come to 
perceive their intellectual abilities and the value 
of learning and education (Eccles et  al., 2006). 
There are a variety of ways in which parental 
socialization beliefs and practices can foster chil-
dren’s achievement motivation and beliefs about 
learning, resulting in persistence, diligence, and 
other educational assets. Thus, it is important to 
better understand how parents, in collaboration 
with their children and their children’s teachers, 
schools, and communities, can work to support 
school achievement and engagement.

In this chapter, we adopt a strength-based per-
spective to examine the multiple ways in which 
parents foster achievement motivation and stu-
dent engagement. Our theoretical orientation 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 influence, from family and 
school to community and societal institutions. 
Given the increasingly diverse composition of 
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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 influ-
ence parents’ educational socialization strategies, 
and how culturally informed strategies come to 
positively affect children’s developing 
achievement-related beliefs and behaviors 
(Rogoff et al., 2017).

In this chapter, we explore similar questions to 
those we have investigated in our own research 
(Bempechat, 2000; Shernoff & Schmidt, 2008): 
What are the learning beliefs, dispositions, and 
emotions that characterize achievement motiva-
tion and student engagement among low-income 
and racial/ethnic minority students? What are the 
primary influences on the motivation and engage-
ment of such students? Importantly, to what 
extent may parental involvement and other 
family-related variables influence students’ moti-
vation and engagement with school learning and 
achievement? Finally, what is the role of culture 
in influencing educational socialization practices, 
and what differences in parental influences and 
socialization strategies exist among students 
from different cultures? We will herein examine 
several theoretical models of engagement and 
motivation and highlight 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 creating authentic part-
nerships between parents, children, schools, and 
communities towards the goal of fostering 
achievement and school engagement.

�Theoretical Perspective 
on Motivation and Engagement

Referring to students’ “active participation in 
academic or cocurricular or school-related activi-
ties, and commitment to educational goals and 
learning” (Christenson et al., 2012, p. 817), stu-
dent engagement involves behaviors, cognitions, 
and emotions and encompasses effort and persis-
tence in school work (Fredericks et  al., 2004). 
Engagement and motivation to learn are highly 

related and overlapping concepts, having many 
commonalities as measurable constructs (see 
Fig. 1). However, motivation has been tradition-
ally viewed as a psychological construct and thus 
the property of an individual. Engagement, even 
in its common definition, refers to an emotional 
involvement, experiential intensity, or commit-
ment to an object or goal and thus characterizes a 
relationship or interaction between an individual 
and object of engagement in the environment. It 
can refer to one’s temporal involvement or inter-
actions with activities and social partners in the 
immediate environments, as well as a more sus-
tained relationship, as with continuing engage-
ment in the process of schooling or a domain of 
interest. Engagement is increasingly recognized 
to be a complex, latent construct involving both 
overt, observable, non-psychological events (e.g., 
attending class), unobservable psychological 
events (e.g., “investment” in learning), and posi-
tive emotions (e.g., enjoyment and interest) 
(Appleton et al., 2008). It is presumed to encom-
pass actions and behaviors, effort, as well as 
ambient emotional states.

Both motivation and engagement have been 
conceptualized as a personal trait and context-
varying psychological state (Fredericks et  al., 
2004). We find 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 (Mitchell, 1993). We characterize moti-
vation as a more global set of personal orienta-
tions that influence how students approach school 
work, learning, and achievement.

�Conceptualizing Engagement

Many studies rely on observer ratings of engage-
ment, but as a latent and multidimensional con-
struct, engagement may not always be an 
observable characteristic. In addition, behaviors 
rated high on engagement by observers may rep-
resent only compliance to authority figures or 
“going through the motions” characteristic of 
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Motivation

Substantive/Deep
Engagement

Flow

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. 1  Conceptual 
model of the interaction 
between deep 
engagement and 
motivation, with 
associated short-term 
and long-term outcomes

procedural engagement (i.e., superficial forms of 
behavioral engagement). This contrasts with sub-
stantive engagement characterized by deep pro-
cessing and intrinsic motivation (i.e., deep 
cognitive engagement and activated emotional 
engagement) (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991). For 
purposes of identifying students who are aca-
demically resilient, we are interested in identify-
ing engagement that is more substantive and less 
procedural, because substantive engagement is 
likely to be more strongly related to motivational 
orientations and educational attitudes that are 
transferrable into higher levels of academic per-
formance (See Fig. 1). We believe that when stu-
dents are substantively engaged in learning, the 

psychological state can be characterized as flow 
experiences, or deep absorption in an activity that 
is intrinsically interesting and enjoyable 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Based on flow theory, we have found it useful 
to define and operationalize engagement in edu-
cational contexts as the simultaneous experience 
of concentration, interest, and enjoyment in the 
task at hand (Shernoff, 2013). In the schooling 
context, student engagement conceptualized in 
this manner can be promoted by environmental 
complexity, or the simultaneous combination of 
environmental challenge (e.g., instructional rele-
vance, clear goals) and environmental support 
(e.g., motivational support, performance feed-
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back, positive relationships) (Shernoff et  al., 
2016; Shernoff et al., 2017).

�Conceptualizing Motivation

In Hidi and Renninger’s (2006) four-phase model 
of interest development, early interest in a topic 
is often facilitated by situational factors, but as 
value in the activity or topic deepens, interest 
becomes an enduring and sustained trait of the 
individual. Similarly, engagement with learning 
activities can have a cumulative and compound-
ing result, developing into more general motiva-
tional orientations and proclivities. Not all 
instances of motivation, such as motivation to 
obtain a reward or other forms of extrinsic moti-
vation, are developed this way, however. We are 
particularly interested in motivational orienta-
tions that support learning and school achieve-
ment, or achievement motivation. Broadly 
speaking, achievement motivation consists of a 
constellation of beliefs influencing patterns of 
school achievement, including expectations and 
standards for performance, value placed on learn-
ing, and competence-related beliefs (Schunk 
et al., 2014). Research in achievement motivation 
has been located within a social-cognitive frame-
work (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). That is, 
achievement-related beliefs are seen as influ-
enced by the ways in which students co-construct 
meaning from school-related experiences with 
influential adults and peers. These experiences 
may include feedback from parents and teachers, 
academic-related interactions with peers, motiva-
tional and affective responses to success and fail-
ure, and placement within school structures 
through ability grouping and tracking. As 
reviewed below, evidence-based interventions 
have demonstrated that children and their parents 
can successfully learn to adopt and transmit 
adaptive achievement-related beliefs.

While a review of achievement motivation 
theories is beyond the scope of this chapter, we 

highlight in our review below theories that are 
particularly useful in helping to understand the 
ways in which parents can foster achievement-
related beliefs and behaviors.

�Goal Theory and Theories 
of Intelligence
Goal theory and theories of intelligence are 
focused on competence-related beliefs. Early 
goal theory research focused on two achieve-
ment goal orientations—mastery and perfor-
mance— that students adopt about the nature 
and purpose of learning (Bardach et al., 2020). 
Mastery goals are conceptualized as the desire 
to attain knowledge and understanding, imply-
ing a positive form of motivation. As illustrated 
in Fig. 1, this motivational pattern can be main-
tained over time both in the short term and in the 
long term (Weiner, 1979), underscoring the 
quality of involvement and a continued commit-
ment to learning (Paris & Winograd, 1990; 
Pelletier et  al., 1995; Pintrich & De Groot, 
1990). An impressive body of research has dem-
onstrated that individuals with mastery goals 
perform better, have more positive affect and 
self-efficacy beliefs, are more persistent in the 
face of difficulty, prefer challenging over easy 
tasks, continue their interests as they make 
choices to enroll in college courses, and are oth-
erwise better oriented towards learning (Ames, 
1992; Brophy, 1983; Elliot et  al., 2011; 
Hulleman et  al., 2008; Meece et  al., 1988; 
Nicholls, 1989). In contrast, performance goals 
represent a desire to appear competent (a perfor-
mance-approach orientation), or at least to avoid 
appearing incompetent (a performance-
avoidance orientation) (Elliot et al., 2015).

Implicit theories of intelligence, or mindsets, 
speak to two primary conceptions of ability as 
either fixed or malleable (Dweck & Molden, 
2017). A variety of studies across different meth-
ods has established that a fixed mindset is associ-
ated with the view that intelligence is stable, 
uncontrollable, limited, and limiting. Research 
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has shown that students who adhere to this view 
of ability tend to be primarily concerned with 
demonstrating competence or avoiding appearing 
incompetent; their focus is on the perceived prod-
uct of school  learning—grades. They view mis-
takes as an inherent condemnation of their 
abilities. In contrast, a growth mindset is associ-
ated with the belief that intelligence is malleable, 
unlimited, and can grow with effort. Students 
who endorse this view of learning are primarily 
concerned with increasing skills and knowledge, 
even at the risk of making mistakes or looking 
confused at times. Their focus is on the process 
of learning, and thus they tend to adopt mastery 
goals and embrace challenging tasks as opportu-
nities for expanding their knowledge. Consistent 
with these tendencies, a growth mindset is asso-
ciated with higher performance in school 
(Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017).

It is not surprising that parents play a key role 
in socializing their children’s beliefs about intel-
ligence. Researchers have conducted elegant 
studies in which they observed parents providing 
feedback to their children on school-related tasks. 
Findings have revealed differential learning 
belief outcomes depending on whether the pre-
ponderance of parents’ feedback was person-
oriented (i.e., focused on their child’s ability and 
outcomes) or process-oriented (i.e., focused on 
the process of effortful learning). For example, 
process praise used by parents of children 
between 1 and 3 years of age predicted a stronger 
growth mindset and mastery-oriented beliefs for 
learning (e.g., value on effort) 4–5 years later 
than did person-oriented feedback (Gunderson 
et al., 2013).

Somewhat counterintuitively, it is not parents’ 
own mindsets that predict children’s mindsets, 
but rather how parents ascribe meaning to failure 
in general. Researchers have shown that parents 
who believed failure to be hurtful and an outcome 
to be avoided expressed anxiety and concern in 
the face of their children’s struggles, fostering a 
fixed mindset in their children. In contrast, par-
ents who viewed failure as a learning opportunity 
presented their children with strategies for man-
aging their challenge, fostering a growth mind-
set. Importantly, varied interventions across 

subjects have been shown to be very successful in 
promoting a growth mindset both in the short 
term and the long term (Haimovitz & Dweck, 
2017).

�Situated Expectancy- Value Theory
Situated expectancy-value theory has been an 
especially useful framework for understanding 
students’ interest and persistence in learning. This 
theory proposes that students’ achievement beliefs 
and behaviors are jointly determined by the 
expectancy they have for success and the value 
they place on learning (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; 
see also Gladstone, Wigfield, & Eccles, chapter 
“Situated Expectancy Value Theory, Dimensions 
of Engagement, and Academic Outcomes”, this 
volume). Eccles and Wigfield (2020) recently 
updated their model by adding “situated” to the 
name of the theory, highlighting the cultural 
beliefs, values, and situations that influence indi-
viduals’ goals and task choices (Eccles & 
Wigfield, 2020). Students’ expectancies for suc-
cess across domains are strong predictors of their 
performance (Guo et al., 2015; Nagengast et al., 
2013). Value on learning itself is multifaceted. 
Students may value doing well in school for per-
sonal reasons (attainment value); for the inherent 
interest and the pure enjoyment that comes from 
learning or performing certain tasks (intrinsic 
value); and/or for the way it relates to current or 
future goals, such as wanting to please parents or 
completing a course prerequisite (utility value). 
Students also consider the cost value of engaging 
in a task, as when the task in question induces 
anxiety (emotional cost) or when time devoted to 
the task entails sacrificing time for more pleasur-
able activities (opportunity cost).

�Self-Determination Theory
With roots in Robert White’s (1959) concept of 
effectance motivation (i.e., the desire to develop 
personal mastery), Ryan and Deci’s (2017) self-
determination theory (SDT)  offers a powerful 
lens through which we can understand motiva-
tion for learning. In this framework, motivation is 
undergirded by the fulfillment of three psycho-
logical needs—the need for competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness. Individuals’ inherent need 
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for competence leads them to seek fulfilling 
experiences, and to experience mastery as intrin-
sically rewarding. At the same time, individuals 
have a strong need to feel agentic—that that they 
are in control of their actions and not coerced by 
external factors, such as punishments, rewards, or 
social expectations. With respect to relatedness, 
SDT suggests that we all have an inherent need to 
feel connected and supported by others in learn-
ing contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2020). As we show 
further on, parent involvement that is warm and 
supportive of autonomy fosters competence 
beliefs and engagement. Importantly, parents can 
be shown how to support autonomy 
successfully.

In this regard, we see a strong connection 
between studies in which researchers have 
coached parents on ways to foster adaptive learn-
ing beliefs and behaviors, and studies of parent 
involvement that have examined how schools can 
strengthen the home–school connection (e.g., 
Epstein, 1995; Reschly & Christenson, 2009). 
Supporting children with their schoolwork and 
general academic socialization (e.g., high expec-
tations) are two of three primary components that 
comprise parent involvement (school-based 
involvement, such as attending parent–teacher 
nights, is the third component; Hill & Tyson, 
2009).

�Considering Sociodemographic 
Factors in Motivation

Most research on academic motivation has been 
conducted on White middle-class students, and 
scholars are increasingly concerned that the field 
has not fully considered how motivational factors 
influence the learning of sociodemographically 
diverse students (Urdan & Bruchmann, 2018; 
Usher, 2018). As an example, Gray et al. (2018) 
have observed that while relatedness is an inte-
gral component of numerous theories of motiva-
tion, such as self-determination theory, research 
often does not take into consideration the fact 
that the school and its agents foster a sense of 
relatedness that is experienced differently by 
diverse groups of students (Gray et al., 2018). For 

example, at an interpersonal or relationship level, 
racialized tracking, through which low-income 
students of color are held to lower achievement 
standards by teachers than their White peers, 
threatens students’ sense of belonging (Francis & 
Darity, 2021). At an instructional level, “color-
blind” pedagogy has been criticized as it perpetu-
ates social inequities (Gray et al., 2018). Finally, 
at the institutional level, zero-tolerance and puni-
tive discipline policies disproportionally target 
non-White students (American Psychological 
Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). 
We expect that greater awareness of this research 
disparity, such as that evidenced in a recent spe-
cial issue of Educational Psychologist (Zusho & 
Kumar, 2018), will foster research agendas that 
are more focused on the educational experiences 
of sociodemographically diverse students and 
how these experiences exert their influence on 
motivation for learning.

�Ecological Theory as Guidepost

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 influence in child development 
served to highlight a widely accepted organizing 
principle of development: individuals do not 
evolve in a vacuum, but are active participants in 
multiple social and historical contexts that shape 
their emerging beliefs about the world and their 
place within it.

The microsystem consists of the proximal set-
tings that contain the child––for example, what 
parents and families say and do in support of aca-
demic achievement. With respect to human 
development, Bronfenbrenner placed the greatest 
emphasis on proximal processes as the engines of 
development, including parenting. More recently, 
longitudinal studies have found that most impor-
tant factor in promoting positive youth develop-
ment is caring, competent, and committed 
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adults––typically, parents and guardians (Lerner 
et al., 2011).

In Bronfenbrenner’s model, the mesosystem 
represents interactions between the environments 
that contain the child, and thus theoretically situ-
ates the home–school connection in studies of 
how bonds between these settings can foster 
achievement and engagement (Sheridan & Kim, 
2016) as we discuss later in this chapter. No less 
important for the influence of parenting on devel-
opmental outcomes are the two more distal cir-
cles of influence. Psychological anthropologists 
and cultural psychologists alike have argued that 
societal contexts (the exosystem) as well as cul-
tural and historical contexts (the macrosystem) 
are critical in shaping thinking and the develop-
ment of belief systems, including those that guide 
parental educational socialization practices 
(Harkness & Super, 2020; Rogoff, 2016; 
Vygotsky, 1978; Weisner, 2002).

Culture and context can play especially cen-
tral roles in helping us to 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. As 
we will discuss below, ecocultural theory and 
bioecological models of development are critical 
in understanding ethnic and cultural diversity in 
parental influences on student engagement.

�The Influence of Parental 
Relationship Support

The importance of parental relations for social 
competence and other positive developmental 
outcomes is rooted in the continuity view of rela-
tionships, which suggests that one’s relationship 
style is relatively stable and strongly influenced 
by one’s attachment to a primary caregiver as 
early as infancy, like relational “templates” car-
ried forward into to adolescence and adulthood 
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003). A variety of studies 
corroborate this finding by demonstrating the sig-
nificant, positive influence of warm and caring 

parent or family support on student engagement 
and motivation (e.g., Brewster & Bowen, 2004; 
Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Marchant et  al., 2001; 
Murray, 2009; Wentzel et al., 2016). The quality 
of parental relations may also operate in a variety 
of ways to influence students’ motivation and 
engagement with school. Several studies have 
found an influential role of both parents and 
teachers on student engagement and motivation. 
For example, Quin, Hemphill and Heerde (Quin 
et  al., 2017) found that both sources of social 
support uniquely and positively predicted 
Australian students’ emotional engagement in 
school. Estell and Perdue (2013) found that par-
ent support, but not teacher support, uniquely and 
positively predicted sixth graders’ behavioral 
engagement (i.e., work habits in the classroom). 
Other studies have oppositely found positive 
effects of teachers but not parents (e.g., Duchesne 
& Larose, 2007; Kindermann, 2007; Wentzel, 
2016).

Some studies have shown that various sources 
of social support may exert differential effects on 
various aspects of academic motivation and 
engagement. For example, Wang and Eccles 
(2012) found that parent social support was a 
stronger predictor of school identification, the 
subjective valuing of learning, and participation 
in extracurricular activities than peer social sup-
port. Peers, however, exerted a stronger influence 
on school-related behavioral outcomes than did 
parents and teachers. Despite the mixed nature of 
these findings, research on the whole suggests 
that students navigate complex social ecologies 
with the potential for multiple contexts support-
ing their academic engagement or motivation. 
Minimally, parents have been shown to be a pri-
mary source of influence on these processes, 
along with teachers and peers.

�The Influence of Parental 
Involvement on Well-Being 
and Engagement

Research evidence suggests at least two fundamen-
tal reasons that parental involvement influences 
engagement and motivation. The first is the strong 
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association between parental relations with their 
children and overall psychological well-being, 
which positions parental involvement as a primary 
protective factor against disengagement. The sec-
ond is the more direct influence of caring and sup-
portive relationships with parents on students’ 
motivation and engagement with schooling.

�Parental Relations and Psychological 
Well-Being

Our conceptualization of engagement as defined 
by students’ self-perceptions of their level of 
involvement in an activity places an emphasis on 
the relational and emotional well-being of the 
student. Such an outlook is based on the premise 
that engagement with learning environments is 
situated within the larger context of psychologi-
cal and relational well-being emanating from 
effective adaptation to the environment (Griffiths 
et  al., 2009). Within this larger perspective, 
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 stu-
dents rather than deficit-driven and reactive 
approaches (Gilman et al., 2009).

Indeed, there appears to be a strong relation-
ship between engagement and well-being (see  
Suldo & Parker, chapter “Relationships Between 
Student Engagement and Mental Health as 
Conceptualized from a Dual-Factor Model”, this 
volume). 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, competence, and social relations, 
whereas students who report feeling alienated 
from school are more likely to have behavioral 
problems ranging from withdrawal to depression 
to aggression (Shernoff, 2013). Research has 
shown that the resources of families, schools, and 
communities may foster the positive develop-
ment 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).

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 pro-
tective factor against behavioral and psychologi-
cal problems, including disengagement from 
school, while reciprocally serving as a salient 
influence on resiliency and positive psychological 
outcomes (Barger et al., 2019). One longitudinal 
study in Australia found that having a strong rela-
tionship with one’s parents across childhood and 
adolescence contributed to positive development 
across five domains (e.g., social competence, life 
satisfaction) at age 20 (O’Connor et al., 2011).

�How Parents Influence 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. The 
quality of parent–child relations has been linked 
not only to higher engagement (Chen, 2008) but 
also to academic performance (Furrer & Skinner, 
2003; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2004) and achieve-
ment (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). These linkages 
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). For example, 
particular activities that parents do with their 
children, such as reading to them, can influence 
school grades and achievement test scores 
(Kaplan Toren, 2013). Further, parental involve-
ment in the form of school- and home-based 
involvement has additionally been linked to stu-
dents’ academic engagement (i.e., homework 
completion; feelings of interest in, enjoyment, 
and value of school learning) and success, as well 
as positive mental health outcomes in high school 
(Jeynes, 2012; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).
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Importantly, our understanding of the benefits 
of parent involvement has expanded to include 
the motivational factors that can be transmitted 
through such interactions. Research at the inter-
section of sociocultural theory and social cogni-
tive theory has revealed that parents’ own 
attitudes about learning, value on education, 
achievement expectations, and approaches with 
the school and its agents have a profound influ-
ence on the development of their children’s 
achievement-related beliefs and behaviors 
(Jeynes, 2010). The impact of parents’ attitudes 
towards and approaches to learning has been 
extensively studied in research on children’s 
homework and on the ways in which parents 
communicate and transmit their educational val-
ues to their children (Bempechat, 2019).

�Parent Involvement in Homework
A large body of research on parent involvement 
in homework has demonstrated that parents can 
have a profound influence on their children’s 
developing achievement-related beliefs and 
behaviors. This influence is best understood in 
light of the fact that students’ subjective experi-
ences while doing homework tend to be charac-
terized by negative affect, including anxiety and 
low engagement (Goetz et al., 2012; Katz et al., 
2014). Parents who provide assistance with 
homework play a critical role, not only in foster-
ing learning, but also in scaffolding strategies for 
time management and problem solving (Moroni 
et al., 2015). Their interest in and assistance with 
homework also predicts their children’s self-
perceptions of competence (Grolnick, 2015; 
Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001; Pomerantz et al., 
2006).

Much recent research grounded in self-
determination and goal theories provides evi-
dence that help for the sake of help, however, 
tends not to foster adaptive learning beliefs or 
behaviors. Indeed, the quality of parental help 
matters (Moroni et al., 2015). For example, self-
determination theory would predict that parents 
who support children’s autonomy would provide 
hints and suggestions when children encounter 
difficulty and refrain from solving the problem in 
question themselves. From a goal theory perspec-

tive, parents whose focus is mastery would likely 
orient their children towards learning for under-
standing and not be concerned with the grade 
earned.

Against this theoretical backdrop, research 
has converged to show that parental autonomy 
support and mastery orientation predict engage-
ment with learning, greater persistence, increased 
intrinsic motivation, heightened self-regulation, 
and academic achievement (Cheung & 
Pomerantz, 2015; Lerner & Grolnick, 2020; 
Madjar et al., 2016). For example, Doctoroff and 
Arnold (2017) observed caregivers (mostly moth-
ers) of first through fourth grade students help 
their children with homework-like language arts 
worksheets. Findings showed that supportive 
parenting behavior that was highly encouraging 
of autonomy predicted reading achievement, 
even controlling for support for relatedness and 
competence. Autonomy support also predicted 
children’s increased engagement in the task. 
When the relative importance of the types of par-
enting support were examined, autonomy sup-
port emerged as particularly salient for children’s 
reading achievement and engagement.

In a study of the influence of parents’ attitudes 
on children’s motivation towards homework 
assignments, Madjar et al. (2016) surveyed fourth 
through sixth grade parents and their children. 
Children reported on their own and their parents’ 
homework goal orientations, while parents 
reported on their achievement-oriented goals 
towards homework. Results showed that parental 
focus on mastery goal orientation while doing 
homework (e.g., focus on understanding and self-
improvement) was associated with children’s 
mastery orientations. In contrast, parent-reported 
emphasis on performance while doing homework 
(e.g., competing with peers, avoiding negative 
evaluation) was associated with children’s 
performance-approach and performance-
avoidance orientation, respectively. These asso-
ciations were mediated by children’s perceptions 
of their parents’ goal orientations.

Much research on parental help with home-
work has found a negative relationship between 
parental homework help and student achieve-
ment. This may be because some parents step in 
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to provide assistance when their children are 
struggling to succeed. However, as A.  Li and 
Hamlin (2019) pointed out, these studies do not 
distinguish between parents who do help and 
those who do not help at all. The researchers 
addressed this oversight by examining the rela-
tionship between parent homework help and stu-
dent achievement at the elementary school level, 
focusing on only those parents who were highly 
inclined to provide daily homework help. They 
found that low socioeconomic status (SES), 
minority status, and student low academic 
achievement were associated with a high propen-
sity to help children with homework on a daily 
basis, independent of other background factors. 
In addition, there was a positive relationship 
between the propensity to provide daily home-
work help and academic achievement (as mea-
sured by standardized math and reading scores). 
As the authors suggested, many low-income par-
ents are well aware that their children attend a 
low-quality school. Their propensity to help with 
homework may reflect their need to compensate 
for the academic support their children may not 
be receiving. The authors noted that these find-
ings may reflect, in part, parents’ decisions to 
support their children’s learning in light of the 
fact that their schools are under-resourced.

Importantly, research has shown that parents 
can be successfully instructed to adopt an 
autonomy-supportive style when helping their 
children with homework. Froiland (2011, 2015) 
conducted a field-based intervention study during 
which he provided parents of fourth and fifth 
grade children with role-modeling sessions that 
demonstrated how to provide homework help in 
an autonomy-supportive fashion (e.g., warm lis-
tening, empathic feedback), and how to convey 
learning goals to their children as they worked on 
their homework. In survey responses, parents in 
the training group perceived an increase in intrin-
sic motivation and autonomy in their children, 
and their children reported experiencing more 
positive emotions while doing their homework 
and becoming more passionate about learning. 
Further, an analysis of weekly diary entries kept 
by parents revealed that they generalized the 
autonomy-supportive strategies that they learned 

to foster learning in contexts other than school 
(e.g., music lessons).

Research has shown that, in and of itself, 
homework help is not a necessary factor in the 
promotion of academic achievement (Benner 
et  al., 2016). Parents can also create environ-
ments for study and help their children to manage 
homework behavior (Epstein & Van Vooris, 2001; 
Xu & Corno, 1998, 2003). Grolnick, Raftery-
Helmer, Flamm, Marbell, & Cardemil (2014) 
examined the relationship between the ways that 
parents provide academic structure (i.e., provid-
ing clear rules and expectations about homework 
completion and studying, applied consistently) 
and sixth graders’ competence-related beliefs, 
motivation, and academic achievement. 
Interviews conducted with these middle school-
ers showed that parental provision of structure in 
an autonomy-supportive manner was positively 
associated with greater feelings of competence, 
school engagement, and high performance in 
English. These and other studies (e.g., O’Sullivan 
et  al., 2014) demonstrate the extent to which 
homework is partly a social experience that is co-
constructed through children’s interactions with 
their parents.

The ongoing debate about the influence of 
homework on academic achievement has at times 
pitted parents against educators, and educators 
against homework researchers (Bempechat, 
2019). Mixed findings on the extent to which 
homework enhances achievement, especially at 
the elementary school level (where effects are 
more muted), have contributed to a popular view 
that homework should be more measured if not 
reconsidered (Kohn, 2006; Kralovec & Buell, 
1991). The above body of research, however, 
makes clear that homework can be a powerful 
vehicle for fostering the development of adaptive 
motivational tendencies. When parent involve-
ment with homework is warm and supportive, it 
serves to enhance both academic achievement 
and the development of adaptive beliefs about 
learning.

�The Transmission of Educational Values
Parents’ own educational attitudes and beliefs 
have been shown to be a major influence on the 
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educational attitudes that their children gradually 
adopt (Halle, Kurtz-Costes, & Mahoney, 1997). 
Through the process of socialization, children 
gradually internalize their parents’ beliefs and 
attitudes, including those regarding the value par-
ents place on education (Vygotsky, 1978). Parent 
involvement is multidimensional (Boonk et  al., 
2018; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). When par-
ents express interest in what their children are 
learning (personal involvement), attend school 
events (behavioral involvement), and help with 
homework and otherwise expose children to 
intellectually enriching activities (cognitive/
intellectual involvement), they are conveying 
educational messages that have a profound 
impact on children’s developing achievement-
related beliefs, behaviors, and outcomes 
(Pomerantz & Grolnick, 2017). These dimen-
sions of parent involvement have been shown to 
be associated with social class, such that cogni-
tive/intellectual involvement is more characteris-
tic of more educated parents. Importantly, 
however, as we stated in the previous section, 
parent educational level is not always predictive 
of behavioral involvement; and indeed, parents 
do not necessarily have to be actively involved in 
homework help in order for their children to do 
well in school.

Cheung and Pomerantz (2015) studied the 
extent to which the effect of parent involvement 
on their children’s educational values was medi-
ated by children’s perceptions  of their parents 
versus their direct experience with their parents. 
Specifically, they tested two models or pathways 
through which parents may transmit their educa-
tional values to their children. Following Grusec 
and Goodenow (1994, as cited in Cheung & 
Pomerantz, 2015), the perception-acceptance 
model proposes that parent involvement (e.g., 
attendance at school events, help with homework, 
provision of resources) leads children to believe 
that their parents value academic achievement, 
which leads to children adopting this value, and 
ultimately fosters greater school achievement. 
The more direct experience-development path-
way proposes that as a consequence of being 

involved in their children’s schooling, parents 
create experiences (e.g., discussing school activi-
ties) that heighten the value children place on 
school, regardless of their parents’ own values. 
Cheung and Pomerantz (2015) surveyed 
American and Chinese seventh graders through 
their eighth year and reported evidence on the 
strength of both pathways. They found that both 
pathways uniquely contributed to the valuing of 
school achievement, greater school engagement 
(e.g., self-regulation), and higher grades in both 
populations of students.

Parents’ educational messages are themselves 
influenced by culture, an influence that is endur-
ing and slow to change. Indeed, children readily 
develop learning beliefs from the culturally 
informed educational messages that they receive 
from their parents (Bornstein, 2012). In a recent 
qualitative study, Bempechat, Cheung, and J. Li 
(2021) conducted a discourse analysis of low-
income Chinese American adolescents’ construc-
tion of their immigrant parents’ educational 
messages. Using J. Li’s (2012) mind versus virtue 
model of learning as a framework, the authors 
found that students constructed their parents’ 
educational messages in ways that supported 
their internalization of the Confucian-influenced 
model of learning as a virtue, encompassing a set 
of qualities including diligence, perseverance, 
concentration, humility, endurance of hardship, 
respect for teachers, and knowledge as essential 
(J. Li, 2012). For example, one participant’s con-
structions of her parents’ educational messages 
coalesced around the discourses of mutual obli-
gation and self-improvement. She constructed 
her parents as having sacrificed much to immi-
grate to the U.S. and provided her with opportu-
nities that they did not have in China. This 
construction positioned her as obligated to her 
parents to consistently put forth her best efforts in 
school.

Jeynes’ (2010) analysis of parent involvement 
research showed that parent expectations, com-
municated through parental sacrifice, low stress 
communication, and a shared value on education, 
were more powerful in predicating academic out-
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comes than even open communication in which 
parents and children freely expressed themselves 
without fear of retribution. Grolnick and Ryan 
(1989) also found evidence for the indirect influ-
ence of parent involvement on student achieve-
ment and the development of value on education 
through motivational factors. Youth whose par-
ents were both autonomy supportive and involved 
in their schoolwork (i.e., talked with them about 
school and helped them with challenges) inter-
nalized the value of doing well in school, as dem-
onstrated by regularly completing homework, 
enjoying their schoolwork, and doing their best 
to succeed. With greater internalization of their 
parents’ educational values also came higher 
achievement and better psychological adjust-
ment. Thus, parents who are present at school 
meetings or events may be communicating its 
importance to children, as well as 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 chil-
dren or helping with homework, may foster 
beliefs that these are manageable and controlla-
ble tasks.

Studies of mentoring have likewise shown that 
a mentor’s tacit values and practices leading 
towards 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 analog to genes. In the case of 
mentoring and apprenticeship within professions, 
the tacit transmission of values and practices 
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 main-
tenance of culture itself, speaking to the potential 
interaction of parental influences with the 
macrosystem.

�Parental Involvement 
and the Building of Social Capital

Parent involvement is well illustrated through the 
construct of social capital, the notion that indi-
viduals have at their disposal cultural resources 
that they can access through their social networks 
(Bourdieu, 1985). Parent networks operate as a 
form of social capital in which individuals share 
tangible (books, educational videos) and intangi-
ble (knowledge about the college application pro-
cess) 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., 
Horvat et al., 2003). Lareau’s (2002, 2011) influ-
ential ethnographic work underscores the power 
of social class in how parents build and use social 
networks to enhance their children’s educational 
experiences. Lareau (2011) identified two dis-
tinct models of parent involvement that are driven 
by social class and influence both how families 
interact with schools and how schools, in turn, 
interact with families. Working- and middle-class 
parents did not differ in the value they placed on 
education. However, given their own limited edu-
cation and social status, working-class parents 
perceived a clear distinction between their roles 
and that of their children’s teachers (Lareau, 
1987). Working-class parents believed that edu-
cation takes place at the school and as such 
invested teachers with the responsibility to guide 
their children’s academic trajectories. In contrast, 
middle-class parents, who had more years of for-
mal education and enjoyed higher social status, 
viewed themselves as the teachers’ equals. They 
felt empowered to question and challenge teach-
ers’ pedagogy, including the frequency of home-
work assignments. As such, they initiated contact 
with teachers and participated in school events to 
a greater extent than their working-class peers.

Lareau (2002) characterized middle-class 
Black and White parents as engaging in what she 
termed “concerted cultivation” to enhance their 
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children’s intellectual and social development 
(e.g., enrollment in extracurricular activities, use 
of reasoning as a means of socialization), and in 
turn, their children came to view themselves as 
both talented and entitled (Lareau, 2002, p.748). 
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 limiting their exposure to extended 
family. In contrast, low-income parents in both 
groups socialized their children towards 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 advan-
tages but resulted in a social network composed 
of few professionals and more limited under-
standing of how to negotiate the school system. 
Clearly, concerted cultivation reflects middle-
class norms. Working-class parents were not 
uninvolved in their children’s education; rather, 
their model of involvement privileged the exper-
tise of teachers.

Calarco (2020) extended Lareau’s findings 
through an extensive study of how middle-class 
students learn to negotiate opportunities for 
themselves in their classrooms. Her classroom 
observations and interviews with students, their 
parents, and their teachers revealed that 
middle-class parents characterized teachers as 
facilitators of their children’s academic success. 
In the process, parents taught their children strat-
egies to advocate for themselves (e.g., asking for 
extra time to complete a task, repeatedly request-
ing assistance and clarifications). As a result, 
these students were able to garner the support 
they needed to overcome challenges in the class-
room. In contrast, working-class parents empha-
sized the importance of personal responsibility in 
their learning and exhorted their children not to 
unnecessarily encumber their teachers with ques-
tions. These children were more self-reliant in 
the classroom than their wealthier peers, but at a 
cost to their learning, understanding, and 
achievement.

In a recent homework-related study, Calarco 
(2020) showed how White middle-class parents 

can undermine teachers’ homework policy, and 
how teachers themselves can privilege higher 
SES students in the homework process. She 
reported that third through fifth grade teachers 
valued homework as a tool to foster indepen-
dence and self-regulation. Despite this, teachers 
yielded to higher SES parent requests for exemp-
tions from homework-related sanctions (e.g., 
allowing a child to phone his mother and request 
that she bring his forgotten homework to school). 
Their children, then, were subject to far fewer 
disciplinary sanctions than their working-class 
peers. Calarco describes schools as “privilege-
dependent organizations” whose reputations 
emanate from the families they serve (Calarco, 
2020, p. 223). Thus, teachers may see incentives 
inherent in catering to higher SES, White fami-
lies, resulting in the differential treatment of 
students.

Research on parents’ social networks has 
begun to consider how culture and ethnicity, in 
conjunction with social class, may help to explain 
students’ academic achievement. A variety of 
survey, ethnographic, and qualitative studies of 
Latinx students and their families have converged 
to show that, contrary to stereotypes (Colegrove, 
2018; Landa et  al., 2020), Latino parents care 
deeply about their children’s learning (Delgado-
Gaitan, 1992; Gándara, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999); 
they communicate their values and expectations 
through cultural narratives, including consejos 
(advice) and dichos (proverbs), that serve as 
guides to navigate school and life (Delgado-
Gaitan, 1994; Rendón et al., 2014; Yosso, 2005). 
A qualitative study of 32 Mexican-origin ninth 
graders revealed that their parents’ consejos were 
the most salient and meaningful form of involve-
ment (Holloway et  al., 2014). These students 
spoke, for example, about their parents’ compel-
ling messages about the value of education as a 
path to a better life than the ones they were 
experiencing.

J. Li and colleagues demonstrated the primacy 
of culture in the creation and use of social net-
works among low-income Chinese American 
families (Li et  al., 2008). Individual interviews 
with ninth-graders revealed that their relatively 
high level of achievement (mean GPA of 3.27) 
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was attained with little practical assistance from 
parents. Rather, students described parents as 
engaging in three strategies that supported their 
learning. First, they identified 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 
progress and providing tutoring. Second, accord-
ing to students, their parents tried to motivate 
them by invoking good learning models—an 
exemplary individual(s) in the home or commu-
nity whom they urged their children to emulate. 
Finally, students 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. This work presents a challenge, both to 
“deficit model” approaches to understanding 
achievement outcomes, and to the premium 
placed on higher SES in social capital explana-
tions of achievement.

�Parental Influences on STEM Learning 
and Programming

Increasing attention has been paid to parental 
influences on student achievement and engage-
ment in STEM subjects (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics). This attention 
reflects a concern that, relative to their more 
affluent peers, lower-income students are less 
likely to enroll in advanced mathematics and sci-
ence courses (Bozick & Ingels, 2008; Tyson 
et al., 2007).

Gathering reports from students and their par-
ents about their expectations, values, and identi-
ties for STEM topics between middle school 
through age 20, Svoboda and colleagues (2016) 
found that parental education predicted mathe-
matics and science course enrollment in high 
school and college. This relationship was also 
found to be partially mediated by students’ and 
parents’ future identity and motivational beliefs 
about mathematics and science. Consistent with 
expectancy-value theories of motivation 
(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), the most influential 

motivational beliefs related to the perceived 
expectancy for achievement in STEM disciplines 
and careers, and the underlying value of educa-
tion in mathematics and science. Importantly, 
researchers have reported successful interven-
tions focused on parents’ involvement in stu-
dents’ STEM-related achievement and study. 
Specifically, Harackiewicz, Rozek, Hulleman, 
and Hyde (Harackiewicz et al., 2012) designed a 
randomized controlled study in which parents in 
the treatment group received materials (bro-
chures, website) about the utility and relevance of 
STEM subjects for their 10th and 11th grade chil-
dren. They were encouraged to share the infor-
mation with their children and provided advice 
on how to communicate the information therein. 
Relative to students in the control group, whose 
parents did not receive the STEM-related materi-
als, students in the intervention group enrolled on 
average in one additional semester STEM study. 
A follow-up study found that this intervention 
resulted in significantly improved math and sci-
ence scores on the standardized ACT exam. 
Students’ enhanced STEM preparation in high 
school was associated with greater STEM course 
enrollment in college, as well as greater STEM 
career aspiration and perceived value of STEM 
(Rozek et al., 2017).

Some of this research has focused on one 
STEM subject specifically, especially mathemat-
ics. For example, Ing (2014) used latent growth 
curve analysis to analyze nationally representa-
tive longitudinal data and found that parents’ 
motivational practices influenced their children’s 
mathematics achievement trajectories between 
7th and 12th grade. The influencing motivational 
practices were conceptualized as extrinsic (e.g., 
use of rewards and emphasizing grades) vs. 
intrinsic (e.g., praise of effort, encouragement of 
intrinsic interest in mathematics interest). Several 
other studies have supported the proposition that 
parents’ own math anxiety and attitudes influ-
ence that of their children, and ultimately their 
achievement in math. Maloney and colleagues 
(2015) found that children are more anxious and 
learn less mathematics when their parents are 
anxious, but only when those parents provided 
frequent help with math homework. Children’s 
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attitudes and achievement were not related to 
their parents’ math anxiety when parents helped 
with math homework less often. Similarly, Soni 
and Kumari (2017) studied 595 students in India, 
along with one parent each, and found that paren-
tal math anxiety and attitudes act as precursors to 
that of their children, significantly influencing 
their mathematics achievement scores between 
the ages of 10 and 15.

�Parental Overinvolvement

Since parental involvement is clearly an impor-
tant factor influencing students’ academic 
engagement and motivation, a good question is 
whether parents can be too involved in their chil-
dren’s schooling for the influence to remain posi-
tive. One characterization of overinvolvement 
has been referred to as “helicopter parenting,” 
defined as overparenting (Schiffrin et al., 2014). 
As children develop into young adults, the need 
for autonomy increases and helicopter parenting 
can undermine that need. LeMoyne and Buchanan 
(2011) explored this issue by surveying sample 
of 317 college students and concluded that heli-
copter parenting adversely affected students’ 
psychological well-being and increased their 
chance of using prescription medication for men-
tal health. The study suggested that the net effect 
of “helicopter parenting” on college student 
motivation and well-being was negative––an 
effect that can be explained by undermining stu-
dents’ need for autonomy (Schiffrin et al., 2014).

In a study designed to examine the effects of 
helicopter parenting on academic motivation, 
Schiffrin and Liss (2017) surveyed 192 college 
students and their mothers (N = 121) and found 
that parents and their college-age children often 
had different views about parenting behaviors, 
and that there were frequently negative conse-
quences associated with children’s perception 
that their parents were “helicoptering.” Overall, 
the results implied that helicopter parenting is 
related to maladaptive academic motivation (e.g., 
diminished sense of autonomy), which, in turn, 
can negatively impact academic achievement. 

Not all studies, however, support the narrative 
that helicopter parenting is common or a barrier 
to student success (e.g., Howard et al., 2020).

Howard, Nicholson and Chesnut (2019) stud-
ied overparenting as it relates to grit, or the toler-
ance for adversity in the pursuit of goal 
achievement (Duckworth et al., 2007; Von Culin 
et al., 2014). The success of college students can 
be linked to their ability to handle common 
stressors during the transition to college, such as 
academic concerns, interpersonal relationships, 
and finances (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012; Prevatt 
et  al., 2011). An important question becomes 
what protective factors can help college students 
mitigate the risk of common stressors during the 
college years. Howard et  al. (2019) proposed 
that grit could be one such factor. In surveying 
226 undergraduate students, they found that 
parental acceptance and involvement positively 
predicted students’ academic success, while 
overparenting negatively predicted it. They fur-
ther found that grit mediated both relationships. 
That is, parental involvement had a positive 
effect on students’ grit, which in turn positively 
predicted students’ academic success. Grit also 
was found to mediate the negative relationship 
between helicopter parenting and academic suc-
cess: helicopter parenting exerted a negative 
effect on grit, reducing its potential to positively 
influence college success.

�Programs Modeling Parental 
Involvement and Home–School 
Partnerships

Since relational warmth, care, and support con-
sistently emerge as critical factors in students’ 
engagement in school, it may not be surprising 
that these qualities are essential for the develop-
ment of home–school partnerships drawing on 
community resources in addition to parents. 
School-based family centers and high-quality 
after-school have effectively modeled the build-
ing of social capital by leveraging resources and 
networks in the neighborhood or community in 
addition to families.
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�Family–School Partnerships

Family–school partnership models are child-
focused approaches that bring families and 
school professionals together to increase oppor-
tunities and accomplishments for children’s well-
being and development (Albright & Weissberg, 
2010). A notable example of an effective family–
school partnership model is the Getting Ready 
intervention, premised on building school readi-
ness in children (Sheridan et  al., 2008). This is 
accomplished by developing a partnership 
between early childhood professionals (ECPs) 
and parents through the use of a strength-based 
framework that promotes positive parental 
responses such as parental warmth, sensitivity, 
and participation in their children’s learning to 
support the child’s autonomy and independence. 
ECPs are instrumental in promoting these values 
through the intentional use of strategies that fos-
ter strong parent–child interactions and a positive 
family–school relationship, such as modeling 
positive behaviors, fostering open communica-
tion, and validating parent competence. A ran-
domized study of the Getting Ready intervention, 
in which the interactions of 234 parents and their 
children were videotaped over a 16-month period, 
revealed that intervention participants demon-
strated higher-quality interactions with their chil-
dren in terms of warmth, sensitivity, and 
autonomy support (Knoche et al., 2012). Parents, 
children, teachers, and other early childhood pro-
fessionals participating in the Getting Ready 
approach also reported positive experiences 
regarding parent–child and family–school rela-
tionships, demonstrating the value of the pro-
gram in terms of providing a setting that enables 
a healthy dynamic for families to support the 
child’s development and learning (Sheridan & 
Kim, 2016). More recently, a goal of the Getting 
Ready intervention was to strengthen parent–
teacher partnerships, a model that demonstrated 
social validity, in part by the inclination of the 
various participants’ (parents, teachers and early 
intervention coaches) to mutually value the aca-
demic and behavioral goals established for chil-
dren (Kuhn et al., 2016).

Since 1989, the Mexican American Legal 
Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF) has 
sponsored a Parent School Partnership (PSP) pro-
gram to educate and empower parents, and Latinx 
parents in particular, to be advocates for their 
children’s educational attainment. This program 
is designed to foster leadership skills and knowl-
edge of the processes associated with school-
based involvement (Bolívar & Chrispeels, 2011). 
In a 12-week study of the program’s impact, 
Mexican-origin parents met weekly for 2 hours in 
sessions led by a Spanish-speaking MALDEF 
instructor. Sessions included training in commu-
nity advocacy and information on their rights as 
parents, as well as their children’s rights. At the 
conclusion of the program, participants devel-
oped a sense of relational trust with the instructor 
and fellow parents, felt knowledgeable about the 
norms for engaging with the school and its per-
sonnel, became aware of their rights as immi-
grants and the roles they were expected to fulfill, 
and gained understanding and skills needed to 
work collectively to effect change. In short, 
MALDEF’s program has been successful in sup-
porting parents’ abilities to build social and indi-
vidual capital in the service of their children’s 
education (Bolívar & Chrispeels, 2011).

�Out-of-School Time Programs

Out-of-school time programs, which can be both 
school and community based, can also provide a 
model of leveraging social capital and commu-
nity resources to positively influence student 
engagement and motivation. Developmental psy-
chologists have taken a keen interest in out-of-
school time because structured and supervised 
after-school and extracurricular activities can 
help children and adolescents to negotiate salient 
developmental tasks (Mahoney et  al., 2005); 
organized after-school programs can be a unique 
context for supporting positive youth develop-
ment in particular (Y. Li et al., 2014). Noam and 
Shaw (2014) argued that well-designed after-
school programs for informal science activities 
can be supportive of youth development beyond 
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helping youth to develop talents in skill-building 
activities like sports, art, music, community proj-
ects, and special-interest academic pursuits. 
Another important reason programs are develop-
mentally supportive is that they can foster 
enhanced relations with peers and adults, and 
improve social competence among participants 
(Hoxie & DeBellis, 2014; Mahoney et al., 2007; 
Shernoff, 2010). For example, youth participat-
ing in organized after-school programs reported 
learning cooperation and teamwork critical to 
positive youth development (Hansen et al., 2003; 
Lower et  al., 2017) and experiencing increased 
empathy and understanding essential to perspec-
tive taking (Dworkin et al., 2003). There is also 
evidence that participation in after-school activi-
ties is a supportive context for student engage-
ment (Shernoff & Vandell, 2007; Vandell et al., 
2005). Recently, Vandell et al. (2020) found that 
children who regularly participated a high-quality 
after-school program, often combined with extra-
curricular activities, were reported by their teach-
ers to have better work habits, task persistence, 
and academic performance compared to students 
who did not.

Students join in after-school programs for 
both internal and external reasons. For example, 
students may join a program for intrinsic enjoy-
ment of the activities provided, or to satisfy adults 
such as teachers and, most frequently, parents. 
Barry and LaVelle (2013) tested whether self-
joined program participants had better socioemo-
tional outcomes than those who joined programs 
for the sake of their parents and others. They 
found self-joined students demonstrated signifi-
cantly higher autonomy, self-efficacy, and proso-
cial behaviors over time compared to other-joined 
participants. Participants whose motivation 
switched from self-joined to other-joined 
decreased in socioemotional ratings significantly 
compared to other participants. Although studies 
such as this suggest that parents can exert a nega-
tive effect on students’ motivation in after-school 
activities, it stands to reason that, conversely, 
they can play a positive role in supporting good 
decision-making, perceived autonomy, and 
engagement in out-of-school time activities as 
well. More research in this area is needed.

�Discussion

As we have seen, student engagement is a perva-
sive problem both nationally and internationally 
(OECD), 2016). The problem is intensified for 
students in underserved communities, and while 
the mechanisms are in need of further study, 
much research evidence places parents in a cen-
tral role (Offord, 2001; Federal Interagencey 
Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2007). 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is an 
especially useful lens for enhancing our under-
standing of parents’ roles in fostering student 
motivation and engagement. It suggests that 
interactions between the proximal (micro- and 
mesosystems) and distal (exo- and macrosys-
tems) spheres of influences are dynamic and con-
tinually evolving to meet the varied and changing 
needs of children and families. This bioecologi-
cal paradigm has allowed researchers and practi-
tioners to design family-centered and culturally 
sensitive research programs that operate from a 
strength-based perspective.

The preponderance of research evidence sug-
gests that parents are a significant influence on 
student engagement, along with teachers and 
peers (Estell & Perdue, 2013; Quin et al., 2017; 
Wang & Eccles, 2012). According to some stud-
ies, parents may be the most important factor 
contributing to positive youth development 
(R. M. Lerner et al., 2011), and parents can be a 
stronger predictor of students’ engagement than 
teachers (Estell & Perdue, 2013) and peers 
(Wang & Eccles, 2012). For example, parents’ 
motivational beliefs have been found to influ-
ence math and science course taking in high 
school (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), and several 
studies have suggested that parents’ math anxi-
ety can influence their children’s anxiety and 
achievement in mathematics (Maloney et  al., 
2015; Soni & Kumari, 2017). At the same time, 
overparenting can have a negative influence on 
children’s persistence in college (Howard et al., 
2019).

Parents can influence their students’ school 
engagement and achievement in a variety of 
ways. A central message underlying the consider-
able body of research that we have reviewed is 
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that affective and instrumental relational support 
across contexts is essential for 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 for 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 
has demonstrated the extent to which relational 
support is also vital to the individuals and entities 
that serve students. These elements of relational 
support serve as sources of guidance and repre-
sent protective factors that can help initiate, 
maintain, and reengage students’ adaptive beliefs 
about learning and engagement in school.

One way that parents may model flow and 
engagement is by engaging in activities such as 
play with their children. Research suggests that 
engaging in activities with children during child-
care is frequently a rich opportunity for both the 
parents’ and child’s optimal experiences (Delle 
Fave et al., 2013). Engaging in enjoyable and ful-
filling activities directly with one’s child is also 
an important way that parents demonstrate their 
value in parenting and their children’s 
well-being.

A number of frameworks reviewed in this 
chapter place the primary responsibility for stu-
dent engagement on schools. However, schools 
cannot be effective in providing support when 
they hold deficit-driven models of students, fami-
lies, and communities (Posey-Maddox & Haley-
Lock, 2016). Teachers, families, and schools 
interact in multiple spheres of a child’s ecology 
and cannot work together in a mutually support-
ive fashion if they do not understand and accept 
each other in light of cultural influences. Our 
review highlights the extent to which the tradi-
tional model of parent involvement privileges 
White, middle-class parents, and underestimates 
the importance of cultural differences in how 
socioculturally diverse parents perceive their 

roles in home- and school-based involvement 
(Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2016). 
Expressing respect for diverse families may not 
be enough; respect must be visible in the actions 
that teachers take to understand their students’ 
families and appreciate their involvement 
strategies.

Importantly, our review makes clear that much 
more attention must be paid to the ways in which 
culture, context, and social class bear unique 
influences in the development of children’s learn-
ing beliefs and behaviors. The research we have 
presented highlights the extent to which socio-
cultural models of learning influence the ways in 
which parents socialize their children for aca-
demic achievement and how children come to 
make meaning of and internalize their parents’ 
educational messages. Further, we have high-
lighted researchers’ call for motivation research 
that places the educational experiences of 
sociodemographically diverse students at the 
center of future study and theory development.

The research evidence and models of effective 
programming that we have reviewed suggests 
that larger collaborative networks of schools, 
families, community organizations, and public 
institutions can provide for the nurturing and sup-
portive socialization of youth, promoting engage-
ment beyond what may be achieved by a single 
individual teacher or parent. For example, studies 
demonstrating the efficacy and social reliability 
of the Getting Ready intervention (Knoche et al., 
2012; Kuhn et al., 2016) suggest that socializing 
agents within various systems of a child’s ecol-
ogy can collaborate to create greater continuity 
and consistency of children’s care and support 
than when agents of a single system work in iso-
lation (Sheridan et  al., 2017). Similarly, high-
quality after-school programs that can bridge 
school and family contexts have been shown to 
foster social and developmental competencies, 
like teamwork and perspective taking (Hoxie & 
DeBellis, 2014; Lower et  al., 2017; Shernoff, 
2010), which can lead to enhanced student 
engagement and academic performance (e.g., 
Vandell et al., 2005, 2020).
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�Implications and Future Directions 
for Research

Achievement motivation researchers have noted 
that an overreliance on experimental and survey 
methods may limit our understanding of the com-
plex nature of students’ achievement beliefs 
(Dowson & McInerney, 2001; Kaplan & Maehr, 
2007). For example, experimental settings can 
bear little resemblance to the complex nature of 
classroom learning (Urdan & Turner, 2005). As 
Dowson and McInerney (2001) 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 quantitative, 
decontextualized measures to test these assump-
tions. Furthermore, there may be a variety of 
ways children construct meaning and form goals 
from their everyday educational experiences 
(Bempechat & Boulay, 2001). In particular, stu-
dents who differ in social class, culture, ethnicity 
and educational experiences may interpret survey 
or questionnaire items about their achievement 
beliefs 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. Ethnographic 
research has enhanced our understanding of 
meaning making among both higher- and lower-
income White and culturally diverse families. 
The work of scholars such as Guerra and Nelson 
(2013) illustrates the value inherent in under-
standing the underlying cultural meanings of 
words and expressions that can encourage and 
motivate students.

Despite the knowledge gleaned from research 
that has examined ethnic groups, researchers and 
educators must be wary about adopting stereo-
typic views of Latinx, African American, or 
Asian immigrant/Asian descent parents’ educa-
tional 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 individu-
als interpret cultural beliefs.

�Engaging Students, Families, 
and Communities

In moving away from a deficit perspective to a 
strength-building approach, research and theory 
in achievement motivation and student engage-
ment have expanded to deepen our understanding 
of how some low-income or children of color 
may succeed in the face of fewer resources than 
those available to their more affluent peers. 
Engagement and motivation appear to be strong 
mediators of the resiliency to thrive in school as 
well as life in general. Superior engagement in 
skill-building tasks and an adaptive motivational 
orientation to succeed in school are often based 
on strong values for education and learning. 
Those values are neither created nor maintained 
in a vacuum, however. Parents, guardians, and 
teachers are perhaps the best poised to foster the 
motivation and engagement of children, and have 
the potential to make a long-lasting influence 
since these adults may have the most intimate 
understanding of their children’s  needs and 
potentialities. The most successful models con-
verge to reveal that healthy patterns of engage-
ment and motivation are fostered in supportive 
networks, including students, teachers, parents, 
and community members who share a mutual 
interest and commitment to the future welfare of 
youth.
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Teacher–Student Relationships, 
Engagement in School, 
and Student Outcomes

Tara L. Hofkens and Robert C. Pianta

Abstract

Classrooms are complex relational settings, 
and student engagement in these settings 
reflects relationally mediated participation in 
opportunities that are structured through inter-
actions with teachers. Specifically, we posit 
that relationships with teachers either produce 
or inhibit student engagement to the extent 
that interactions meaningfully challenge stu-
dents in a context of consistent and effective 
relational and instructional supports. In this 
chapter, we describe the Teaching Through 
Interactions (TTI) framework for understand-
ing, studying, and ultimately improving 
engagement. Importantly, our work reflects 
the view that engagement is not a characteris-
tic of a student; rather, engagement emerges in 
the context of interactions with their teacher, 
which are fundamental to the classroom set-
ting as a developmental context for children 
and adolescence. Engagement, in this view, is 
both a mediator of impacts and an outcome in 
its own right that our work shows can be 
improved by leveraging the capacity of rela-
tionships and interactions to nurture the qual-
ity and durability of students’ involvement in 

classroom learning. We conclude with sugges-
tions for future research and education policy.

�Introduction

Over the past three decades, there has been an 
explosion of interest in student engagement. 
Nationally, there is a pressing need to raise aca-
demic achievement, psychological wellbeing, 
and civic engagement and to address gaps among 
low-income and underrepresented children and 
youth (Aud et al., 2012; Carbonaro & Gamoran, 
2002). Because classrooms are the primary 
school context in which children and adolescents 
develop and learn, a significant emphasis in edu-
cation research and policy has been to better 
understand how to support student engagement in 
classroom learning.

Classrooms are essentially relational settings, 
and the mechanisms by which the time children 
spend engaged in a classroom are conditioned by 
the quality of interactions with teachers. Students 
spend almost one-quarter of their waking hours 
in classrooms, and the quality of students’ inter-
actions with teachers, on average, is modest at 
best (Hamre et al., 2013; Kane et al., 2014; Pianta 
et  al., 2007) and can vary throughout the day 
(Brock & Curby, in press). Adolescents describe 
experiences that promote disengagement, a sense 
that classrooms and adults are disconnected from 
their developmental needs (e.g., Morin et  al., 
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2013) and, in urban settings, many lack easy 
access to supportive adults or helpful feedback 
from teachers (Los Angeles Unified School 
District, 2013). In our view, students’ relation-
ships and interactions with teachers either pro-
duce or inhibit student engagement to the extent 
that they meaningfully challenge students in a 
context of consistent and effective instructional 
and relational supports. From this perspective, 
relationships between teachers and students 
reflect a classroom’s capacity to promote devel-
opment, and it is precisely in this way that rela-
tionships and interactions are keys to 
understanding engagement.

In this chapter, we describe three decades of 
work to conceptualize, measure, and improve the 
quality of teacher–student interactions as a 
framework for understanding how engagement 
unfolds in classrooms and how to harness the 
power of teacher interactions to improve stu-
dents’ engagement and outcomes. In what fol-
lows, we first describe the theoretical foundations 
of the classroom setting as a salient developmen-
tal context for children and youth. We then 
explain our view on student engagement and 
interactions, using the TTI framework for con-
ceptualizing interaction quality in early child-
hood, elementary, and secondary classrooms 
(Hamre et al., 2013; Hamre et al., 2014; Pianta 
et al., 2004, 2007). Finally, we describe efforts to 
improve the quality of interactions by working 
with and supporting teachers to deepen and lever-
age the power of relationships to support student 
engagement in classroom learning. The chapter 
concludes with implications for education policy 
and future research.

�Classroom Setting as a Context 
for Child and Adolescent 
Development

Research in education and child development 
consistently confirms that the quality of students’ 
experiences in the classroom setting is critical, if 
not necessary, to determining the value of educa-
tional opportunity (e.g., Connell & Wellborn, 
1991; Pianta et al., 2007). In studies that examine 

the factors in education settings that contribute to 
academic achievement (e.g., funding, class size, 
teacher qualifications, curriculum), factors at the 
classroom level consistently account for the 
greatest proportion of student learning gains over 
and above students’ prior performance and fam-
ily background. These large-scale evaluations 
that assess the impacts of educational invest-
ments reinforce the idea that the quality of what 
takes place in classrooms may be the essential 
educational ingredient for fostering student suc-
cess (e.g., Kane et al., 2014; Pianta et al., 2007, 
2008a, b). Therefore, in this section, we briefly 
describe the ways in which the interactions that 
students have with teachers relate to engagement 
by targeting processes that foster development, 
relationships, and motivation; foster student 
motivation to engage in learning; and serve as a 
resource for student persistence and resilience.

Within classrooms, children’s direct and inter-
active experiences with others form the basis for 
learning and development gained from spending 
time in those settings. Urie Bronfenbrenner, the 
renowned developmental psychologist, empha-
sized that proximal processes––or interactions 
between an individual and their context over 
time––drive human development (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Lev Vygotsky, 
the Russian psychologist, described how effec-
tive social interactions “tune” to children’s devel-
opmental and learning needs. Specifically, he 
described the “Zone of Proximal Development” 
as the quality of an interaction that effectively 
blends support and challenge to promote learning 
(Vygotsky, 1978, 1991; Wood et al., 1976). These 
theories, along with thousands of studies in edu-
cation, psychology, and human development, 
provide conceptual and empirical support for the 
simple and powerful idea that the interactions 
that students have in class are fundamental proxi-
mal processes that contribute to growth in broad 
areas of development.

Although interactions are broadly develop-
mentally salient, interactions with teachers have 
an outsized impact as outcomes emerge as a con-
sequence of interactions between the capacities 
and skills of the person and the opportunities and 
resources available to them (Bronfenbrenner & 
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Morris, 1998; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998; 
Vygotsky, 1991). In the classroom, teachers struc-
ture opportunities for students to engage, and can 
either produce or inhibit developmental growth in 
the extent to which they can provide social and 
relational resources while challenging students on 
meaningful tasks. In particular, there is evidence 
that teacher–student interactions that foster posi-
tive relationships and critical thinking, problem-
solving and communication skills predict multiple 
aspects of student development (e.g., Pianta & 
Allen, 2008; Pianta et al., 2008a; b).

Interactions are the behavioral component of a 
broader classroom relational system, within 
which the quality of teacher–student relation-
ships is the engine. Extensive research over the 
past two decades consistently confirms that 
teachers are important attachment figures for 
children and adolescents in school and, as such, 
are in a unique position to foster students’ devel-
opment through interactions as relational mecha-
nisms that shape development (see Pianta et al., 
2003; Sabol & Pianta, 2012). Teacher–student 
relationships are conceptualized as coordinated 
systems consisting of (1) teacher and student 
beliefs and expectations about self, other, and the 
relationship; (2) behavioral exchanges that shape 
and reflect experience and beliefs; and (3) indi-
vidual characteristics (e.g., temperament) and 
experiences (prior attachments) that shape other 
components (see Pianta, 1999). For example, 
providing an emotionally consistent and safe 
classroom environment in which children experi-
ence teachers’ sensitive responsiveness to their 
individual experiences creates a secure base for 
children to explore and take risks behaviorally, 
cognitively, and socially (e.g., Ainsworth et  al., 
1978; Bowlby, 1969; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
Pianta, 1999). At the same time, providing feed-
back and scaffolding that acknowledges student 
perspectives and ideas contributes to the develop-
ment of their aspirations and sense of belonging 
and competence. In this way, relational processes 
are foundational to qualities of persistence, moti-
vation, and engagement that drive positive youth 
development.

Teacher–student interactions are a resource 
that enriches the skills, attitudes, and resourceful-

ness in engaging in class. Students who experi-
ence positive and productive interactions with 
their teachers acquire skills and attitudes that can 
help them successfully navigate academic chal-
lenges in school (Dawes & Larson, 2011; Eccles 
& Roeser, 2011; Wentzel, 2009). These resources 
include emotional support, promotion of efficacy 
beliefs, and instrumental support (Martin & 
Dowson, 2009; Wentzel, 2012). For example, 
teacher interactions support behavioral and emo-
tional functioning in school and contribute to the 
development of perceived competencies that sup-
port high-level engagement in academics (Farb & 
Matjasko, 2012; Wang & Eccles, 2012a; Wentzel, 
2002). Interactions with teachers serve as a posi-
tive outlet and a resource for coping with stress-
ors adaptively (Finn & Zimmer, 2012). Students 
who experience positive interactions are also 
more likely to report their psychological needs 
fulfilled, making them more motivated to persist 
through challenging work and re-engage after 
setbacks or failure (Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Wang 
& Eccles, 2012b). Self-determination (or self-
system) theory argues that students’ motivation 
to engage in classroom learning is fostered when 
adults support their need to feel connected to oth-
ers and a sense of competence and autonomy 
(Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Students who enjoy 
and feel competent in their interactions with 
teachers are more likely to enlist support on aca-
demic tasks (Patrick et al., 2007; Wang & Degol, 
2016).

In summary, relationships between teachers 
and students are foundational to a classroom’s 
capacity to foster learning and development and, 
in this formulation, relationships and interactions 
are the key to understanding engagement.

�Engagement in Classroom Settings

�Engagement as a Relational Process

We define student engagement as a relational 
process in which the quantity and quality of stu-
dents’ behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
involvement in the classroom setting (Skinner, 
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2016) emerge in the context of interactions with 
teachers, who activate and organize student 
engagement in the service of a developmental 
task or aim (Pianta et al., 2012). From this per-
spective, engagement is not a characteristic of a 
student. A student is not engaged or disengaged 
as a person. Instead, a student is engaged in or 
disengaged from activities or people within the 
classroom context (Hofkens & Ruzek, 2019). 
Student engagement emerges within this rela-
tional context; it reflects relationally mediated 
participation in opportunities that are structured 
through interactions with teachers.

Conceptually, this relational view of engage-
ment acknowledges the multidimensional nature 
of student involvement in classroom learning, 
while highlighting the critical importance of 
teacher–student interactions. Both interactions 
and engagement have been described as separate 
mechanisms by which time spent in classrooms 
shapes student outcomes. In our view, interac-
tions and engagement are inextricably linked: 
teacher relationships and interactions shape the 
relational environment in the classroom within 
which engagement emerges as a property of stu-
dents’ experience of that environment (Allen 
et al., 2011; Pianta et al., 2012). In other words, 
while student engagement can be described in 
terms of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
components, engagement is a dynamic process 
that unfolds within the social milieu of the class-
room environment, the fabric of which is overde-
termined by the quality of students’ relationships 
and interactions with teachers.

At the same time, it should be recognized that 
engagement is an outcome in its own right. 
Initiating and sustaining involvement in class-
room interactions and activities is, itself, a devel-
opmental task and skill. For the student, it reflects 
successfully coordinating their own ability and 
skill with motivation and attitudes toward learn-
ing in a rich and complex social setting (Wang & 
Hofkens, 2019). Under circumstances in which 
students are enabled to apply their skills to mean-
ingfully challenging work, they can attain a deep 
state of absorption referred to as flow 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Flow is a state of high 
engagement, characterized by the simultaneous 
experience of concentration, interest, and enjoy-
ment (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikzentmihaly, 
1990), the experience of which is its own out-
come or reward (DeCharms, 1968; Deci, 1975). 
The balance of challenge and skill required to 
achieve a flow state is fragile, and interactions 
with teachers play a determining role in ensuring 
that students’ skills are neither overmatched nor 
underutilized during classroom work (Shernoff 
et al., 2014).

�Trajectories of Engagement

Unfortunately, an abundance of evidence indi-
cates that student engagement declines through-
out children’s and adolescents’ education, with 
particularly steep and consequential declines 
after the transition from elementary to secondary 
school (e.g., Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Wang & 
Eccles, 2012a). Although some of these declines 
are attributed to system- or school-level factors 
(e.g., larger schools, a more bureaucratic educa-
tion system), research consistently links these 
declines with changes in the relational, organiza-
tional, and instructional context of secondary 
classrooms (e.g., Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Wang, 
Chow, Hofkens, & Salmela-Aro, 2015). To start, 
the nature and quality of teacher–student rela-
tionships shifts dramatically from elementary to 
middle school. Adolescents spend less time with 
more teachers throughout each school day and, in 
class, secondary school teachers tend to be less 
emotionally supportive than elementary teachers 
(Zimmer-Gembeck et  al., 2006). Lacking posi-
tive relationships with teachers is a missed oppor-
tunity for adolescents, since close teacher–student 
relationships is positively associated with 
engagement among secondary school students 
(Roorda et  al., 2011; Roorda et  al., 2017). 
Secondary teachers also tend to focus more on 
academic performance, with a particular empha-
sis on evaluative and social comparison-based 
feedback (Wang & Degol, 2016). At the same 
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time, academic work in secondary school tends 
to be more passive and less cognitively demand-
ing (Juvonen, 2007), and the content is often not 
presented in ways that is relevant or useful to 
adolescents (Eccles, 2009). Presenting and hav-
ing students grapple over personally relevant, 
real-world information is conspicuously absent 
in the vast majority of classrooms (see Pianta 
et  al., 2008a, b). Furthermore, ability grouping 
becomes more common in secondary school, 
which restricts the types and range of interactions 
that students experience and are exposed to in 
class (Crosnoe et al., 2004).

These contextual changes foster competition 
and undermine a sense of belonging at a time 
when adolescents experience a significant need 
for successful peer and adult relationships (Ryan 
& Patrick, 2001). Developmentally, adolescents 
are attuned to the nature and quality of social 
interactions, and they strive to form meaningful 
connections with adults and peers (Wang & 
Eccles, 2012a, b). Adolescents who have interac-
tions with their teachers that meet their develop-
mental capacities and needs and that leverage the 
importance of relationships maintain their moti-
vation and achievement after the transition into 
secondary school (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 
Conversely, young students who lack develop-
mentally supportive interactions or, worse, have 
negative interactions with teachers in class, avoid 
or struggle to engage in classroom learning 
(Morrison et  al., 2005). This puts students at a 
dual disadvantage: they fail to develop the skills 
and resources that support learning while with-
drawing from interactions that could foster pro-
ductive engagement in academics (Wang & 
Hofkens, 2019).

In both cases, as a mediator or as an outcome 
of classroom effects, supporting student engage-
ment requires understanding relationships and 
their behavioral expression as embedded in inter-
personal interactions in the classroom—through 
observation of exchanges and interpretation of 
their value and meaning with regard to fostering 
opportunity to learn and develop.

�Teaching Through Interactions

�Theory of Teacher–Student 
Interactions

Over the past three decades, our team has worked 
to conceptualize, measure, and improve the qual-
ity of teacher–student interactions across grade 
levels. A major part of that work is framed by a 
series of theoretical and empirical papers (Hamre 
et  al., 2013; Hamre et  al., 2014; Pianta et  al., 
2004, 2007) in which we describe the resulting 
TTI framework of effective teaching. In a very 
real sense, this framework provides the concep-
tual basis for how we define, operationalize, and 
measure teacher–student interaction. Informed 
by theories of human development, motivation, 
and learning science previously described, the 
TTI framework provides a comprehensive frame-
work for understanding how relationships and 
interactions relate to student engagement.

Drawing upon the TTI and operationalizing it 
for purposes of assessing teacher–student inter-
action, the Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (CLASS; Pianta et  al., 2008a, b) is an 
observational measure of teacher–student inter-
action quality that aligns to the TTI framework. 
Specifically, the CLASS categorizes observable 
behaviors that reflect various types and levels of 
interaction quality, which is measured in the 
average quality of interactions observed among 
the teacher and students in the classroom. In the-
ory and design, the CLASS measure is an applied 
reflection of the TTI, with its reliability and valid-
ity having been examined in a wide range of edu-
cational settings across the globe. These studies 
provide empirical support for the TTI framework 
and link overall and specific elements of interac-
tion quality to a broad spectrum of developmen-
tal and educational outcomes. In this section, we 
describe the foundational role of relational sup-
port, relevance, and autonomy/competence sup-
ports provided by teachers as activating aspects 
of interaction that are incorporated into the 
domains of effective teaching practice. We then 
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describe the three domains of interactions in the 
TTI framework and results from studies that use 
the CLASS to examine how interaction quality 
relates to classroom engagement.

�Foundational Elements 
of Classrooms: Relationships, 
Relevance, and Autonomy/
Competence

Changing the classroom’s capacity for student 
engagement means understanding how to lever-
age the developmental salience of relationships 
and interactions in the classroom setting. We 
explained that in our view engagement emerges 
through a dynamic process mediated by relation-
ships and interactions engagement in the class-
room (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 
Magnusson & Stattin, 1998). The activating com-
ponents of the relational setting are the extent to 
which students experience positive relationships, 
that interactions reflect an openness to and under-
standing of what is relevant to them, and that stu-
dents feel a sense of autonomy and competence.

For children and adolescents, it is fair to say 
that there is nothing more important to them than 
their relationships with others (Collins & 
Repinski, 1994). Regarding relationships with 
teachers, a large and growing body of research 
has highlighted the importance of closeness (i.e., 
high levels of warmth, positive affect, and 
approachability between student and teacher) and 
conflict (i.e., negativity and lack of rapport 
between student and teacher). The degree of 
closeness and conflict––also referred to as posi-
tive and negative teacher–student relationships––
has been associated with achievement (e.g., 
Lippard et  al., 2018; McCormick & O’Connor, 
2015; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004; Spilt et  al., 
2012); multiple indicators of social-behavioral 
development, such as sociability, internalizing 
behavior, externalizing behavior, and engage-
ment in risky behavior (e.g., Heatly & 
Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Kobak et al., 2012; Pianta 
& Stuhlman, 2004; Spilt et  al., 2012); and stu-
dents’ educational beliefs and aspirations (e.g., 
Clem et  al., 2020; McFarland et  al., 2016; 

Verschueren et al., 2012). Altogether, the litera-
ture consistently confirms that the presence of 
positive and absence of negative relationships 
between teachers and students are foundational 
for students at every age and grade level (Roorda 
et al., 2011, 2017).

This general pattern of results across the 
K-12  years is evident when relationships are 
assessed through teacher report, observation, 
and student report as children reach adolescence 
(Pianta, 2006). Although much of the literature 
has focused on teacher report of relationship 
quality in the early years, investigations on the 
nature and developmental salience of students’ 
relationships with teachers extend through ado-
lescence (Allen et  al., 2011), with particularly 
strong evidence for the importance of adoles-
cents’ perceptions of their relationships with 
their teachers. In a systematic review of 46 pub-
lished studies about predictive associations 
between teacher–student relationships and 
engagement among adolescents, Quin (2017) 
found that student perceptions of higher-quality 
teacher–student relationships were associated 
cross-sectionally and longitudinally with multi-
ple indicators of student engagement. 
Specifically, students who report higher-quality 
teacher–student relationships had higher grades, 
attendance, and a lower likelihood of dropping 
out of school. In contrast, declines in the quality 
of teacher–student relationships over 1–4 years 
were associated with commensurate declines in 
behavioral engagement, including attendance 
and compliance (De Wit et  al., 2010; Wang & 
Eccles, 2012b). Indeed, research has found that 
even making modest efforts to connect with stu-
dents can significantly increase student motiva-
tion and emotional wellbeing (Roeser et  al., 
2000; Skinner et al., 1998). Even with students 
whom teachers find challenging, spending a 
small amount of non-directive one-on-one time 
can decrease disruptive behavior and improve 
that student’s orientation toward learning 
(Mashburn et al., 2008).

Relevance is important for all students but is a 
particularly important factor for adolescent engage-
ment. Developmentally, adolescents are focused on 
making meaning of their lives. Research consis-
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tently shows that youth are more engaged in classes 
where they perceive what they are learning as rele-
vant to their lives; and that the lack of relevance can 
contribute to withdraw and disengagement from 
learning (e.g., Assor et al., 2002; Fredricks et al., 
2016). Connecting what students are learning to 
their personal lives can draw them in and keep 
them engaged in classroom learning. Tying the cur-
riculum with real-world applications in ways that 
are perceived as meaningful to the student can 
improve classroom behavior (Allen et  al., 1997) 
and contributes to a sense of autonomy that feeds 
students, intrinsic motivation to learn (Assor et al., 
2002; Deci, 1975).

The importance of autonomy and competence 
is reflected in several theories of human develop-
ment and learning. All of these perspectives agree 
that engagement is maximized when students are 
presented with meaningful challenges that stretch 
their knowledge and skills to just within reach in 
ways that maintain their sense of efficacy and 
control (Bandura et  al., 1996; Vygotsky, 1991). 
In particular, adolescents feel competent and 
autonomous when they can express their views 
and make meaningful choices regarding their 
academic work (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009) and 
when the structures and scaffolds provided by 
teachers is not overly controlling (Wang & 
Holcombe, 2010). Contrary to the perception of 
some secondary teachers that the desire for 
autonomy or competence is a hindrance or bur-
den, these developmental needs are a source of 
energy that teachers can channel into productive 
and sustained engagement in learning. Ideally, 
teachers interact with students in ways that pro-
vide a balance of following students lead mean-
ingfully challenging work while using scaffolds 
to channel their engagement toward attaining the 
developmental or learning goal.

In summary, relational supports, relevance, 
and autonomy/competence supports are how 
teachers, through relationships and interactions, 
establish a classroom environment with a high 
capacity to engage students. These supports pro-
duce cycles of student engagement that effec-
tively contribute to student performance and are 
reflected throughout our view of the domains of 
effective, high-quality interactions.

�Interaction Domains

The TTI framework organizes interactions into 
three major domains based on the salience of spe-
cific types of interactions for student social and 
emotional development, self-regulation and 
attention, and achievement: emotional supports, 
classroom organization, and instructional support 
(Hamre et al., 2013). Together, the domains rep-
resent a latent structure of teacher–child interac-
tion quality that can be reliably observed and is 
applicable from preschool through secondary 
school. The framework is unique in that the latent 
structure of teacher–student interactions is grade 
invariant while also allowing for developmen-
tally relevant variation in the indicators of posi-
tive and negative interactions across grade levels 
and corresponding stages of children’s develop-
ment. In this section we briefly describe each of 
the domains of the TTI and their association with 
student engagement.

Emotional Support  Interactions in the 
Emotional Support domain promote the sense of 
security necessary for students to explore novel 
experiences and develop connectedness to others 
(Pianta & Hamre, 2009). This domain builds on 
research of teachers as a secure base that can sup-
port risk-taking and persistence when they 
develop relationships with students are character-
ized by warmth, consistency, and structure (e.g., 
Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969; Hamre & 
Pianta, 2001; Pianta, 1999). Emotionally sup-
portive interactions also foster motivation by 
meeting children and adolescents’ psychological 
needs to feel connected to others and a sense of 
competence and autonomy (Connell & Wellborn, 
1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Skinner & Belmont, 
1993). Students who are emotionally connected 
to teachers and peers demonstrate positive trajec-
tories of social development and academic 
achievement (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Harter, 
1996; Ladd et  al., 1999; Roeser et  al., 2000; 
Silver et al., 2005; Wentzel, 1998).

In the TTI framework, emotional support 
consists of interactions that establish a positive 
emotional climate and are indicative of teacher 
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sensitivity to students’ emotional needs and 
regard for student perspectives. Emotional cli-
mate refers to the overall affective quality of the 
classroom social environment, specifically the 
presence of warm and caring interactions that 
establish a positive climate and the absence of 
punitive, agitated, or humiliating interactions 
that contribute to a negative climate. Teacher 
sensitivity refers to the timing and responsive-
ness to cues about student’s individual emo-
tional needs. Teacher sensitivity is critical to 
student engagement as it reflects the extent to 
which teachers elicit and sustain student 
involvement in classroom learning. When chil-
dren and adolescents experience that their teach-
ers are tuned in to, understand, and support their 
individual needs, they feel freer to explore and 
learn in class (Pianta et al., 2004). Students in 
classrooms with teachers who notice and 
respond to how they feel are more engaged and 
self-reliant in class and have lower parent-
reported internalizing problems than children 
with less sensitive teachers (NICHD ECCRN, 
2003; Rimm-Kaufman et  al., 2002). Finally, 
regard for students’ perspectives captures the 
extent to which the teacher orients classroom 
learning and interactions to the interests and 
motivations of their students. Interactions that 
elicit and incorporate student feedback and fol-
low students’ lead invite students to work with 
one another to take an active role in their class-
room engagement (Pianta et  al., 2004). While 
some research suggests that the optimal level of 
teacher control may vary depending on the 
learning objectives (Brophy & Good, 1986; 
Soar & Soar, 1979) or grade level (Valeski & 
Stipek, 2001), overall children and adolescents 
are more motivated and engaged when they 
experience more autonomy-supportive instruc-
tion (de Kruif et  al., 2000; Gutman & Sulzby, 
2000; NRC, 2004; Pianta et al., 2002).

Teachers vary in the extent to which they 
develop positive relationships among the stu-
dents in their class (Hamre et al., 2005; Mashburn 
et  al., 2007). Research shows that children and 
youth in classrooms with teachers who offer 
higher levels of support are more engaged in 
class than peers in less-supportive classrooms, 

even after controlling for individual levels of 
teacher support (Hughes et  al., 2006). In the 
United States, teacher support (e.g., teacher car-
ing, involvement, and encouragement) is predic-
tive of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
engagement (Pianta et  al., 2012; Roorda et  al., 
2011; Wang & Eccles, 2012b; Wang & Holcombe, 
2010). Among Finnish adolescents, emotionally 
supportive interactions with teachers are associ-
ated with students’ own report of their situational 
engagement (Pöysä et  al., 2019). Finally, in a 
sample of Swiss fifth graders, high levels of emo-
tional support protected students who reported 
feeling emotionally disengaged from academics 
(i.e., reported feeling overwhelmed by school-
work and that it was not meaningful) from devel-
oping perceptions of their teacher as unjust 
(Gasser et  al., 2018). Furthermore, in Swedish 
preschools, teachers’ emotional support pre-
dicted observed indicators of students’ behav-
ioral engagement over time (e.g., student focus 
on and participation in class; Castro et al., 2017) 
and a combination of positive climate, instruc-
tional learning formats, and language modeling 
predicted children’s engagement in literacy learn-
ing (Norling et al., 2015). This research contrib-
utes to evidence that, together, relationships and 
the interactions that develop and reflect them 
serve a fundamental role in supporting student 
engagement.

Instructional Support  Instructional support 
refers to the ways that teachers orchestrate and 
facilitate learning opportunities, including how 
they deliver curriculum and provide responsive, 
constructive feedback that emphasizes conceptual 
understanding and relevant knowledge or skills 
(Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Reflecting research in 
cognitive development, language development, 
and learning science (e.g., Carver & Klahr, 2001), 
the instructional support domain is a broad, cogni-
tively focused definition of instruction. The 
domain includes several dimensions that describe 
the types of interactions that scaffold student 
engagement in tasks that build students’ critical 
thinking and metacognitive skills and deep con-
ceptual understanding of what they are learning 
(Bransford et  al., 1999; Mayer, 2002; Veenman 
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et  al., 2005; Williams et  al., 2002; Vygotsky, 
1991). For example, teachers support students’ 
concept development with activities, conversa-
tions, and behaviors that foster higher-order think-
ing skills and knowledge acquisition and transfer 
(Mayer, 2002; Pianta et al., 2004). Teachers fur-
ther nurture and cement deep understanding 
through feedback that provides students with spe-
cific information about the content or process of 
learning. In the TTI framework, high-quality feed-
back goes beyond offering praise or evaluation. To 
provide high-quality feedback, teacher provides 
frequent information and back and forth exchanges 
to direct or sustain student engagement in ways 
deepen their understanding, improve their perfor-
mance, or how their performance relates to their 
larger goals (Pianta et al., 2004).

The instructional support domain is reflected 
in the education policies that aim to raise learning 
standards and reform instruction to position and 
support students to actively engage in challeng-
ing academic work (e.g., Achieve, 2006). The 
development of Common Core and other State 
standards of learning (e.g., Common Core State 
Standards, 2015), increase in pedagogy focused 
on dialogue and meta-cognitive skills (see Cohen 
& Ball, 1999), and rise in teacher evaluation poli-
cies (Danielson, 2012; Cohen & Ball, 1999; 
Resnick & Resnick, 1992) all reflect student-
centered approaches to learning and instruction. 
The difference in the TTI framework is that these 
interactions are situated in a broader view of 
interaction quality, such that they are considered 
alongside the relational and organizational fac-
tors that shape students’ willingness and ability 
to engage in the opportunities provided to them.

Interactions described in the instructional sup-
port domain play a multi-purpose role in support-
ing student engagement. While cognitively 
focused, when delivered effectively, instructional 
support does more than support cognitive engage-
ment in learning tasks. It also targets intrinsic 
motivation by providing scaffolds needed to sup-
port a sense of competence and structured dia-
logue and feedback in ways that support 
autonomy by following students lead. 
Instructional support also invites and sustains 

student engagement. In a sample of Finnish kin-
dergarten students, for example, the quality of 
instructional support was positively associated 
with empathy and negatively associated with dis-
ruptive behavior in class (Siekkinen et al., 2013) 
and less task-avoidant behavior in class 
(Pakarinen et al., 2011). Directing the efforts of 
students who are already engaged contributes to 
learning––and interacting with students in ways 
that get and keep them engaged––is also crucial 
to their success in class.

Classroom Organization  Among the interac-
tions that establish a high-quality classroom envi-
ronment, there is a particularly strong emphasis 
on classroom organization and management. In 
the TTI framework, the classroom organization 
domain includes interactions that promote 
engagement by organizing students’ behavior, 
time, and attention (Downer et al., 2010; Emmer 
& Stough, 2001). The domain includes organiz-
ing interactions that research has linked with stu-
dent engagement and academic achievement, 
including effective behavior management 
(Arnold et  al., 1998; Emmer & Stough, 2001; 
Evertson & Harris, 1999), routines and manage-
ment structures that maximize productivity 
(Bohn et  al., 2004; Cameron et  al., 2008), and 
instructional learning formats that support stu-
dents active participants in classroom activities 
(Bowman & Stott, 1994; Bruner, 1996; Rogoff, 
1990; Vygotsky, 1978). Behavior management 
refers specifically to interactions that promote 
positive behavior and prevent or stop misbehav-
ior, including providing clear and consistent 
expectations and proactively monitoring student 
behavior to reinforce positive behavior and pre-
vent misbehavior (Emmer & Stough, 2001; 
Pianta et al., 2004). Productivity includes teacher 
preparation, organization, and timely facilitation 
of activities and transitions. Instructional learn-
ing formats refer to teachers providing and facili-
tating active engagement in interesting activities 
and materials (Bowman & Stott, 1994; Bruner, 
1996; Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978).

The classroom organization domain reflects 
the ways in which the engagement of individual 
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students is nested in how activities and productiv-
ity are facilitated and unfold at the classroom 
level. Teachers high in this dimension effectively 
use instruction and materials to support behav-
ioral engagement among all of the students in 
their class (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005). In these 
classrooms, everyone in the class seems to know 
what is expected and how to go about doing it 
(Pianta et al., 2004). Teachers low in this dimen-
sion fail to format activities and instruction in 
ways that provide timely opportunities for inter-
actions that foster engagement. They may focus 
on lecture or being underprepared or unorganized 
to support engagement in more complex activi-
ties. In these classrooms, student engagement in 
learning can be derailed by boredom or wasted 
time and energy as students search for materials, 
inundate the teacher for logistical support, or 
simply sit around. In Finland, for example, the 
quality of teachers’ classroom organization pre-
dicted learning motivation among Finnish kin-
dergartners (Pakarinen et  al., 2011) and 
self-reports of behavioral and cognitive engage-
ment among Finnish secondary students (Pöysä 
et al., 2019).

In summary, there is substantial support for 
the conceptualization of overall interaction qual-
ity and corresponding evidence of the theorized 
components as being impactful for student 
engagement.

�Levels of Interaction Quality

Research from across the globe confirms that 
interactions are a powerful lever for supporting 
educational reform and excellence through 
improving engagement in classroom learning. In 
the United States and in international studies, 
each domain of interaction quality is associated 
with student engagement in classroom learning 
from early education through secondary school.

The potential for interactions to drive engage-
ment is dampened, however, by the state of inter-
action quality across the globe. Observational 
studies reveal that the quality of teacher–student 
interactions vary widely. For example, from early 
education to elementary to secondary settings, 

the proportion of students in classrooms that 
offer low levels of emotional, instructional, and 
organizational support far exceeds those in class-
rooms with high-quality interactions in those 
domains. In a large study of early education set-
tings, children in only 15 percent of classrooms 
experienced high emotional and instructional 
support (NCES), and poor and African American 
children are more likely to experience lower-
quality interactions. At the elementary level, a 
national study of American classrooms revealed 
that the quality of instructional and social support 
offered to young elementary school students is 
generally low, and even lower for less-advantaged 
students (NICHD ECCRN, 2003; Pianta et  al., 
2007; Kane & Staiger, 2012). Similarly, in a 
study of adolescents’ experiences in more than 
3000 4th–10th grade classrooms in 4 large school 
districts, the Measures of Effective Teaching 
(MET) Study (Kane et al., 2014; Kane & Staiger, 
2012) found that classroom learning experiences 
were largely rote in nature and rarely called for 
reasoning, problem solving, or analytic skills; 
instruction was delivered primarily in large 
groups; content was discrete and isolated rather 
than made relevant and connected to other knowl-
edge; and students were engaged in very passive 
ways (Kane et al., 2014; Kane & Staiger, 2012).

Observational studies also suggest that vari-
ability in the quality of interactions that students 
experience could undermine their engagement. 
The quality of teacher–student interactions varies 
throughout the school day (Brock & Curby, in 
press). In middle school variation in interaction 
quality across teachers and within days is related 
to their levels of problem behavior (LoCasale-
Crouch et al., 2018). While the research on con-
sistency of interaction quality is still growing, 
studies on the cumulative effects of closeness or 
conflict with teachers over time suggest that both 
the level of quality and the consistency with 
which student experience high-quality interac-
tions meaningfully contribute to engagement and 
associated outcomes over time.

In summary, in many ways the evidence on 
interaction quality reflects what we know about 
engagement: interaction quality is not as high as 
desired nor as high as it could be. Similarly, like 
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student engagement, to improve interactions, 
teachers need targeted training and relational 
supports. As just a matter of context, in a national 
Gallup Poll (Gallup., 2014), teachers report of 
daily stress exceeded all other occupations sur-
veyed (Gallup., 2014) and predictably results in 
higher levels of burnout (Betoret, 2009), reduced 
teacher self-efficacy (Klassen et  al., 2012), and 
increased teacher attrition (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2011). Given these concerns, it should not be sur-
prising that the quality of teachers’ interactions 
with students may suffer.

�Improving Teacher–Student 
Interactions

Evidence from our and others’ efforts clearly 
demonstrates that interaction quality can be 
improved with a system of relational and learning 
supports for teachers and that increasing the 
quality of interactions contributes to subsequent 
improvements in student outcomes. Our team has 
developed and evaluated in experiments a set of 
interventions, that includes coaching, courses 
(in-person and online) and a range of video anal-
ysis and knowledge-focused activities to increase 
teachers’ knowledge of and observation skills for 
identifying effective and ineffective interactions.

For example, one of these techniques uses 
coaches to guide the development of teachers’ 
observation skills as they learn how to analyze 
video of their own or others’ interactions. The 
My Teaching Partner (MTP) coaching model 
(Allen et  al., 2011; Pianta, Mashburn, et  al., 
2008b) is a systematic professional development 
program designed specifically to use a supportive 
consulting relationship to support teachers’ study 
of CLASS exemplars and analysis of moment-to-
moment cycles of other’s and their own interac-
tions with students.

MTP coaching has been shown to produce 
positive growth across several features of 
teacher–child interaction (with a large effect size, 
d = 0.77 – 0.97; Pianta, Mashburn, et al., 2008b), 
particularly for teachers in high-poverty class-
rooms. Children whose teachers received coach-
ing showed greater gains in literacy skills and 

lower levels of problem behavior (e.g., Hamre 
et al., 2010). In a larger-scale experimental evalu-
ation with nearly 500 teachers in preschool pro-
grams from 10 sites, there was evidence of 
positive impacts on teachers’ instructionally 
focused interactions (Downer et al., 2010), such 
as support for higher-order thinking skills, more 
intensive and frequent feedback, and support for 
language development (with moderately large 
effects, d  =  0.51–0.69), while also improving 
children’s multi-word language behavior and 
inhibitory control.

In the secondary grades, MTP was adapted 
(My Teaching Partner-Secondary, MTP-S) to 
emphasize interactions that enable autonomy, 
increase relevance, and integrate peers as 
resources (My Teaching Partner-Secondary, 
MTP-S) (Allen et  al., 2011). In a randomized 
controlled evaluation, MTP-S yielded 9 percen-
tile point gains in year-end standardized achieve-
ment tests, mediated in part by higher levels of 
student motivation and observed behavioral 
engagement (Gregory et al., 2014). Coaching sig-
nificantly improved teachers’ sensitivity toward 
students, behavioral indications of their under-
standing and awareness of students’ perspectives, 
and greater use of instructional strategies focused 
on concepts and analysis. A modified version of 
MTP-S also demonstrated clear and significant 
benefits, this time during the first year of treat-
ment, on students’ state standardized test scores, 
as well as a range of observed and student-
reported engagement (Allen et al., 2011). In these 
two controlled evaluations of interactions-
focused coaching, not only were the improved 
quality of teacher–student interactions and a 
nearly 10 percentile point benefit attributed to 
coaching but also achievement gains were equal 
in magnitude across content areas (i.e., math, lan-
guage arts, science, history).

The MTP interventions are also effective at 
addressing the racial discipline gap. MTP-S 
increased teachers’ use of clear routines, fair 
implementation of rules, and proactive monitor-
ing of behavior, which fostered respectful rela-
tionships that recognized students’ needs for 
autonomy, leadership, relevancy, and peer inter-
actions (Gregory et al., 2014). MTP-S coaching 
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reduced levels of disciplinary referrals for all stu-
dents and lowered the odds that African American 
students were referred for disciplinary reasons. In 
a post-MTP year with new students, African 
American students in the control teacher class-
rooms were over twice more likely to be issued a 
discipline referral, compared to non-African 
American students, a disparity that was signifi-
cantly reduced for teachers who received MTP-S 
the prior year.

The coursework interventions are equally 
effective at producing improvements in teacher–
student interaction. These courses (both the 
online and in-person versions) provide struc-
tured, didactic material to teachers that describes 
the TTI framework, with a large number of 
accompanying video clips demonstrating exem-
plars of effective and ineffective interactions 
across the TTI domains. They also include skills 
training that involves tagging videos to identify 
effective exemplars and activities that involve 
analysis of teachers’ impacts on student engage-
ment (Hamre et  al., 2013). As evaluated in a 
series of experimental studies, these courses, 
online or in-person, have significant and large 
effects on improving teacher–student 
interactions.

In summary, there is clear evidence that inter-
actions can be improved in ways that effectively 
increase the capacity of the classroom for student 
engagement. We hypothesize––and have heard in 
focus groups of participating teachers––that the 
relational, observational, and learning supports 
provided in the intervention seem to influence the 
behavioral, psychological, and emotional sys-
tems that shape how teachers self-regulate around 
their interactions with students. The CLASS 
observational tool serves as a “roadmap,” provid-
ing a common language and landscape for teach-
ers to improve their interactions with students.1

1 Please see the Teachstone website for more information 
about the CLASS measures and coaching (https://teach-
stone.com/). Note that co-author Pianta has a financial 
interest in Teachstone as the distributor of CLASS-related 
observation and professional development materials.

�Conclusion and Future Directions

The discussion above informed the following 
suggestions and directions for further research in 
the area of teacher–student interaction and stu-
dent engagement. First, it continues to be impor-
tant for research to specify how engagement is 
positioned in their conceptual models and empir-
ical work. It is also important to clarify what are 
considered indicators of engagement and to dis-
tinguish indicators of engagement from anteced-
ents (e.g., facilitators, like teacher–student 
relationships or interactions) and outcomes (e.g., 
academic achievement) in how engagement is 
operationalized and measured (Lam et al., 2012; 
Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). In our work, engage-
ment is situated as a mediator of classroom inputs 
and as a potential outcome in classrooms. In this 
view, relationships and interactions are not con-
sidered antecedents to engagement in the tradi-
tional temporal, linear, and causal sense. The TTI 
framework describes relationships and interac-
tions as establishing the capacity of a classroom 
for student engagement; engagement emerges 
through the dynamic relationship between the 
students’ capacities and skills and the relational, 
instructional, and organizational resources avail-
able to them (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 
Magnusson & Stattin, 1998). Thus, engagement 
emerges in classrooms, with the nature and qual-
ity of engagement conditioned on the quality of 
interactions between teachers and students in that 
setting. By extension, interventions and policies 
that improve the quality of relationships and 
interactions enrich the conditions for student 
engagement.

An important area for future research is to 
examine how relationships and interactions sup-
port the emergence and coordination of subtypes 
of engagement. Research differs in terms of 
focusing on overall engagement or specifically on 
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional subtypes of 
engagement (Lam et al., 2012; Skinner & Pitzer, 
2012). In light of evidence of differential associa-
tions between subtypes and specific outcomes, it 
is important to systematically study how we might 
leverage relationships and interactions in inter-
ventions targeting different types of outcomes 
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(e.g., behavioral and cognitive engagement con-
sistently predicts achievement in secondary math 
and science, while emotional engagement pre-
dicts with career aspirations, e.g., Wang et  al., 
2017). Importantly, this also means attending to 
how engagement is measured and from whose 
perspective (e.g., student report of emotional 
engagement in secondary math and science 
coursework predicts their career aspirations in 
these fields, but teacher report does not; Wang 
et  al., 2016). Furthermore, subtypes of involve-
ment in classroom learning are part of a self-sys-
tem of engagement in school (Wang & Hofkens, 
2019). Future research could help us understand 
how teacher relationships and interactions relate 
to students’ coordinating their engagement across 
different components of school (Mikami et  al., 
2017; Wang & Hofkens, 2019).

Future research could also help us better sup-
port and understand engagement by examining 
how the quality of teacher–student relationships 
and interactions relate to student disengagement. 
Some research suggests that disengagement may 
represent more than the absence of engagement; 
that disengagement may be a distinct process that 
includes both the absence of positive engagement 
and the presence of negative engagement in class 
(Skinner et  al., 2009; Wang et  al., 2015, 2017, 
2020). In this view, students who are disengaged 
lack sustained involvement in class and engage in 
maladaptive behavior (Skinner et  al., 2009), 
which has negative consequences for outcomes 
that are independent from the effects of engage-
ment (Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003). 
Studying how relationships and interactions 
relate to disengagement is necessary for address-
ing the process by which students become alien-
ated, disconnected, and/or withdrawn from 
classroom relationships and learning (Schussler, 
2009; Fredricks, 2014) and can help us leverage 
the power of teacher interactions in classrooms to 
address disengagement from school (Anderson 
et al., 2004).

Regarding implications for policy, education 
policy could recognize and leverage teacher–
child interactions as a powerful resource for stu-
dent learning and achievement. Instead of policies 

that intend to improve educational opportunity by 
focusing on distal factors, like teachers’ degrees 
or outcomes, such as student test scores, policies 
aimed at improving teacher effectiveness could 
focus on classroom processes that are proximal 
to teaching and student learning, which would 
increase the capacity for student engagement. For 
example, school reform efforts that have focused 
on increasing academic demands and standard-
ized tests have strained an already overloaded 
education workforce. In the context of increased 
economic stressors placed on students, families, 
teachers, and communities over the past decade 
(Kena et  al., 2014), one might characterize the 
rising rates of teachers’ use of exclusionary disci-
pline practices (e.g., suspension) as reflecting 
notable misalignment between demands on stu-
dents and educators and resources that are rele-
vant for their success (Sullivan & Bal, 2013). 
With 50 percent of the teaching workforce leav-
ing the profession after 5 years, the vast majority 
report feeling inadequately trained to respond 
effectively to students’ social needs and behav-
iors, and more than 10% of schools in America 
are chronically failing to engage students in pro-
ductive learning opportunities (Kena et al., 2014), 
it is abundantly clear that policies are needed that 
direct investments in teachers’ wellbeing and 
relational capacity.

In sum, we recognize the tremendous value of 
a focus on student engagement as a lever for 
improving educational opportunity and student 
outcomes. In the framing and analysis presented 
in this chapter, engagement is viewed as an emer-
gent property of effective and supportive teacher–
student interactions and relationships. Using that 
conceptualization for engagement and interac-
tion, the evidence for impacts on students of 
improving the qualities of teacher–student inter-
action reinforces the value of these interactions 
for enhancing the capacity of classroom settings 
to support engaged, involved students. This fram-
ing of engagement as central to learning and as 
embedded in relationships and interactions forces 
us to understand classrooms as social systems, 
with consequent implications for research and 
policy.
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The Role of Peer Relationships 
on Academic and Extracurricular 
Engagement in School

Casey A. Knifsend, Guadalupe Espinoza, 
and Jaana Juvonen

Abstract

Peer relationships are a major part of youths’ 
experiences at school. Moreover, both close 
friendships and peer group affiliations are 
related to student engagement in school. This 
chapter reviews research on school belonging, 
friendships, and negative social experiences 
(e.g., rejection or bullying) as related to 
engagement, with discussion of effects of peer 
relationships for youth from historically 
underrepresented backgrounds. Across these 
sections, research on both academic and extra-
curricular engagement is reviewed to under-
stand if peer relationships operate in similar 
ways across these two domains. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of areas for future 
research and implications for policy and prac-
tice, with consideration of existing policies 
that can restrict peer relationships (e.g., aca-

demic tracking or selection of participants in 
extracurricular activities).

�Introduction

Peers are a major part of schooling, and most stu-
dents say they like school because that is where 
they get to affiliate with their friends (Erath et al., 
2008). Given the amount of time students spend 
with their classmates and friends in school, they 
are also likely to be influenced by them. Moreover, 
when students have friends and feel socially con-
nected and supported at school, one would expect 
these factors to predispose them to feel positively 
towards academic work and other school activi-
ties. The assumption guiding this review is that 
friends and other peer relationships can motivate 
students to engage in schoolwork as well as in 
extracurricular activities. However, we recognize 
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 
engagement “effects” of friendships, peer sup-
port, and socially marginalizing experiences, 
such as peer rejection and bullying.

Our review is largely based on the assumption 
that positive relationships with schoolmates 
facilitate a sense of belonging to school (Juvonen, 
2006). Consistent with the path diagram 
below (Fig. 1), we presume that both peer rela-
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Peer relationships Sense of belonging             Student engagement

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework guiding the review of the current chapter

tionships, as well as school belonging, are related 
to student engagement (e.g., Kindermann et al., 
1996; Voelkl, 1997). The primary focus of the 
current chapter is to review research that enables 
us to understand how different peer relationship 
experiences may or may not be associated with 
student engagement. Terms referring to school 
belonging and peer relationships are used 
broadly. For example, we use belongingness and 
connectedness interchangeably. 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 affiliations (i.e., less tight relationships 
united by common interests and activities). Social 
status, in turn, refers to position or rank within a 
classroom.

We also rely on a broad and inclusive defini-
tion of engagement. Research on both academic 
engagement and extracurricular involvement is 
reviewed. Our definition of academic engage-
ment entails a range of observable indicators, 
including emotional (e.g., interest, boredom), 
behavioral (e.g., effort, following classroom 
rules), and cognitive (e.g., investment in learning, 
preference for challenging tasks) dimensions 
(Fredricks et  al., 2004), more so than self-
reported expectations, values, and aspirations 
that are typically used to assess academic motiva-
tion. School-based extracurricular involvement 
in sports, arts, and other clubs is included for two 
reasons. First, by assessing both academic and 
non-academic engagement in school activities, 
we are able to determine whether peer relation-
ships operate in similar ways across these two 
domains. Second, although extracurricular par-
ticipation mostly involves non-academic activi-
ties, such involvement is related to academic 
engagement (e.g., Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). 
Thus, we review how peer relationships affect 
and are affected by extracurricular involvement 
in ways that can facilitate academic engagement. 

Both academic and extracurricular engagement 
are of interest given links with adaptive academic 
outcomes. For instance, dimensions of behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement are 
associated with grade point average among teens 
(Chase et al., 2014), as well as adaptive coping 
(e.g., strategizing how to solve problems or seek-
ing help from teachers or other adults) among 
young children (Skinner et al., 2016). Similarly, 
extracurricular engagement (measured by the 
type of activity, or duration of involvement) is 
linked with outcomes including higher compe-
tence, achievement, and perceived value of edu-
cation (Hughes et al., 2016; Im et al., 2016).

We start the chapter with some illustrative 
examples of research demonstrating the links 
between school belonging and academic engage-
ment as well as extracurricular involvement. We 
then proceed to review the ways in which the 
selection of friends and the influence of friends is 
related to students’ engagement. Thereafter, the 
quality of the friendships and the type of support 
(academic vs. emotional) are discussed. Studies 
examining whether the size of the peer network 
and friendship stability are related to student 
engagement are also reviewed. Research on stu-
dents who are rejected or bullied by their peers, 
in turn, captures the ways in which negative 
social experiences may alienate students from 
school and possibly increase the chances of drop-
ping out. We also discuss whether peers are par-
ticularly salient for some youth, compared to 
others. The chapter ends with a discussion about 
future research needs and implications for school 
policies (e.g., academic tracking, grade retention, 
extracurricular practices).

This second edition chapter follows the struc-
ture of our first edition with several key revisions 
and additions. Our goal was to include robust 
findings from studies relying on larger, more 
diverse, and/or longitudinal samples that employ 
newer and sophisticated analytic techniques (e.g., 
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social network analysis). Additions include an 
overview of peer influence processes including 
youth from historically underrepresented ethnic-
racial groups and youth who have experienced 
adverse childhood experiences.

�School Belonging

Research on school belonging presumes that 
environments characterized by caring and sup-
portive relationships facilitate student engage-
ment (e.g., Felner & Felner, 1989; Goodenow & 
Grady, 1993; Voelkl, 1997). Consequently, 
engagement can be undermined when students 
feel unsupported and disconnected from others 
(e.g., Becker & Luthar, 2002; Finn, 1989). 
Although both relationships with teachers and 
peers matter (Furrer & Skinner, 2003), the need 
to “fit in” with one’s peers is especially pro-
nounced during adolescence (LaFontana & 
Cillessen, 2010). Hence, it is not surprising that 
much of the existing research on school belong-
ing has focused on middle and high school stu-
dents. The following section examines evidence 
across development from elementary, middle, 
and high school, and we note where studies rely 
on longitudinal data.

�Does Sense of Belonging Promote 
Academic Engagement?

Capitalizing on a large sample of over 4000 stu-
dents and across 24 elementary schools, Battistich 
et al. (1995) investigated the association between 
students’ sense of school community (e.g., per-
ceptions of caring and supportive interpersonal 
relationships) and a range of measures tapping 
attitudes, motivation, and achievement. By rely-
ing on hierarchical linear modeling techniques 
that allow examination of students nested within 
schools, the findings revealed that a greater sense 
of community was associated with higher levels 
of class enjoyment and lower levels of work 
avoidance. Generally, stronger associations were 
documented in schools serving the most econom-
ically disadvantaged families, suggesting that 

sense of belonging might be particularly impor-
tant for students from educationally and finan-
cially disadvantaged homes.

Similarly, a sense of belonging is linked with 
engagement among adolescents. In one of the 
earliest studies on sense of belonging in middle 
school, a strong sense of belonging was associ-
ated with increased academic engagement (i.e., 
measured as the importance of schoolwork and 
persistence) among an ethnically diverse sample 
of students (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The link 
between a sense of belonging at school and stu-
dent engagement has been studied most exten-
sively among high school students. Focusing on a 
predominantly Latino sample of urban high 
school seniors, school belonging was associated 
with more frequent classroom participation, 
homework completion, exam preparation, and 
better school attendance (Sánchez et  al., 2005). 
Similarly, in a diverse sample assessed in the fall 
and spring of ninth grade, school climate (which 
consisted of belonging, fairness, and interracial 
climate as dimensions) was linked with student- 
(i.e., perceptions of own engagement, like paying 
attention in class) and teacher-rated (i.e., ratings 
of the student as engaged vs. disaffected from 
schoolwork) engagement concurrently, with a 
stronger link for student-rated engagement. Fall 
engagement, in turn, was linked with subsequent 
grade point average (Benner et al., 2008). Thus, a 
sense of belonging may facilitate the social con-
ditions that help youth do better academically.

It is important to recognize that sense of 
belonging and engagement vary across individu-
als and also over time in complex ways. On one 
hand, there is evidence that year-to-year changes 
in engagement (i.e., perceived usefulness and 
intrinsic value of school) across high school are 
related to corresponding levels of belonging 
(Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013). But research 
on school transitions suggests that changes in 
sense of belonging can affect changes in engage-
ment in different ways. In a study of predomi-
nately Latino and African American teens, 
Benner et al. (2017) found that students reporting 
decreased belonging across the transition from 
middle school to high school were less engaged 
(e.g., perceived to pay less attention in class), 
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compared to those reporting increased or rela-
tively stable sense of school belonging across the 
transition. Thus, while a lack of sense of belong-
ing is generally related to lower student engage-
ment, high or stable levels of belonging across 
school transitions may also buffer against a 
declining engagement.

In sum, these findings suggest that students’ 
sense of belonging is an important factor associ-
ated with academic involvement and engage-
ment, especially in secondary school. Although 
most research in this area does not allow us to 
conclude that sense of belonging causes students 
to engage, there is strong support that declines in 
sense of belonging are related to lack of engage-
ment. Moreover, it appears that a sense of con-
nectedness may be particularly important for 
some groups of students and during normative 
school transitions. We now turn to examine the 
connections between a sense of belonging and 
students’ levels of engagement outside of the 
classroom in extracurricular activities.

�Is Extracurricular Participation a Way 
to Strengthen Sense of Belonging?

A handful of survey and qualitative studies have 
examined the association between belonging and 
students’ engagement in extracurricular activi-
ties. Students with a stronger sense of school 
belonging are more likely to engage in activities 
such as after-school sports or extracurricular pro-
grams. In a study relying on daily phone inter-
views of African American students in sixth to 
ninth grade, the more time students spent on 
extracurricular activities, the more strongly they 
bonded with school (e.g., felt close to others, 
happy, safe, and that teachers treated students 
fairly; Dotterer et al., 2007).

Qualitative research provides some insights 
into the mechanisms through which 
extracurricular involvement is linked with a sense 
of belonging. High school girls were surveyed 
before and interviewed after they received notifi-
cation of whether they had been selected to the 
cheer or dance team following competitive try-
outs (Barnett, 2006). The girls who made the 

team maintained their high levels of school liking 
(which is partly tapping school belonging), 
whereas school liking significantly decreased 
among the unsuccessful aspirants. When inter-
viewed, one of the non-selected girls explained 
that one of the main reasons why she wanted to 
be on the dance team was “to find a way to be 
connected with my school”, showing how suc-
cess and failure can each affect connection to 
school. Another qualitative study conducted 
focus groups among Chilean teens participating 
in a range of mostly school-based extracurricular 
activities, including sports, music, and academics 
(Berger et  al., 2020). Teens discussed themes 
related to a positive social climate within the 
activity and development of social-emotional 
skills. Particularly, they noted instances where 
lessons learned through activities transferred to 
the school setting, including the value of collabo-
ration and teamwork. These studies suggest that 
experiences within activities are likely associ-
ated, whether directly or indirectly, with 
belonging.

Taken together, a sense of belonging appears 
to be related to a wide range of student engage-
ment in school activities. Research on extracur-
ricular activities provides some important 
insights into how engagement in turn promotes a 
sense of belonging, reinforcing the notion of 
bidirectional effects. We now turn to examine 
how positive peer relationships facilitate engage-
ment. This analysis also shows why social 
bonds  – and a corresponding sense of belong-
ing  – are not always associated with increased 
levels of student engagement.

�Peer Selection and Socialization

To understand when socially connected youth 
may not engage, it is critical to understand peer 
selection and socialization processes. Children 
and youth tend to have relationships and affiliate 
with similar others (Laursen, 2017). That is, aca-
demically motivated students form friendships 
with engaged classmates, whereas unmotivated 
students are friends with disengaged peers. Given 
the similarities between friends, it is not surpris-
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ing that such peer relationships amplify students’ 
school-related behaviors, whether positive or 
negative (Dishion et  al., 1996; Mounts & 
Steinberg, 1995). Whether these peer “effects” 
also reflect the influence of friends is at times dif-
ficult to discern based on correlational data, 
although more recent studies tend to rely on lon-
gitudinal data that can help address this 
question.

�Characteristics of Peers 
and Academic Engagement

Earlier research in this area tested effects of 
selection or influence on engagement in separate 
investigations. Evidence for peer influence on 
academic engagement is seen in studies on peer 
networks (Cairns et  al., 1989; Kindermann, 
1993). For instance, when students were mem-
bers of groups with high average academic 
engagement, their own academic engagement 
improved over time (Kindermann et  al., 1996). 
Analyses of groups and group members suggest 
that students select peer groups, and groups wel-
come members based on similarities. Moreover, 
a range of characteristics of friends is related to 
academic engagement. Students with all-around 
adjusted friends (based on academic, social, and 
mental health attributes) spent more time doing 
homework and in extracurricular activities, and 
were absent less frequently, than students with 
friends who obtained lower grades and engaged 
in drug use or other misbehaviors (Cook et  al., 
2007).

More recently, large-scale longitudinal inves-
tigations have tested the effects of selection and 
influence simultaneously. A longitudinal study of 
Finnish 10th graders employed a social network 
approach to examine selection and influence 
effects on emotional (e.g., the perceived value of 
school), cognitive (i.e., effort in school), and 
behavioral (i.e., truancy) engagement (Wang 
et al., 2018). Youth nominated up to three peers 
with whom they most liked to spend time in the 
10th and 11th grade, and together, these data 
were used to compare effects of selection (e.g., 
does similarity in engagement in 10th grade pre-

dict peer nomination in 11th grade?) and influ-
ence (e.g., do youth become more similar to those 
they nominated in 10th grade?). Both selection 
and influence effects were shown for behavioral 
engagement, but only influence effects were 
present for emotional and cognitive engagement. 
These results highlight both selection and influ-
ence effects operating, but these effects depend 
on the type of engagement under investigation.

�Extracurricular Engagement: Are 
Friends a Reason to Get and Stay 
Involved?

Consistent with findings regarding academic 
engagement, students with friends who are 
involved in extracurricular activities are more 
likely to participate in activities themselves. An 
investigation in the National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent Health (Add Health) dataset sur-
veyed seventh to 12th grade youth across an 
eight-month span with reciprocated nominations 
of their closest friends as well as participation in 
school-based clubs, organizations, or sports 
activities (Schaefer et  al., 2011). Analyses 
employed a social network approach, accounting 
for multiple friendship processes (e.g., homoph-
ily or triadic closure) simultaneously. Those who 
were in the same activities were more likely to be 
friends than those who did not share a common 
activity, and this effect was strongest for high 
school students compared to middle school stu-
dents. Moreover, analyses of these effects over 
time showed that those in the same activity at the 
first time point had a greater likelihood of becom-
ing friends 8 months later, controlling for friend-
ships at the first time point. Although this study 
did not test relative contributions of selection and 
influence per se, these findings support the idea 
of the selection of friends who share common 
activities. Given that no other studies to our 
knowledge test selection and influence within 
extracurricular activities, additional research is 
needed in this area to test whether effects operate 
similarly to academic engagement.

In sum, friends’ behaviors and overall adjust-
ment, as well as perceived behaviors and values 
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of friends and peers, are related to student 
engagement. Research on the mechanisms of 
peer influence and selection suggests roles of 
each in affecting academic engagement. 
Similarly, those with friends involved in extra-
curricular activities are more likely to become 
friends with those sharing the same activity. What 
is not clear from these studies is whether the 
quality of friendships and type of peer support 
might also be linked with 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 conflict 
(Berndt, 2002). It is easy to see why these types 
of relationships in school would also facilitate a 
sense of belonging. Below, we review evidence 
on the connection between high-quality friend-
ships and student engagement in schoolwork, as 
well as in extracurricular activities.

�How Does Quality of Friendships 
Affect Academic Engagement?

In an ethnically diverse sample of Canadian chil-
dren in kindergarten to 3rd grade assessed three 
times over one school year, Hosan and Hoglund 
(2017) measured friendship quality (i.e., close-
ness and conflict) and emotional and behavioral 
dimensions of engagement, among other vari-
ables. Cross-lagged models showed that friend-
ship closeness was associated with higher 
emotional (e.g., enjoying learning new things) 
and behavioral (e.g., working hard) engagement 
over time, and friendship conflict was associated 
with lower emotional and behavioral engage-
ment. Earlier behavioral engagement, in turn, 
predicted greater friendship closeness, as well as 
lower friendship conflict. Similar findings have 
been shown in studies of seventh and eighth grad-
ers (Berndt & Keefe, 1995), where the perceived 
quality of the friendship predicted changes in 

self-reported behaviors (involvement and disrup-
tiveness) across the school year. Students with a 
supportive, intimate, and validating closest friend 
became more involved in class across the school 
year. In contrast, students whose closest friend-
ship involved frequent conflict and rivalry or 
competition increased in disruptive behavior dur-
ing the school year. These results highlight that it 
is not only the behaviors of friends but also the 
relationship qualities of the friendships that 
matter.

In addition to individual-level friendships, 
school-level friendship quality and academic 
engagement may also affect one’s own academic 
engagement. A large-scale, longitudinal study 
assessed how individual- and school-level char-
acteristics in the fifth grade, including perceived 
friendship quality (e.g., trust and caring) and self-
reported engagement behaviors, were associated 
with academic engagement in the sixth grade 
(Lynch et  al., 2013). Individual-level friendship 
quality and academic engagement in fifth grade 
predicted sixth grade academic engagement. 
Over and above individual effects, school-level 
average friendship quality and academic engage-
ment among all survey participants in the fifth 
grade were also associated with engagement. 
Thus, a school climate where youth experience 
positive peer relations and high levels of engage-
ment is likely to bolster academic engagement, 
independent of the quality of individuals’ spe-
cific friendships.

The type of peer support received might also 
matter, whether it is academic support or social-
emotional support more broadly. Focusing on 
seventh grade students, Murdock (1999) demon-
strated that students who reported high levels of 
academic support from peers were rated by their 
teachers as attending classes, participating in 
class, and completing assignments more fre-
quently than those who did not feel academically 
supported by their peers. Perceived academic 
support from peers was also related to lower rates 
of discipline problems (e.g., detention, in-school 
suspension). While academic support might be 
particularly critical in allowing students to work 
together on homework or projects, emotional or 
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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 et  al. (1996) found 
that when young elementary school students con-
sidered their friends as sources of aid and valida-
tion, they were particularly likely to develop 
positive attitudes toward school as the year 
progressed.

�Positive Youth Development and Peer 
Support in Extracurricular Activities

Although 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. 
Activities can provide a setting for positive youth 
development (PYD), including competence in 
specific domains (e.g., social, academic), confi-
dence, connection, character, and caring (Lerner 
et  al., 2005). Activities may also support other 
skills, like empathy and stress management (e.g., 
Dworkin et al., 2003). Thus, the effects of extra-
curricular activities on academic engagement 
may be indirect: the personal skills and compe-
tencies to understand and support peers in dis-
tress gained in the context of extracurricular 
activities likely help them also to provide aca-
demic support.

Taken together, the quality of student friend-
ships and peer support are each related to aca-
demic engagement. Students with stable, 
non-conflictive friendships, and who attend 
schools with high-quality friendships on average, 
are likely to engage in academic tasks. While 
close friends can encourage engagement, stu-
dents are also likely to seek friends who can help 
them with academic work. Although friends are 
in the position to provide various types of sup-
port, not surprisingly, academic support is con-
sistently related to academic engagement. 
Extracurricular involvement, in turn, may aid the 
ability to support others.

�Does the Number of Friends 
and Ability to Make and Keep 
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?

�Size of Friendship Networks 
and Academic Engagement

Focusing on initial school entry in a short-term 
longitudinal study conducted over the course of 
kindergarten, Ladd (1990) found that children 
with multiple existing friendships during school 
entrance developed more favorable school atti-
tudes during the first 2 months of kindergarten, 
accounting for preschool experience, mental age, 
and gender. Those maintaining these friendships 
also liked school more over time. Ladd (1990) 
also found that children who formed new friend-
ships during kindergarten performed better aca-
demically (as measured by teacher reports and 
student performance on school readiness and 
achievement tests) than children who did not 
establish friendships. New friendships accounted 
for a significant proportion of the variance in aca-
demic performance even when controlling for 
existing friendships.

In a study of students transitioning from fifth 
to sixth grade, Kingery and Erdley (2007) exam-
ined the role of schoolmates as students accli-
mate 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, the ability to 
have friends even before the transition seems to 
help students when transitioning to a new school. 
In a longitudinal study spanning the middle 
school years, Lessard and Juvonen (2018) found 
that not only was friendship network size related 
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to more student academic engagement, but also 
that friendship instability (i.e., proportion of 
friend losses and gains) was linked to lower aca-
demic engagement and academic performance 
(i.e., student GPA). Specifically, greater friend-
ship instability in the first year of middle school 
was predictive of lower engagement, and this in 
turn was predictive of lower academic perfor-
mance by the last year of middle school. Thus, 
the most socially skilled students (who are likely 
to have lots of friends and also have friendship 
stability) may have the easiest time navigating a 
new environment, and therefore, they remain 
highly engaged throughout the middle school 
years.

Although a greater number of friends might 
help, having one friend may be sufficient 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 et al. (2004) found that students with no 
reciprocated friends in the first year of middle 
school were initially more distressed and received 
lower grades in their school record than students 
with at least one friend. A significant difference 
in distress, but not grades, was also found in the 
eighth grade for those with no friends, compared 
to those with at least one friend. Although it is 
possible that a lack of friends caused distress 
which interfered with achievement, it is also pos-
sible that stress caused by low grades from ele-
mentary 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 academic performance.

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 first year of middle school 
improved their academic performance over the 
course of middle school, despite initially having 
lower grades in sixth grade than those with 
friendships. It is possible that friendless students 

obtain support for academic engagement from 
other sources (e.g., adults at school, parents). 
Alternatively, if it is perceived as “cool” among 
classmates to be disengaged (Galván et al., 2011), 
academically engaged students may simply not 
“fit in” with their classmates. In that case, it could 
be that lack of connections with classmates 
behaving in accordance with peer group norms 
protects engagement for some youth.

�Number of Friends 
and Extracurricular Engagement

Research on extracurricular activities suggests 
that indeed one friend may be sufficient to get 
students engaged in non-academic 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 participate in after-school extracurricular 
activities (e.g., sports, clubs), regardless of 
whether that friend participated in that activity or 
not. Additionally, one study found that there may 
be an added benefit to participating in extracur-
ricular activities with friends. In a study of eighth 
grade students, Poulin and Denault (2013) found 
that over 70% of students reported having friends 
in their activities (on average, students had about 
four friends participating in extracurricular activ-
ities with them), and those students with co-
participating friends reported better grades 
(Poulin & Denault, 2013). In a study examining 
extracurricular activity involvement, Knifsend 
et  al. (2018) found that middle school students 
with more friends engaged in extracurricular 
activities reported a greater sense of belonging-
ness at school (as measured by feelings of con-
nectedness to others at school). Moreover, school 
belonging mediated the link between friends’ 
involvement in activities and student engagement 
(Knifsend et al., 2018). The findings highlight the 
importance of adolescent friendships within 
extracurricular engagement and how this may 
promote student engagement and achievement. 
Thus, it is possible that close friendships provide 
enough support and confidence for students to 
explore and become involved in school, much 
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like secure attachment to a caregiver is related to 
exploration early in life.

Taken together, lack of close friendships is 
typically associated with lower student engage-
ment (especially at times of school transitions), 
while the ability to develop and maintain friend-
ships is related with academic engagement. 
Although a larger number of friends might 
increase the probability of receiving positive sup-
port for academic performance, the size of the 
peer network may simply reflect social skills that 
are particularly helpful to students during school 
transitions. Yet, having just one friend is enough 
to help students become involved in both aca-
demic and extracurricular activities. 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 help facilitate 
school belonging. Conversely, students who are 
friendless 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 and Engagement

Peer rejection is commonly defined as peers’ 
social avoidance of, dislike of, or reluctance to 
affiliate with a student. Therefore, rejection by 
classmates may threaten a sense of belonging in 
school even more than lack of friends inasmuch 
as rejection affects group membership at the 
classroom level (cf. Furman & Robbins, 1985). 
Indeed, peer rejection is associated with avoid-
ance of school, less positive perceptions about 
school, and lower academic performance in kin-

dergarten (Ladd, 1990), as well as lower grades 
in the first and second grade (O’Neil et al., 1997). 
In secondary school, peer rejection is related to 
increased absenteeism and truancy (DeRosier 
et al., 1994; Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990), decreased 
emotional school engagement (Danneel et  al., 
2019), and subsequent grade retention (Coie 
et al., 1992). It is important to note that even tem-
porary or one-time rejection (Greenman et  al., 
2009) is associated with negative academic out-
comes, and that negative experiences with 
schoolmates can also be associated with lasting 
disengagement (Buhs et al., 2006).

Given that aggressive students are at high risk 
for being rejected by classmates at least in ele-
mentary school (Asher & Coie, 1990), it is 
important to understand whether peer rejection 
(i.e., peer nomination of disliking) independently 
contributes to subsequent problems, or whether it 
functions merely as a marker of problem behav-
iors (Parker & Asher, 1987). Following a large 
sample of African American children from ele-
mentary school to middle school, Coie et  al. 
(1992) demonstrated that childhood peer rejec-
tion (based on social preference scores calculated 
from peer nominations) contributed to behavior 
problems 3 years later, over and above earlier lev-
els of aggression. Subsequent analyses of data 
from the same sample revealed that the combina-
tion of childhood aggression and peer rejection 
significantly increased the risk of committing 
assaults by the second year in high school (Coie 
et  al., 1995). Because aggression is associated 
with school disengagement, independent of 
rejection (e.g., Lessard et al., 2008), it is, there-
fore, likely that rejection amplifies the risk for 
subsequent school disengagement.

�Peer Victimization and Engagement

Consistent with the findings on rejected students, 
victims of bullying in elementary school are less 
likely to feel that they belong in school and are 
more likely to disengage by avoiding school 
(e.g., Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). Examining 
the association between bullying experiences and 
teacher-rated academic engagement as well as 
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grade point average in middle school, Juvonen 
et al. (2011) discovered 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 associa-
tions (i.e., whether bullying experiences preceded 
disengagement or vice versa), the robust associa-
tion between bullying experiences (regardless of 
whether they were assessed based on self-reports 
or peer nominations) and the academic indicators 
among an ethnically diverse sample of about 
1500 students suggests that bullying cannot be 
ignored when trying to improve academic 
engagement and performance. In addition, daily 
diary studies have shown that Latino high school 
students who are bullied at school report more 
daily academic problems (i.e., poor performance 
on a test, quiz or homework; Espinoza et  al., 
2013) and Latino youth who are bullied online 
report more school attendance problems 
(Espinoza, 2015). Thus, increasingly longitudi-
nal and daily methodology research has high-
lighted the ways in which bullying experiences 
may be linked to student engagement.

Evidence for both direct and mediated effects 
of bullying on school functioning has also been 
documented (e.g., Totura et al., 2013). For exam-
ple, by focusing on close to 2000 ethnically 
diverse students in the first year of middle school, 
Nishina et al. (2005) found that bullying experi-
ences at the start of the sixth grade were linked 
with subsequent psychological maladjustment as 
well as health complaints, which were related to 
end of the year absences and grades. At the same 
time, symptoms 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 espe-
cially likely to compromise academic engage-
ment (see also Juvonen et al., 2000).

Research has also examined the complex ways 
in which bullying and school climate impact stu-
dent engagement. Yang et  al. (2018) found that 
peer victimization among elementary, middle 
and high school students was related to multiple 

forms of student engagement (i.e., cognitive-
behavioral engagement, emotional engagement). 
School climate, which included students’ percep-
tions related to teacher relationships, fairness of 
rules, respect for diversity and school safety, 
moderated the relationship between victimiza-
tion and engagement such that a positive school 
climate intensified the negative link between vic-
timization and engagement. That is, if a student 
attends a school that is perceived as safe and 
positive, their experiences with bullying may be 
rarer, and particularly damaging to their engage-
ment (Yang et al., 2018). A similar set of school 
climate moderation findings were found between 
adolescents’ experiences with cyberbullying and 
engagement (Yang et al., 2020). Thus, there are 
likely structural and climate-specific aspects of 
students’ school that play an important role in 
how these negative peer experiences relate to 
their engagement levels.

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

Approximately one in five youth report that they 
dropped out of school because they felt that they 
did not belong at school (Doll et al., 2013). Finn 
(1989, 1993) proposed that the association 
between students not participating in school and 

C. A. Knifsend et al.



461

dropping out is explained by a lack of sense of 
belonging and of identification 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. A meta-analytic 
review of 82 correlational studies concluded that 
school belonging was negatively related to drop-
out rates (Korpershoek et al., 2020), further pro-
viding evidence that students’ sense of school 
belonging facilitates their engagement and their 
commitment to school.

Extracurricular involvement may also protect 
youth from dropping out of school. Focusing on 
Mexican-American and White non-Hispanic stu-
dents who were either in good academic standing 
or had dropped out of school, Davalos et  al. 
(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 pro-
spective longitudinal study, Mahoney and Cairns 
(1997), in turn, demonstrated that students who 
participated in extracurricular activities in middle 
or high school were less likely to drop out of 
school, and effects were strongest for those at 
highest risk of dropping out. Similarly, Neely and 
Vaquera (2017) extended this research examining 
the impact of extracurricular participation on the 
likelihood of school dropout by accounting for 
the impact of antecedents of dropout and poten-
tial selection biases. The results from this rigor-
ous, large nationally representative study showed 
that engagement in extracurricular activities was 
associated with a reduced likelihood of dropout, 
with the largest associations shown among 
African American students who participate in 
athletic activities. These findings suggest that 
opportunities to engage in school-related activi-
ties together with peers are critical, especially for 
youth who might otherwise be at risk of leaving 
school prematurely (Hymel et al., 1996).

Consistent with the idea about the importance 
of sense of belonging with one’s peers, 
Kaplan et  al. (1997) showed that in addition to 
low grades and lack of motivation, social alien-
ation from school-based peer networks and rela-
tionships with deviant schoolmates during eighth 

and ninth grade independently contributed to the 
risk of dropping out. Ties to friends in school 
may provide students with the connection and 
sense of belonging they need to continue in 
school. A large study with over 10,000 secondary 
students found that students who eventually 
dropped out of high school nominated fewer 
friends compared to students who completed 
school, suggesting that students who drop out 
experience more social isolation in school 
(Carbonaro & Workman, 2013). Similarly, a lon-
gitudinal study among Canadian high school stu-
dents showed that reciprocal friendships were a 
predictor of school dropout, over and above the 
impact of academic motivation and teacher sup-
port (Ricard & Pelletier, 2016). 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 perfor-
mance who were not held back (Alexander et al., 
2001). The authors concluded that this indepen-
dent effect of grade retention partly reflects a lack 
of social integration. Hence, feeling that one does 
not socially “fit in” or belong is an important risk 
factor for dropping out.

In sum, socially alienated youth who feel that 
they do not belong at school are at risk of drop-
ping out. Although both grade retention and 
behavior problems may in part alienate youth 
from their peers as well as their teachers (Juvonen, 
2006), students who are bullied and rejected are a 
particular risk group. In addition to not retaining 
students, encouraging socially vulnerable youth 
to participate in extracurricular activities might 
help keep these students engaged in the schooling 
process.

�Do Peer Effects Vary Across Groups?

Increasingly, research is demonstrating the ways 
in which peers may be particularly important in 
promoting school engagement among histori-
cally underrepresented students. Earlier, we 
referred to a large study of elementary school stu-
dents where a greater sense of community was 
associated with greater enjoyment and lower 
work avoidance, particularly in schools serving 
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the most economically disadvantaged students 
(Battistich et  al., 1995). More recent findings 
highlight differences across ethnic-racial groups. 
For example, Wang and Eccles (2012) examined 
the impact of social support on various dimen-
sions of school engagement across the middle 
and high school years and found that peer support 
was more strongly associated with both school 
identification (i.e., sense of school belonging and 
valuing of education) and the subjective valuing 
of learning among African American youth com-
pared to European American youth. Also, in a 
study comprised of 527 academically at-risk ado-
lescents, Hughes et al. (2015) found that increases 
in school belonging from fifth to eighth grade 
predicted achievement for African American stu-
dents, but not for Euro-American students. The 
authors noted that it may be especially important 
to maintain a sense of school belonging (i.e., per-
ceived acceptance at school, feelings of respect 
and encouragement from teachers) for students 
who typically face more challenges within the 
school context. Also, Moses and Villodas (2017) 
found that positive peer factors such as peer com-
panionship were protective against the negative 
impact of adverse childhood experiences on per-
ceptions of school importance (measured by ado-
lescents’ response to how important it is for them 
to do well in school). Conversely, negative peer 
factors such as peer conflict exacerbated the 
impact of adverse childhood experiences on 
school dropout contemplation. Taken together, 
these studies point to the potential value of iden-
tifying strategies that boost school belonging via 
peer connections to reduce engagement and 
school completion disparities. More research is 
needed to better understand group variations in 
how peer factors and belongingness relate to 
engagement.

�Final Conclusions

We have reviewed evidence suggesting that the 
way students feel about “fitting in” or belonging 
with their schoolmates is associated with their 
level of engagement in school. Let us now sum-

marize some of our main conclusions and 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. Even mere 
perceptions of friends’ values and their academic 
behaviors are related to more active class partici-
pation. Friends’ overall social adjustment (e.g., 
lack of behavior problems) is also associated 
with involvement in both academics and extra-
curricular activities. In addition to these 
individual-level effects, there is also evidence of 
school-level factors, such as average friendship 
quality within a grade level, that affect engage-
ment. Although having a greater number of 
friends may help students get engaged in school, 
having just one friend helps alleviate the 
stress  related to transitioning to a new school. 
Friends are typically good sources of emotional 
and social support; however, it is academic sup-
port that is most clearly associated with engage-
ment behaviors, like attendance and participating 
in class. Extracurricular activities, in turn, pro-
vide students with opportunities to form new 
friendships, just as those with friends are more 
likely to explore new extracurricular options and 
stay involved. In turn, engagement in extracur-
ricular activities is likely to feed into academic 
engagement. Based on the research reviewed, we 
conclude that friendships and peer affiliations 
with engaged classmates generally facilitate 
belonging with 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 beneficial, however. Not 
only do critical qualities (e.g., supportiveness, 
validation) of friendships vary, but also the level 
of support and collaboration on school assign-
ments varies depending on the abilities and aspi-
rations of friends. Students who have disengaged 
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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 school and 
repeated absences, in turn, increase the risk of 
dropping out of school. Similar to the positive 
“effects” noted above, there is support for school-
level factors, like its climate, that are linked with 
engagement. Thus, particular types of friend-
ships, lack of any friendships, as well as bullying 
and rejection experiences, are all related to school 
disengagement.

�Are Peers Necessary to Maintain 
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 the only source of enhanced engagement and 
achievement. There is evidence that parent sup-
port and teacher support may be more important 
than peer support (Chen, 2005; Garcia-Reid, 
2007; Wentzel, 1998). When and how these other 
sources of support can compensate for the sup-
port that friends provide in relation to academic 
engagement, or whether other sources of support 
can counter negative social experiences (such as 
bullying), are critical questions to further 
investigate.

The studies reviewed in this chapter also con-
vey that not all peer relationships promote 
academic 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 
benefit 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 influence 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 find 
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 (Juvonen, 2018).

For extracurricular activities, in turn, selection 
procedures are problematic. Exclusion based on 
tryouts can disengage and alienate students from 
school. When non-selected 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 benefits 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 and buffer the 
emotional distress associated with peer harass-
ment (Hodges et al., 1999; Hodges et al., 1997). 
Whether one friend or any friend is enough in 
other stressful situations as well is less clear. It is 
therefore important to examine the potential 
power of one friend when youth experience aca-
demic difficulties, or when they get cut from a 
team. Equally important is research examining 
the ways in which some extracurricular involve-
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ment (e.g., team sports) might help students pro-
vide support to one another. Unless group work 
and other cooperative methods are used in class-
rooms, certain 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 dif-
ferences in assumptions and research traditions 
for each but also to learn about the generalizabil-
ity of the findings across the two domains. For 
example, it appears that rejection by peers and 
exclusion from a sports team may have similarly 
alienating effects that are related to disengage-
ment. Whether course selections, much like 
extracurricular choices, might be influenced in 
part by whether friends or high status (i.e., popu-
lar) peers are involved in the class is also needed 
to understand fully whether peers have similar 
effects on academic as well as extracurricular 
engagement. Particularly intriguing is the idea 
that extracurricular activities or peer relations 
fostered by those activities might help us explain 
academic engagement.
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Abstract

Student engagement is related to various posi-
tive academic outcomes and can be facilitated 
by specific school structures. The current chap-
ter hypothesizes that academic engaged time 
(AET) is the proportion of instructional time 
that students are behaviorally, cognitively, and 
affectively engaged, and that schools directly 
influence AET by facilitating engagement and 
determining amount of total instructional time. 
Several psychological theories are presented as 
potential foundations of AET, including Flow 
Theory and Instructional Level. Finally, the 
Planning Instruction, Managing Instruction, 
Delivering Instruction, and Evaluating 
Instruction model is presented as a framework 
to examine school structures and instructional 
practices that lead to increased AET.

�Student Engagement, Academic 
Engaged Time, and Student 
Achievement

There is a well-established link between student 
engagement and academic outcomes such as 
school completion or dropping out (Fredricks 
et al., 2004). One potential reason why engage-
ment and academic outcomes are linked is 
because higher levels of engagement led to 
increased student academic engaged time (AET), 
which subsequently increased achievement. The 
amount of instructional time has long been linked 
to student learning (Guida et  al., 1985; 
Rosenshine, 1978), but more instructional time 
by itself did not necessarily increase student out-
comes (Lopez-Agudo & Marcenaro-Gutierrez, 
2020) because the relationship between the two 
was influenced by the nature of the classroom 
environment (Nomi & Allensworth, 2013; Rivkin 
& Schiman, 2015). The purpose of this chapter is 
to discuss the relationship between instructional 
practices and AET, and specific practices that can 
enhance the relationship. Next is a description of 
engagement and AET, theoretical underpinnings 
of AET, and specific school practices that facili-
tate AET.
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�Definitions of Engagement and AET

Student engagement was once a confusing and 
controversial term (Axelson & Flick, 2010). 
Research has provided some clarity, but the clar-
ity has led to additional questions and points in 
need of continued research. Many have proposed 
engagement as a multifaceted construct (Li & 
Lerner, 2013) driven primarily by Fredricks 
et  al.’ (2004) classic delineation of behavioral 
engagement (active participation in school 
including academic, social, and extracurricular 
activities), emotional engagement (positive feel-
ings towards teachers, classmates), and cognitive 
engagement (putting forth the effort needed for 
success). More recent engagement theorists have 
identified four areas of engagement that essen-
tially kept the concepts of cognitive and behav-
ioral engagement, reconceptualized emotional 
engagement as affective engagement (feelings of 
belonging and identification with the school), 
and added academic engagement (time on task, 
credit hours accrued, and homework completion; 
Reschly & Christensen, 2012). Engagement is 
defined for this chapter as a broad sense of an 
emotional connection with a school and a desire 
to succeed that leads to generally active partici-
pation in and completion of school activities.

A deeper understanding of student engage-
ment has led to much clearer implications for 
intervening to improve engagement and subse-
quent student outcomes (Fredricks et al., 2019), 
and affective (r  =  0.22), behavioral (r  =  0.35), 
and cognitive (r = 0.25) engagement have been 
correlated to student achievement across 69 stud-
ies (Lei et  al., 2018). However, a more precise 
understanding of student engagement has also 
demonstrated the need for further clarity. It was 
long believed, and empirically demonstrated, that 
student motivation led to behavior, which led to 
outcomes, but engagement theories have placed 
aspects of behavior on the motivation side of the 
formula and components of motivation into the 
behavior variable (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020).

Academic engaged time (AET; Rosenshine & 
Berliner, 1978) 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” 
(Gettinger & Walter, 2012, p.  663). Thus, the 
definition of AET is the amount of time, in rela-
tion to total instructional time, that students are 
cognitively and behaviorally engaged. Affective 
engagement is also related to student achieve-
ment, but the relationship is mediated by behav-
ioral engagement (Lee, 2014) and there is a 
bidirectional relationship between affective and 
behavioral engagement (Li & Lerner, 2013). 
Although related to engagement, AET is funda-
mentally different from student engagement 
because engagement is a broad or general sense 
of connection and AET is specific to a given task 
or set of tasks. Moreover, AET is also different 
from academic engagement because it relies on 
the number of instructional minutes available to 
the student, and academic engagement involves 
more general indicators than the frequency with 
which students are on task such as credit hours 
accrued and class grades (Reschly & Christensen, 
2012).

Research has consistently found that AET 
affects positive student development. 
Interventions that increased AET led to immedi-
ate gains in student outcomes. For example, 
implementing interventions for AET with high-
school and middle-school students with disabili-
ties led to increased AET and subsequent higher 
long-term retention of the material learned dur-
ing the instructional task (Duchaine et al., 2018), 
and higher ongoing classroom quiz scores 
(Müllerke et  al., 2019). AET is also linked to 
long-term growth in academic achievement. A 
review of 38 meta-analyses found that how well a 
student remained on task during instruction was 
more closely related to student achievement than 
59% of the 105 variables examined (Schneider & 
Preckel, 2017), perhaps because AET led to more 
active participation in instruction, more frequent 
productive teamwork in classrooms, and better 
self-directed learning (Rotgans & Schmidt, 
2011).

In the original conceptualization of AET, it 
was suggested that the number of instructional 
minutes in which students were engaged was 
directly related to content covered and teacher 
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activities (Rosenshine, 1978). As shown in Fig. 1, 
several environmental variables can facilitate and 
support cognitive and affective engagement, 
including school structure, teaching for rele-
vance, and teacher support, which accounts for 
46% of the variance in affective engagement, and 
32% of the variance in cognitive engagement 
(Wang & Eccles, 2013). Affective and cognitive 
engagement facilitate behavioral and academic 
engagement, which in turn leads to AET. However, 
specific classroom practices (e.g., providing 
choice r = 0.44–0.59, using tasks that are chal-
lenging but provide opportunities for success 
r  =  0.61, and framing goals intrinsically 
η2  =  0.42–0.59) also facilitate student engage-
ment (Guthrie et al., 2012), and school structures 
also directly influence the AET formula by estab-
lishing the denominator (total number of instruc-
tional minutes). Therefore, the focus of this 
chapter will be on school structures and instruc-
tional practices that influence AET.

�Theoretical Underpinnings of AET 
and School Structures

There are several well-established theories that 
can help explain the relationship between school 
structures and AET including Stage 
Environmental Fit Theory (SEFT; Eccles & 
Midgley, 1989), Self-Determination Theory 
(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2012), and Expectancy-
Value Theory (EVT; Eccles et al., 1983). We will 
discuss these theories next and expand on the 
instructional level conceptual framework as an 
extension of Flow Theory (Getzels & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). All four theories, and 
their implications for AET, are succinctly out-
lined in Table 1.

�Common Theories for Student 
Engagement

SEFT has clear implications for emotional and 
cognitive engagement because it hypothesizes a 
varying relationship between changing school 
environments and evolving student psychological 

needs as they progress through the grades 
(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016); however, the 
implications for behavioral engagement are less 
clear other than its relationship to the other 
aspects of engagement. SDT is more closely 
related to behavioral engagement because it 
hypothesizes that a student’s desire to meet basic 
psychological needs (i.e., autonomy, relatedness, 
and competence) affects motivation, engage-
ment, and achievement (Deci & Ryan, 2012). 
Moreover, EVT is more centered on student per-
ceptions than school context because it hypothe-
sizes that the student’s expectation for success 
and the degree to which the student sees the task 
as important or interesting determine effort, but 
school structures can modify perceived task value 
and expectancy of success.

The primary theories described above tell us 
that student engagement is both developmental 
and alterable. Student engagement can change 
based on the environment that schools provide in 
relation to students’ changing psychological 
needs as they progress through the grades 
(SEFT). A strong sense of self-determination can 
change the relationship between environmental 
stress and student engagement, which suggests 
that strengthening a student’s sense of autonomy, 
relatedness, and competence will help facilitate 
school engagement (Raufelder et  al., 2014). 
Students see intrinsic value in some tasks over 
others, and that value changes as the context and 
student experiences change (Eccles & Wigfield, 
2020). Although the intrinsic value of math and 
science tasks predicted student behavior more 
than the perceived utility of the task (Galla et al., 
2018), the expectancy of success was also directly 
linked to behavioral engagement and student 
achievement among elementary-aged students 
(Putwain et  al., 2019), and environmental vari-
ables can change the expectancy of success 
(Magidson et al., 2014; Wigfield & Tonks, 2002).

�Flow Theory and Instructional Level

Although the three theories previously described 
provide strong conceptual underpinnings to bet-
ter understand student engagement, they have 
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Fig. 1  Relationship between school environment, academic engaged time, and student outcomes

Table 1  Theories to explain relationship between school structures and academic engaged time (AET)

Theory Definition Implications for AET
Stage Environmental Fit 
Theory (Eccles & Midgley, 
1989)

Characteristics of the individual and 
environment influence each other

Students have higher AET when the 
environment meets their 
developmental needs

Self-Determination Theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 2012)

Humans are motivated to complete tasks that 
are aligned with their own goals and when 
environmental conditions meet their basic 
needs

AET is influenced by student’s 
perceptions of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness

Expectancy-Value Theory 
(Eccles et al., 1983)

Behavior is driven by perceived probability of 
successfully completing the task and the value 
that is assigned to completing the task

AET is influenced by student 
interests, goals, academic 
self-concept, and sense of 
self-efficacy

Flow Theory (Getzels & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1976)

People enter a mental state of complete 
absorption in tasks that represent optimal 
experiences

AET is facilitated by tasks that are 
challenging, but not too difficult, 
with clear goals and feedback

less direct implications for AET or for school 
practices that enhance AET.  Instructional prac-
tices are linked to AET (Rosenshine, 1978). In 
fact, instructional practices were more closely 
related to AET than behavioral management 
practices, accounting for 12% of the variance 
beyond class size and lesson format, and oppor-
tunities for students to respond (OTR) was the 

single best predictor of AET r  =  0.30 (Lekwa 
et al., 2019).

Flow Theory (FT; Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 
1976) purports that students have an optimal 
experience (“deep absorption” Shernoff et  al., 
2014, p. 476) when they are presented with (a) 
“perceived challenges, or opportunities for 
action, that stretch but do not overmatch individ-
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ual skills;” and (b) “clear proximal goals and 
immediate feedback about the progress being 
made” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, 
p. 195). Research with a national dataset found 
high levels of student engagement (self-reported 
interest, concentration, enjoyment, and attention 
throughout the school day) when the perceived 
challenge of the task and skill were balanced 
(i.e., instructional match; Treptow et  al., 2007), 
especially for individual or group work as 
opposed to more passive learning activities like 
listening to lectures or watching videos (Shernoff 
et al., 2014). It seems that the idea is similar to 
Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal develop-
ment, but puts less emphasis on the scaffolded 
support from a more knowledgeable or skilled 
partner. FT also focuses on task demands and 
how well they are matched to student skills, 
which is an important daily instruction task.

�Instructional Level
Gickling and Armstrong (1978) attempted to 
operationally define Flow Theory’s concept of 
the perceived balance between the challenge of 
the task and skill based on an instructional level 
(Betts, 1949). Their seminal research defined an 
instructional level as the percentage of known 
material within the learning task that provided 
the optimal balance between review and new 
items so that the task was not too difficult to be 
frustrating, but still provided an opportunity to 
learn. Students in the study with reading disabili-
ties demonstrated increased AET, defined as time 
on task and task completion, when they accu-
rately read 93–97% of the words correctly. 
Students who read less than 93% of the words 
correctly were reading at a frustration level and 
those who read more than 97% of the words cor-
rectly were reading at an independent level, both 
of which led to decreased AET.

The relationship between student skill and 
performance is curved rather than linear. The 
higher the student’s background knowledge and 
skill for a specific task, then the higher the AET, 
but only to a point. Once the student exceeds 
97% of known items within the task, AET 
decreases (Beck et  al., 2009; Gickling & 
Armstrong, 1978; Treptow et al., 2007).

Gickling’s definition of an instructional level 
provides an easily implemented framework to help 
facilitate increased AET. For example, the simu-
lated data presented in Fig. 2 are from a fourth-
grade male who experienced significant behavioral 
difficulties and who increased AET by reading at 
the instructional level. He was observed with a 
momentary time sampling with 10-second inter-
vals and was on task approximately 60–70% of the 
intervals during instruction and completed less 
than 33% of the assigned tasks. His reading skills 
were assessed with a curriculum-based assessment 
for instructional design (CBA-ID; Burns & Parker, 
2014) in which he read an average of 76% of the 
words correctly from the fourth-grade reading 
material. Next, the student was presented with 
three sets of passages to read. He was presented 
with a list of the words in each passage before 
reading them. Those that he read 93–97% of the 
words within 2 seconds of presentation were iden-
tified as instructional level passages, those in 
which he read less than 93% of the words correctly 
were identified as frustration level, and those for 
which he read more than 97% of the words cor-
rectly were identified as independent level pas-
sages. He was then asked to read the passages 
silently during instruction and was observed. The 
data in Fig. 2 represented the percentage of inter-
vals that he was observed to be on task while read-
ing the passages (top panel) and the percentage of 
tasks completed for each passage (bottom panel). 
There was clear differentiation for instructional 
level passages, which resulted in higher time on 
task and task completion than the independent and 
frustration level passages.

The variables described here (time on task and 
task completion) are likely manifestations of 
behavioral and cognitive engagement within 
AET more than they are direct measures of them. 
Behavioral engagement is both directly related to 
student achievement (Ponitz et  al., 2009) and 
mediates the relationship between other aspects 
of engagement and student achievement (Lee, 
2014; Li & Lerner, 2013). As hypothesized in 
Fig. 1, AET represents the proportion of instruc-
tional time that the students are engaged in, 
which can be assessed with variables such as 
time on task and task completion.
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�Acquisition Rate
The amount of information taught is also a vari-
able to consider when establishing an instruc-
tional level with individual students. The amount 
of information that a student can rehearse and 
later recall during one intervention session is 
called the acquisition rate (AR; Burns, 2001) and 
is a critical component of providing an appropri-

ate level of challenge for individual students 
(Burns & Parker, 2014). Teaching the number of 
items that represented a student’s AR, in com-
parison to teaching too many or too few items, 
resulted in increased retention (Burns et  al., 
2016), generalization of the information (Haegele 
& Burns, 2015), and AET during a specific task 
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Fig. 2  Simulated data from actual student data to demon-
strate time on task (top panel) and task completion (bot-
tom panel) while reading instructional level (93–97%) 

passages Compared to independent level (>97%) and 
frustration level passages (<93%)
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or instructional activity (Burns & Dean, 2005; 
Burns et al., 2021).

The AR construct was based on Ceraso’s 
(1967) retroactive cognitive interference con-
struct and seminal finding that exceeding an 
individual student’s limits on the number of 
new items to be taught resulted in poor reten-
tion of new information and reduced retention 
of previously learned material. For example, if 
a student is capable of learning 5 items during 
instruction and is taught 10 items, the student 
will learn the first 5 with little difficulty, but 
will not remember that last 5 items taught, and 
attempting to teach them will result in the stu-
dent forgetting the first 5 items that he had just 
learned.

A student’s AR is measured by teaching 
unknown words (or math facts, letter sounds, 
etc.) until the student makes three errors while 
rehearsing one new word (Burns, 2001). An 
error is counted whenever the student does not 
provide the correct response to the stimulus 
within 2 seconds. The number of new words suc-
cessfully rehearsed at that point at which three 
errors are made is considered the student’s 
AR.  The reliability of assessing AR was esti-
mated at r  =  0.83 for kindergarten students 
(Taylor et al., 2018), r = 0.76 among first-grade 
students and r = 0.91 for third- and fifth-grade 
students (Burns, 2001). AR data also correlated 
well with a standardized memory measure (cor-
rected r  =  0.70; Burns & Mosack, 2005) and 
with the number of words retained 1  day later 
(r = 0.70, Taylor et al., 2018).

An instructional match is an approach for 
teachers to directly influence AET that is both 
consistent with theory and well-researched. 
Ensuring that students can complete a high per-
centage of the task (e.g., read 93–97% of the 
words) and that the amount of new material to 
learn falls within a student’s acquisition rate are 
instructional decisions for which effective 
account, and doing so facilitates higher 
AET.  Next, we will discuss other decisions 
throughout the phases of instruction and how 
each can help facilitate AET.

�Enhancing AET Through Phases 
of Instruction

Instructional practices are clearly linked to AET, 
or the proportion of the instructional time that 
students are engaged (Lekwa et al., 2019; Ponitz 
et al., 2009; Rosenshine, 1978). As stated previ-
ously, opportunities for students to respond 
(OTR) was the single best predictor of AET 
(Lekwa et  al., 2019), and using instructional 
materials that represented an instructional level 
increased student outcomes such as time on task 
(Beck et  al., 2009; Burns et  al., 2021; Treptow 
et al., 2007). Thus, it makes sense to ensure an 
appropriate level of challenge with high OTR to 
increase AET.

Algozzine and Ysseldyke (1992) proposed a 
framework to examine instruction, which was 
later refined by Algozzine et  al. (1997) and 
Ysseldyke and Christenson (2002). The model 
examines instruction through four phases, plan-
ning instruction, managing instruction, deliver-
ing instruction, and evaluating instruction. 
Although the model addresses general effective 
instruction, we will discuss the implications for 
increasing AET as summarized in Table 2.

�Planning Instruction

Planning instruction involves making decisions 
about what to teach, how to teach, and the com-
munication of realistic expectations. All of these 
decisions are driven by student data to enhance 
AET.

�Deciding What to Teach
The primary task in deciding what to teach to 
enhance AET is to determine what materials and 
levels represent an instructional level, and then 
the secondary decisions such as task characteris-
tics (e.g., sequence, cognitive demands) and 
classroom characteristics (e.g., instructional 
groupings, materials) can be made. Most teachers 
follow some curriculum or district instruction 
guide based on state standards, which is the start-
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ing point for deciding what to teach. Teachers 
typically first identify the standard being taught 
or point in the curriculum and identify the con-
tent, process, and product that would best meet 
each student’s needs (Levy, 2008). Students who 
have not mastered prerequisite skills will likely 
be frustrated during instruction, which would 
reduce AET.  Alternatively, students who have 
already mastered the new content will likely be 
bored, which also results in reduced AET 
(Treptow et al., 2007). Thus, instruction is most 
effective when the material represents an instruc-
tional level, or when prerequisite skills are taught. 
Moreover, effective teachers consider which 
assessment approach would best demonstrate 
individual student competence (e.g., writing for a 
student with strong writing skills, but perhaps 
drawing or verbally stating information for stu-
dents for whom writing is a particular struggle).

�Deciding How to Teach
The best way to decide how to teach is to assess 
the kinds of instructional practices that work best 
for some students and do not work for others. 
Previously, many teachers relied on teaching 
practices based on the assessment of students’ 
learning styles, attempting to identify visual 
learners, auditory learners, or kinesthetic learners 
and match instruction to students’ alleged pre-
ferred styles. Such practices are an ineffective yet 
persistent educational myth (Cuevas, 2015). The 
professional literature is filled with guidelines for 
effective instruction (e.g., Hattie, 2009). Stockard 
et al. (2018) reviewed 328 studies across 50 years 
of research and found significant effects for read-
ing, math, and spelling that were maintained 
when information was taught through direct 
instruction that incorporated explicit modeling, 
guided practice, and teaching to mastery, which 
is an instructional approach that has been linked 
to enhanced student engagement as measured by 
observations of students attending to instruction 
(Hollingsworth & Ybarra, 2017; Lekwa et  al., 
2019). In fact, modeling while teaching academic 
tasks is one of the most effective ways for teach-
ers to facilitate high AET (Harbour et al., 2015). 
However, teacher-led lessons reduced AET 
(r = −0.27; Lekwa et al., 2019). Thus, effective 

teachers consider how to best incorporate model-
ing of a new concept in a sequence that builds on 

Table 2  Phases of instruction and activities to support 
academic engaged time (AET)

Phase of 
instruction

Instructional 
decision Tasks for AET

Plan 
instruction

Decide what to 
teach

Determine what 
materials represent an 
instructional level and 
identify task 
characteristics and 
classroom 
characteristics for 
optimal learning

Decide how to 
teach

Model new concepts 
that build on 
previously taught 
material, but in an 
interactive way with 
guided practice and 
immediate corrective 
feedback. Determine 
the need for peer 
tutoring.

Communicate 
realistic 
expectations

Set mastery goals, 
make them known to 
the students, and 
report progress toward 
the goals

Manage 
instruction

Prepare for 
instruction

Set rules early in the 
year, communicate 
them to the students, 
teach students the 
consequences of 
behavior. Preteach new 
concepts and facts to 
students who need 
support

Use time 
productively

Provide procedures, 
organized physical 
space, short 
transitions, and 
minimal interruptions. 
Use warmup activities 
and watch for frequent 
errors with all of the 
students

Establish a 
positive 
environment

Promote positive 
relationships, and 
feelings of excitement 
and comfort. Be 
sensitive toward 
student academic and 
social needs, and show 
regard for student 
perspectives

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

Phase of 
instruction

Instructional 
decision Tasks for AET

Deliver 
instruction

Effectively 
present 
information

Promote frequent 
active student 
participation

Provide 
practice

Provide frequent 
opportunities to 
respond that 
incorporates a high 
percentage of known 
items

Provide 
feedback

Provide information to 
improve student 
learning that takes into 
account the stage of 
the learning cycle and 
is positively worded at 
least three times more 
frequently than 
negatively

Modify or 
adapt 
instruction

Observe student 
behavior for need for 
change. Base 
adaptations on the 
distinction between 
deficits in effort and 
skill

Evaluate 
instruction

Monitor AET Observe time on task 
for classrooms. Assess 
individual student 
engagement with 
surveys or direct 
behavior ratings

Monitor 
structures and 
student 
activities

Assess instructional 
environment. Monitor 
grades, homework 
completion, 
attendance, and 
participation in school 
activities as part of 
school improvement 
process

previously taught material, but in an interactive 
way that then allows for guided practice with 
immediate corrective feedback before providing 
independent practice until mastery. Previous 
research also found that spending more time 
introducing new concepts and student work time 
increased academic engaged time, but more time 
spent on closing the lessons decreased academic 
engaged time (Maulana et al., 2012).

Task analysis in comparison to state standards 
or the given curriculum is the starting point, but it 
is also important to take into account the ways in 
which classrooms are organized. Physical space, 
peer interactions, and instructional grouping 
arrangements affect a teacher’s planning (Squires, 
1983). A review of 20 studies found that peer 
tutoring had a direct effect on student learning 
(d = 0.75), but also had an effect on decreasing 
time off task (d = 0.60) and increasing academic 
engagement (d  =  0.38; Bowman-Perrott et  al., 
2014). The effects of peer tutoring were also 
noted among students for whom English was not 
their native language (Bowman-Perrott et  al., 
2016). Heterogenous dyads provide scaffolding 
from a more expert partner, as described by 
Vygotsky (1978). Effective teachers arrange the 
room to allow for peer interaction as part of the 
learning process to enhance AET.

�Communicating Realistic Expectations
Both EVT and Flow Theory emphasize the 
importance of setting and communicating goals. 
Making shared goals public and frequently dis-
cussing them facilitated enhanced AET with high 
school students (Shernoff et al., 2016). Students 
do better when they are expected to perform well 
and when their performance is monitored and 
reported. Mastery-oriented goals are especially 
important among students attending schools in 
high-poverty neighborhoods (Lawson & Lawson, 
2013).

�Managing Instruction

Effectively managing instruction directly influ-
ences AET. Observations and ratings of instruc-
tional and behavioral management strategies 
among 107 teachers in 11 urban elementary 
schools serving approximately 2000 students 
found larger effects for instructional practices 
(12% unique variance) than behavior manage-
ment practices (6% unique variance) on student 
AET (Lekwa et al., 2019). There are three prin-
ciples of effective instructional management, (a) 
preparing for instruction, (b) using time produc-
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tively, and (c) establishing a positive classroom 
environment.

�Preparing for Instruction
Preparing for instruction does not mean prepar-
ing materials etc. Rather, it refers to preparing 
students for success. Teachers set rules early in 
the year, communicate them to the students, and 
teach students the consequences of behavior and 
how to manage their own behavior. Corrective 
feedback for behavior problems is negatively cor-
related with AET (Lekwa et al., 2019), in that the 
more time spent correcting behavioral difficul-
ties, the less time that students are spent engaged 
in learning. Thus, it is best to handle disruptions 
effectively and quickly and to follow up disrup-
tions with reteaching as needed.

Preteaching is an effective strategy to prepare 
students to receive instruction that has been 
linked to increased achievement and AET.  The 
process of preteaching involves the teacher or 
interventionist reviewing the material, identify-
ing key concepts or facts, and providing initial 
instruction and practice with the content or facts 
before the students receive formal instruction 
(Burns & Parker, 2014). Burns (2007) studied the 
effects of preteaching words before reading 
instruction with 58 students identified with learn-
ing disabilities in reading. The average reading 
growth for students randomly assigned to the pre-
teaching condition increased at a rate that 
exceeded the active control group and the national 
norm for growth for students in their grade. 
Several studies have used preteaching of aca-
demic content (e.g., words) with students with 
and without disabilities to facilitate increased 
academic achievement (Berg & Wehby, 2013; 
Burns et  al., 2011; Watt & Therrien, 2016). 
Moreover, Beck et  al. (2009) pretaught words 
and letter sounds to elementary-aged students 
with emotional disorders before they received 
reading instruction, which increased AET for 
each student. Spending 5–10  minutes preteach-
ing key concepts or facts to students who struggle 
may be time well spent given the effects of AET.

�Using Time Productively
When time is used productively, this maximizes 
the amount of time students spend actively 
engaged in learning and minimizes the time spent 
on activities not related to learning. It is impor-
tant to allocate sufficient time to the content 
being taught but to also use time efficiently 
through well-established routines and proce-
dures, organized physical space, short transitions 
between activities, and minimal interruptions that 
break the flow of classroom activities (Algozzine 
& Ysseldyke, 1992). Lessons are more effective 
if they begin with a practiced routine, an agenda, 
and warm-up activities to build interest and acti-
vate prior knowledge so that AET will be 
enhanced (Masci, 2008). Moreover, total instruc-
tional time can be conserved by planning activi-
ties and tasks to fit learning materials (Evertson 
& Harris, 1992).

Productive use of instructional time relies on 
high AET or ensuring that students are on task 
during instruction. Above we talked about 
deciding what to teach, but part of delivering 
instruction productively is monitoring student 
errors to determine if reteaching is needed and if 
students are reaching an AR. Burns et al. (2021) 
observed kindergarten instruction with sight 
words using a commonly used video that pre-
sented the words in a song. They assessed each 
student’s AR, as described above, and found 
that time off task increased dramatically imme-
diately after presenting a word that exceeded 
their AR.  Students were on task 88.1% of the 
instructional time before reaching an AR, but it 
fell to 61% afterward. When presenting new 
items (e.g., letter sounds, math facts, sight 
words, spelling words, vocabulary), monitoring 
student responses and sudden increases in errors 
will suggest that the students are reaching an 
AR, and time may not be efficiently used from 
that point on. The teacher then stops instruction, 
reviews what was just taught, provides an oppor-
tunity for students to apply and discuss what 
was just learned, and then changes instructional 
focus.

M. K. Burns et al.



479

�Establishing a Positive Classroom 
Environment
Positive interactions and classroom environments 
are consistently linked to AET. A meta-analysis 
of 61 studies found a significant relationship 
(r  =  0.25) between classroom environment and 
engagement, and all dimensions of classroom 
environment (instructional support, socioemo-
tional support, and classroom organization) all 
equally predicted engagement (Wang et  al., 
2020). Classroom climates that are built on “pos-
itive relationships, enjoyment and excitement, 
feelings of comfort, and experiences of appropri-
ate levels of autonomy” (p. 704), teacher sensitiv-
ity toward student academic and social needs, 
and regard for student perspectives led to student 
engagement and subsequent achievement (Reyes 
et al., 2012). Teachers can also notice activities 
for which students have intrinsic motivation and 
build them into instructional routines, which also 
is linked to increase student AET (Shernoff et al., 
2017).

�Delivering Instruction

Teaching is the systematic presentation of con-
tent assumed necessary for mastery of the sub-
ject matter (Burns & Ysseldyke, 2009), and it 
does not happen accidentally. Careful intentional 
planning of the delivery of instruction ensures 
that (a) instruction is presented in effective ways, 
(b) students are given relevant practice, (c) feed-
back is provided, (d) students are actively 
involved, and (e) instruction is modified based 
on information on pupils’ performance 
(Algozzine & Ysseldyke, 1992). Effective teach-
ers use a variety of strategies to deliver instruc-
tion in ways that enhance AET (Algozzine et al., 
1997). They find effective and unique ways to 
present instruction, provide students with rele-
vant practice, provide feedback, modify instruc-
tion based on student progress, continually 
evaluate their instruction, monitor engaged time, 
and monitor what is going on in classrooms. We 
briefly touch on these below.

�Effectively Presenting Instruction
Almost any study on AET identified active stu-
dent responding as an important instructional 
component (Harbour et al., 2015; Haydon et al., 
2009; Lekwa et  al., 2019). Active Student 
Responding (ASR) is defined as a method to pro-
mote frequent student participation for effective 
learning (Jerome & Barbetta, 2005). Student 
attention spans may be as short as 2–4 minutes 
depending on the age and stage of the lesson 
(Bunce et al., 2010), which suggests that students 
need to provide an active response at least every 
2–4 minutes. Responding can be verbal, physical, 
or in writing, and can be whole-class or group. 
Some suggestions for providing ASR include 
providing time for students to think before 
responding, waiting 3–5  seconds before asking 
for a response, providing a clear and consistent 
cue when to respond, and maintain an active pace 
(Griffin & Ryan, 2016). Teachers can also build 
AET with frequent questioning, especially if the 
questions ask students to apply and analyze infor-
mation, and to engage in reasoning while dia-
loguing with each other (Smart & Marshall, 
2013).

�Providing Relevant Practice
Much like active responding, providing high 
opportunities to respond (OTR) is an important 
component of instruction and can help build 
AET. Practice is how any skill moves from initial 
learning to generalization (Klubnik & Ardoin, 
2010), but not all practice approaches lead to 
high AET. Research has consistently shown that 
incorporating a high percentage of known items 
within a practice task has increased retention of 
the newly learned material when rehearsing math 
facts (Burns et al., 2016), letter sounds (Peterson 
et al., 2014), words to be read in context (Burns, 
2007), and many other academic tasks (Burns 
et  al., 2012). However, including known items 
within practice sets also led to increased 
AET.  Billington et  al. (2004) asked students to 
practice multidigit math computation problems 
and found that interspersing single-digit prob-
lems with every third problem increased prefer-
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ence and engagement for the task. Burns and 
Dean (2005) compared to time on task of stu-
dents with learning disabilities while rehearsing 
sight words with four conditions (0% known, 
50% known, 83% known, and 90% known). The 
least challenging condition (90% known) led to 
the highest percentage of AET with all data points 
being above 90% time on task.

�Providing Feedback
Feedback is one of the most effective instruc-
tional techniques available to teachers (Hattie, 
2009) and has consistently been linked to high 
AET (Harbour et al., 2015; Shernoff et al., 2016). 
In fact, quality feedback was the strongest class-
room predictor of behavioral engagement in 54 
fifth- and sixth-grade classrooms (McKellar 
et  al., 2020). A review of 435 studies found a 
moderate effect (d = 0.55), and 86% of the effects 
for engagement were positive (Wisniewski et al., 
2020). However, feedback must provide informa-
tion to improve student learning and consider the 
stage of the learning cycle (e.g., immediate feed-
back for initial learning and delayed feedback to 
build autonomy for fluency building or general-
ization), and be positively presented at least three 
times more frequently than negatively (Voerman 
et al., 2012). Moreover, setting goals for the stu-
dents and providing feedback on progress toward 
those goals have been consistently linked to AET 
(Adams et al., 2020; Winstone et al., 2017).

�Modifying or Adapting Instruction
Effective instruction involves adjusting the 
instructional content and techniques for individ-
ual students as a result of observations and data. 
Teachers can observe student behavior to deter-
mine if modifications are needed. If students are 
making sufficient progress and exhibiting high 
AET, then no modifications are needed. However, 
effective teachers who observe frequent behav-
ioral difficulties or off-task behavior assessed the 
behavior by observing times of day and physical 
locations of difficulties, so to make simple modi-
fications such as rearranging student seats, pro-
viding areas for personal space, creating separate 
work areas, or using teacher proximity control 
(Guardino & Fullerton, 2010).

Adaptations are more effective if they are also 
based on the distinction between deficits in effort 
and skill (Passyn & Sujan, 2012). VanDerHeyden 
and Witt (2008) differentiated between two pro-
files of students with low AET; a can’t do profile 
in which students experience a mismatch between 
task demands and skill, and a won’t do profile in 
which students have sufficient skill to be success-
ful but are choosing not to engage for some 
unknown reason. As shown in Table 3, low AET 
with academic skills that fall below the afore-
mentioned instructional level criteria indicates 
that the student cannot successfully complete the 
task (can’t do) and needs an adaptation that either 
strengthens their skills or changes the task 
demands. Low AET and adequate skill suggest 
an effort deficit (won’t do), which may be reme-
diated with goal setting, feedback, and other AET 
techniques described within this chapter.

�Evaluating Instruction

Evaluation is the process by which practitioners 
examine data to determine if their instruction is 
effective through both formative evaluation and 
summative evaluation approaches. The process 
of evaluating instruction has consistently been 
shown to improve student learning (Jung et  al., 
2018), and effective teachers tend to more fre-
quently evaluate their instruction (Bolt et  al., 
2010). Moreover, closely monitoring student 

Table 3  Interaction between student levels of skill and 
effort for academic engaged time (AET)

Skill level
Low High

Effort 
level

Low Can’t do
AET is facilitated 
by strengthening 
student skill (e.g., 
preteach) or 
changing task 
demands (e.g., use 
instructional level 
material)

Won’t do
Intervene to 
increase AET 
(e.g., set goals 
for student, 
provide 
feedback, and 
provide 
relevant 
practice)

High Academically engaged
Provide appropriately challenging 
tasks
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progress has also been linked to increased AET 
(Spicuzza et al., 2001; Ysseldyke & Bolt, 2007). 
There are many readily available resources on 
how to best evaluate instruction (see https://
intensiveintervention.org/intensive-intervention/
progress-monitor). This chapter focuses on eval-
uating instruction to improve AET and will next 
discuss monitoring engaged time and monitoring 
student activity.

�Monitoring Engaged Time
There are several scales and assessment 
approaches to determine behavioral, cognitive, 
and affective engagement (Fredricks, chapter, 
“The Measurement of Student Engagement: 
Methodological Advances and Comparison of 
New Self-report Instruments”, this volume; 
Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). AET is often 
assessed in research by observing student time on 
task on a regular interval (e.g., every minute) and 
recording if students are rated as on task or not 
(e.g., Beck et  al., 2009; Treptow et  al., 2007). 
Researchers have also recorded the data for an 
entire classroom by again observing behavior on 
a regular interval and recording the number of 
students who are rated as on task at the precise 
moment in relation to the total number of stu-
dents (Taylor et al., 2000). Independent observers 
could collect time on task data to help identify 
tasks and instructional approaches associated 
with higher or lower rates of AET, but this 
approach is not practical for classroom teachers 
and has other limitations.

Although time on task is a frequently used and 
easily collected measure, it is an indirect and 
incomplete measure of AET and other assess-
ments may be needed for individual students. 
Spanjers et al. (2008) correlated a self-rating of 
academic engagement to data from systematic 
direct observations of time on task, which sug-
gested low correlations between the two 
r = −0.15 to r = 0.30. Measures of time on task 
were significantly correlated to direct behavior 
ratings of behavior (DBR), and the direct ratings 
were more sensitive to changes in behavior across 
time (Briesch et  al., 2010; Riley-Tillman et  al., 
2008). Thus, effective teachers often informally 
observe AET among their students and take steps 
to change behavior of individual students with 

consistently low AET.  However, effective 
teachers also rate the AET of their entire class-
room with DRB to get a more empirically deter-
mined sense of what activities, topics, and times 
of day facilitate high AET or lead to decreased 
AET, and rate behaviors of individual students 
with DBR to monitor their AET.  Readers are 
referred to https://dbr.education.uconn.edu/ for 
more information on how to do so.

�Monitoring Classroom Structures 
and Student Activities
Effective schools assess instructional environ-
ments to ensure that they are creating environ-
ments that lead to AET.  The Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta 
et al., 2008) is an observational system that was 
developed from 10  years of research with over 
3000 classrooms. The CLASS assesses teacher-
student interaction, emotional support, classroom 
organization, and instructional support, all of 
which contribute to student engagement.

There are many surveys to assess behavioral 
engagement for students (Nguyen et al., 2018), but 
observational data may support analysis to exam-
ine the effectiveness of school systems in address-
ing student engagement. Schools best meet student 
needs by monitoring grades, homework comple-
tion, attendance, and participation in school activi-
ties including extracurricular activities, and then 
using those data to examine trends to inform future 
school improvement plans.

�Implications for Future Research

AET and student engagement generally are fre-
quently studied constructs in educational psy-
chology in the past 15 years, but there are many 
unanswered questions. Additional research is 
needed to identify which components of engage-
ment are most closely related to AET and other 
student outcomes. Second, the relationship 
between AET and behavioral, cognitive, and 
emotional engagement is not well studied, nor is 
the uniqueness of AET from components of 
engagement Thus, Fig. 1 is hypothetical because 
it proposes a relationship between AET and 
engagement, and presents school structures as 
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both supporting engagement and providing the 
denominator for the AET equation. Third, addi-
tional research is needed regarding how to best 
measure AET and student engagement for 
research or in applied settings, and how to best 
intervene for AET.  Several studies have exam-
ined AET as a dependent variable (Common 
et al., 2020), but relatively few studies examined 
the effect of AET on academic outcomes and 
suggested an area for additional research. Finally, 
the phases of instruction outlined above can be 
used to consult with teachers, but previous 
research on the model did not focus on the effects 
on AET, which suggests a potentially important 
area for future research.

�Conclusion

AET is an important concept in education 
because it is both consistent with several major 
psychological theories, and is an observable and 
easily assessed type of student engagement. 
Moreover, AET is directly influenced by the 
school environment, which makes it malleable 
and an area for potential intervention, and many 
of the instructional approaches discussed in this 
chapter help foster AET.  Additional research is 
needed to better understand the relationship 
between AET and student engagement, and how 
to measure both, but given the importance of 
AET for student achievement and other positive 
outcomes, additional research seems warranted.
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The Role of Academic Engagement 
in Students’ Educational 
Development: Insights from Load 
Reduction Instruction and the 4M 
Academic Engagement Framework

Andrew J. Martin

Abstract

School is difficult for many students. In part, 
this is because there are instructional burdens 
that impose a significant cognitive load on stu-
dents as they try to learn. As cognitive load 
escalates, there is the risk of declining aca-
demic engagement which then reduces stu-
dents’ learning and achievement. It is vital 
that teachers deliver instruction in a way that 
eases the cognitive load on students as they 
learn and supports students’ academic engage-
ment, learning, and achievement. Load reduc-
tion instruction (LRI) is an instructional 
approach aimed at managing the cognitive 
demands experienced by students as they 
learn. This discussion explores how LRI can 
enhance students’ academic engagement and 
how these improvements in engagement assist 
academic outcomes such as achievement—
thus, hypothesizing a mediating role for aca-
demic engagement. The discussion also 
introduces a novel engagement framework—
the 4M Academic Engagement Framework—
that hierarchically conceptualizes engagement 
in terms of students’ engagement with their 
broad educational development (the “mega” 
level) through to the granular operationaliza-

tion of specific engagement variables (the 
“micro/measured” level). The theoretical and 
empirical connections between LRI and the 
academic engagement dimensions of the 4M 
Framework are then described, with a particu-
lar focus on how academic engagement medi-
ates the link between LRI and achievement. 
Implications of these findings for engagement 
assessment and practice are discussed. Taken 
together, it is clear that academic engagement 
plays an important part in young people’s edu-
cational development and the instructional 
factors aimed at supporting that development.

�Introduction

The pace and nature of academic demands at 
school escalate as students move from one aca-
demic year to the next. These demands include 
escalations in subject difficulty, assessment tasks, 
homework frequency and complexity, etc. and 
impose cognitive and other burdens on students 
as they strive to keep up with instruction and 
assessment, particularly at points of significant 
transition such as from elementary school to mid-
dle school and then to high school (Anderman, 
2013; Anderman & Mueller, 2010; Graham & 
Hill, 2003; Martin et al., 2015). As these demands 
and burdens escalate, there is also the risk of 
declines in students’ academic engagement. In 
turn, declines in engagement are associated with 
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declines in students’ academic outcomes (e.g., 
learning, achievement) (Martin, 2016; Martin & 
Evans, 2018). There is thus a cycle in which the 
demands of school adversely impact academic 
engagement that adversely impacts young peo-
ple’s academic development (Martin et  al., 
2020b). This being the case, it is important for 
teachers to deliver instruction in a way that eases 
the burden on students as they learn and thereby 
supports students’ academic engagement and 
subsequent academic outcomes (Evans & Martin, 
2022; Martin, 2016; Martin & Evans, 2018, 2019; 
Moreno, 2010; Moreno & Mayer, 2007).

Cognitive load theory (CLT) has identified 
key elements of instruction that ease the cogni-
tive burden on students as they learn (Sweller, 
2012; Sweller et al., 2011). Recently, these ele-
ments were harnessed in a newly proposed 
instructional model, “load reduction instruction” 
(LRI; Martin, 2016; Martin & Evans, 2018, 2019, 
2021; Martin et al., 2020b, 2021b). LRI is a prac-
tical instructional approach aimed at managing 
the cognitive demands experienced by students 
as they learn. LRI comprises five key principles:

	1.	 Reducing the difficulty of instruction during 
initial learning, as appropriate to learners’ lev-
els of prior knowledge and skill

	2.	 Instructional support and scaffolding
	3.	 Ample structured practice
	4.	 Appropriate provision of instructional 

feedback-feedforward (combination of cor-
rective information and specific improvement-
oriented guidance)

	5.	 Guided independent application (Martin, 
2016; see also Martin & Evans, 2018, 2019; 
Martin et al., 2020b, 2021b).

The present chapter examines the relation-
ships between LRI, academic engagement, and 
young people’s academic development (by way 
of their learning and achievement). Specifically, 
this chapter: introduces an integrative academic 
engagement framework; explains the role of aca-
demic engagement in this framework; describes 
LRI; discusses links between LRI (and related 
instructional approaches) and distinct dimen-
sions of academic engagement; unpacks key con-

nections between academic engagement and 
academic outcomes, and explores the role of aca-
demic engagement in mediating the link between 
LRI and young people’s academic outcomes.

�Academic Engagement: Introducing 
the 4M Framework

It is proposed herein that academic engagement 
comprises a hierarchy of general and granular 
engagement dimensions. Figure 1 introduces the 
hierarchical engagement framework that is devel-
oped to guide the present discussion.

Mega Level Construct  At the apex is the 
“mega” construct of “academic engagement”. 
This refers to students’ commitment to, 
involvement with, and investment in the learning 
and instruction factors and processes implicated 
in their academic life (at school, college, univer-
sity, etc.).

Meta Level Constructs  Subsumed under the 
mega construct are the “meta” constructs that 
seek to capture engagement in the major broad 
modes of contemporary learning and instruction. 
These meta engagement constructs reflect stu-
dents’ commitment to, investment in, and 
involvement with digital learning and instruction, 
non-digital learning and instruction, and blended/
hybrid learning and instruction—respectively, 
their “digital engagement”, “non-digital engage-
ment”, and “blended/hybrid engagement”. With 
substantial shifts to digital and hybrid learning 
and instruction in recent years, these three modes 
(digital, non-digital, and hybrid) represent the 
near-totality of students’ learning and instruction 
experiences today (Escueta et al., 2017; Nguyen, 
2015; OECD, 2015). Digital engagement refers 
to students’ commitment to, investment in, and 
involvement with learning through or facilitated 
by technology, including synchronous or asyn-
chronous online lessons and tasks, computer/
software-based resources, electronic media, vir-
tual reality, learning management systems, etc. 
Non-digital engagement refers to students’ com-
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Fig. 1  The 4M Academic Engagement Framework
Note: At the meso level, other engagement groupings 
are plausible. For example, the present chapter has cited 
agentic engagement as one possibility at the meso level, 

comprised of micro-measured engagement elements 
such as asking questions, requesting clarification, offer-
ing suggestions, and expressing interests and 
preferences

mitment to, investment in, and involvement with 
learning in real-time and physical space (e.g., the 
physical classroom), teacher and peers in real-
time and physical space, hard-copy materials, 
physical resources, etc. Blended/hybrid engage-
ment refers to students’ commitment to, invest-
ment in, and involvement with learning and 
instruction that comprises a combination of digi-
tal and non-digital modes. Importantly, blended/
hybrid learning and instruction are more than the 
sum of digital and non-digital components; there 
are distinct tasks, processes, and dynamics 
involved in integrating digital and non-digital 
modes to attain an optimal balance that meets 
learners’ needs (Bernard et  al., 2014). To the 
extent digital, non-digital, and blended/hybrid 
modes comprise unique learning and instruction 
processes (Means et  al., 2009), it is contended 
that students will differentially engage with and 

learn through each of them (e.g., Bergdahl et al., 
2020; Bernard et  al., 2014; Kirschner & De 
Bruyckere, 2017; McGuinness & Fulton, 2019).

Meso-Level Constructs  Under the meta level is 
the “meso” level that refers to the substantive 
engagement groupings relevant to each mode of 
digital, non-digital, and blended/hybrid engage-
ment. At this meso level, the nature of the engage-
ment constructs is such that they substantively 
connect the granular (micro-measured) dimen-
sions of engagement with the broader engage-
ment constructs at mega and meta levels. As 
relevant to the present chapter, these may be con-
sidered in terms of their psycho-behavioral func-
tions (e.g., behavioral, cognitive, and 
social-emotional engagement under tripartite 
perspectives; e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Martin 
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et al., 2021a) or in terms of valence (e.g., adap-
tive and maladaptive engagement under the 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel; Martin, 
2007, 2009). Or (beyond the focus of this chap-
ter), other engagement frameworks may come 
into play at this meso level—such as students’ 
agentic engagement that can be applied to each 
mode of digital, non-digital, and blended/hybrid 
engagement and which also comprises its granu-
lar micro/measured components (described 
below) (Patall et al., 2019; Reeve & Shin, 2020). 
Thus, in relation to tripartite perspectives, for 
example, students will differ in the extent to 
which they are behaviorally, cognitively, and 
socially-emotionally engaged (or not) in digital 
modes of learning and instruction, non-digital 
modes of learning and instruction, and blended/
hybrid modes of learning and instruction.

Micro/Measured Level Constructs  Finally, 
subsumed under the meso level is the “micro/
measured” level which is the specific operation-
alized form for each of the meso level engage-
ment constructs. Under focus in this chapter are 
examples such as participation and attendance 
(for behavioral engagement), aspirations and 
intentions (for cognitive engagement), enjoyment 
and satisfaction (for social-emotional engage-
ment), persistence and task management (for 
adaptive engagement), and self-handicapping 
and disengagement (for maladaptive engage-
ment). Other examples (but outside the focus of 
this chapter) include asking questions, requesting 
clarification, offering suggestions, and express-
ing interests and preferences (for agentic engage-
ment; Reeve, 2013). This framing of academic 
engagement in terms of its mega, meta, meso, 
and micro/measured levels is referred to as the 
4M Academic Engagement Framework (Fig. 1).

In considering major reviews of engagement, 
it is evident that most of the factors proposed in 
the 4M Academic Engagement Framework are 
part of the established engagement landscape 
(Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Fredricks et  al., 2004; 
Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; Martin, 2007, 
2009; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). However, there 

can be differences among researchers as to the 
precise topography of this landscape, where spe-
cific factors reside on this topography, and how 
they synergistically and dynamically interact (see 
Lawson & Lawson, 2013 for review). For exam-
ple, Skinner and Pitzer (2012) also identify a 
hierarchy of engagement, with institutional 
engagement at the apex, subsumed by school 
engagement (comprising sport, club, classroom, 
and government dimensions) and then classroom 
engagement (comprising teacher, curriculum, 
and peer dimensions). Fredricks et al. (2004) and 
Fredricks and McColskey (2012) identify 
engagement as a tripartite meta-construct sub-
sumed by behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 
engagement. Finn and Zimmer (2012) summa-
rize an overarching engagement concept in terms 
of behavioral (academic, social, and cognitive) 
and emotional dimensions. Appleton et al. (2006) 
and Christenson et  al. (2008) identify engage-
ment as subsumed by academic, behavioral, cog-
nitive, and affective dimensions. There are, then, 
alignments and distinctions among major engage-
ment models.

The 4M Academic Engagement Framework is 
developed here as a means to systematically con-
nect LRI to engagement at its different levels and 
to advance engagement conceptualizing in 
numerous ways, as follows:

	1.	 It is aimed at formally incorporating digital, 
non-digital, and blended/hybrid modes of 
learning and instruction, and thus the digital, 
non-digital, and blended/hybrid modes of 
engagement relevant to these. Learning and 
instruction have been transformed in recent 
years, with an increasing focus on digital 
delivery (Escueta et al., 2017; Nguyen, 2015; 
OECD, 2015)—which has vastly accelerated 
since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Australian Academy of Science, 2020). It is 
appropriate that contemporaneous academic 
engagement frameworks take these modes of 
engagement into account.

	2.	 Because digital and hybrid instruction can 
impose a distinct cognitive burden on learners 
(Kirschner & De Bruyckere, 2017) and 
because cognitive burden has distinct implica-
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tions for students’ academic engagement 
(Martin, 2016; Martin et al., 2020b), develop-
ing a conceptual framework that integrates 
salient engagement dimensions of digital and 
hybrid modes has potentially wide application 
to contemporary learning.

	3.	 It is framed to generalize across diverse edu-
cational institutions and contexts—e.g., 
school, college, and university.

	4.	 It is designed to represent a parsimonious 
alignment of superordinate and subordinate 
engagement constructs—e.g., the meso 
dimensions of behavioral, cognitive, and 
social-emotional engagement can apply to 
each of the meta dimensions of digital, non-
digital, and blended/hybrid engagement; in 
addition, each meso dimension has its unique 
micro/measured analogues.

	5.	 There is inherent flexibility by including 
“placeholders” in the framework—e.g., the 
meta level is designed to be sufficiently flexi-
ble to allow diverse groupings of engagement 
themes—Figure 1 shows just two examples 
by way of a psycho-behaviorally based group-
ing (behavioral, cognitive, social-emotional 
engagement) and a valency-based grouping 
(adaptive, maladaptive engagement)—but as 
noted, there are others such as agentic 
engagement.

	6.	 Drawing on the construct validity tradition 
(e.g., Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Marsh, 2002), 
there is explicit recognition in the 4M 
Framework that engagement typically 
involves hypothetical constructs that are con-
ceptual or theoretical abstractions (like most 
psychological constructs; Marsh et al., 2006). 
This being the case, constructs are often 
inferred indirectly via concrete indicators—
such as the micro/measured constructs at the 
base of the 4M Framework. By undergirding 
the 4M Framework with the micro/measured 
level of engagement, there is an acknowledg-
ment (consistent with the aims of construct 
validation) that conceptual (upper) and opera-
tionalized (lower) levels of engagement are 
inextricably intertwined such that one cannot 
be understood without understanding the 
other.

This chapter attends to the meso and micro/mea-
sured levels of the 4M Academic Engagement 
Framework. At the meso level, it addresses the 
behavioral, cognitive, and social-emotional 
engagement dimensions of the tripartite perspec-
tive (Fredricks et  al., 2004; Fredricks & 
McColskey, 2012; Martin et  al., 2021a)—and 
also the adaptive and maladaptive engagement 
dimensions of the Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel (Martin, 2007, 2009). Then, at the micro 
level, the chapter reviews recent research into 
LRI and specific measured forms of engagement 
(e.g., participation, persistence, etc.) and pro-
vides pedagogical advice at this micro/measured 
level.

�Where Have We Been and Where 
Are We Going?

The issues addressed in this chapter are in part 
grounded in the first edition of this handbook 
(Christenson et al., 2012). In that volume, leading 
researchers offered their perspectives on the 
interface between academic motivation and 
engagement. The researchers described the pro-
cesses underlying the relationship between aca-
demic motivation and engagement and the 
subsequent impacts on academic outcomes. In 
his commentary on their chapters, Martin (2012) 
noted there was broad agreement that academic 
motivation underpins academic engagement and 
that academic engagement impacts academic 
outcomes such as achievement. For example, 
Reeve (2012) described how inner motivational 
resources allow students to academically engage 
in class. Anderman and Patrick (2012) identified 
how motivation is present before and during a 
task, while academic engagement is predomi-
nantly present during a task. Cleary and 
Zimmerman (2012) differentiated “will” (moti-
vation) from “skill” (engagement) and suggested 
the former gives rise to the latter. Similarly, 
Schunk and Mullen (2012) described the energiz-
ing role of academic motivation for engagement. 
Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia (2012) sug-
gested that academic engagement mediates the 
relationship between emotion (motivation) and 
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achievement. Ainley (2012) also described how 
motivation (by way of interest) leads to achieve-
ment via engagement.

These contributing researchers also explored 
the contextual factors implicated in students’ 
academic motivation and engagement. Reeve 
(2012) described how good teacher-student rela-
tionships are important for motivation and 
engagement to flourish. Likewise, Voelkl (2012) 
reported how being supported by teachers, being 
treated fairly, and feeling safe was important for 
academic engagement. Anderman and Patrick 
(2012), as well as Pekrun and Linnenbrink-
Garcia (2012), explored the role of classroom 
goal structures (students’ subjective perceptions 
of the meaning and purpose of tasks within the 
classroom) and their impacts on student motiva-
tion and engagement. In a similar vein, Schunk 
and Mullen (2012) identified the role of collec-
tive agency (students’ shared beliefs about what 
they can achieve as a class) in the development of 
academic motivation and engagement.

Schunk and Mullen (2012) also identified the 
educational influences that shape students’ aca-
demic motivation and engagement—bringing 
into focus the role of instruction in impacting 
students’ academic engagement and the conse-
quent impact of engagement on academic learn-
ing and achievement. Indeed, it is at this very 
point where the present chapter picks up. 
Specifically, with a focus on LRI, CLT and 
related instructional frameworks, the present 
chapter reviews the role of academic engagement 
in mediating the relationship between instruction 
and young people’s academic development (i.e., 
their learning, achievement, etc.). Moreover, 
because LRI is a highly cognitive model of 
instruction, it is contended there are natural align-
ments in the processing implicated in how learn-
ers acquire their knowledge and skill and how 
they are psychologically oriented to their aca-
demic life and academic subject matter, particu-
larly when it comes to their cognitive orientations 
that take the form of, inter alia, cognitive dimen-
sions of engagement. Thus, a comprehensive 
assessment of engagement would benefit from 
also assessing contexts and factors that may 
shape it. Instructional and cognitive burdens rep-

resent a significant source of difficulty for many 
students and may adversely impact student 
engagement if not effectively managed (Martin 
et  al., 2020b). This being the case, researchers 
and practitioners would benefit from also assess-
ing instructional practices that are relevant to 
ease (or not) the cognitive load on students as 
they learn.

It is also appropriate to note that although the 
focus of this chapter is on LRI and CLT, it is 
acknowledged there are numerous instructional 
frameworks that recognize the realities (and lim-
its) of the cognitive architecture of the human 
memory system and formulate effective princi-
ples, strategies, and practices aimed at accommo-
dating these realities (for examples and relevant 
reviews, see Adams & Engelmann, 1996; 
Cromley & Byrnes, 2012; Lee & Anderson, 
2013; Marzano, 2003, 2011; Mayer & Moreno, 
2010; Nandagopal & Ericsson, 2012; Purdie & 
Ellis, 2005; Rosenshine, 1995, 2009; Rosenshine 
& Stevens, 1986). These principles have also 
been present in other instructional approaches 
over the past five decades (e.g., Brophy & Good, 
1986; Christenson et al., 1989; Slavin, 1995).

�Cognitive Load Theory and Load 
Reduction Instruction

According to CLT, two kinds of cognitive loads 
can be imposed by teachers on students that are a 
barrier to learning: intrinsic and extraneous cogni-
tive load (Sweller et al., 2011). Intrinsic cognitive 
load is the inherent difficulty of instructional 
material and learning activities. Teachers manage 
the intrinsic cognitive load by presenting instruc-
tional material and learning activities that are 
appropriate to students’ level of knowledge and 
skill (Sweller et al., 2011). Extraneous cognitive 
load is a function of how instructional material 
and learning activities are structured and pre-
sented (Sweller et  al., 2011). They can be pre-
sented to students in sequential, clear, and explicit 
ways, so the students are guided through learning 
in a structured and linear manner—leading to low 
extraneous load. Alternatively, instructional mate-
rial and learning activities can be presented in a 
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way that places a greater onus and responsibility 
on students to derive and determine the structure 
of the information and nature of the activity, navi-
gate through a range of possible solutions, and 
draw on and apply the information they have rela-
tively little prior knowledge about—all leading to 
higher levels of extraneous load (Sweller et  al., 
2011). Extraneous cognitive load is identified as 
an unnecessary burden on students and thus does 
not contribute to learning (Sweller et al., 2011).

LRI draws on these major principles of CLT. 
LRI comprises a suite of instructional principles 
that are aimed at reducing the extraneous cognitive 
load (as the primary yield)—and to some extent, a 
certain level of associated intrinsic cognitive load 
(as a secondary yield) (Martin, 2016; Martin et al., 
2020b). It is especially important to reduce extrin-
sic and intrinsic cognitive load when students are in 
the early stages of learning—thus, when they are 
novices (e.g., when beginning a new subject, a new 
unit of a course or work, etc.). Failure to do so not 
only risks learners not acquiring the required 
knowledge or skill but also risks alienating learners 
from an academic engagement perspective (Martin, 
2016). Then, when students have developed an 
adequate level of automaticity and fluidity in 
knowledge and skill, there is an appropriate point 
for engaging in guided discovery approaches (Liem 
& Martin, 2012; see also Kalyuga et al., 2012). In 
terms of broader pedagogical terrain, then, LRI is 
clear that explicit and constructivist perspectives 
are not only compatible but essentially synergis-
tic—the success of one is intertwined with the suc-
cess of the other (Liem & Martin, 2012; Martin, 
2016; Martin & Evans, 2018, 2019; Martin et al., 
2020b). Nonetheless, the order in which explicit 
and constructivist processes are enacted is key: 
extraneous cognitive load is likely to result if dis-
covery approaches are carried out before students 
have acquired the necessary skill and knowledge, 
and this will impede students’ learning (Martin, 
2016). Thus, particularly when students are nov-
ices, LRI emphasizes that explicit and structured 
instructional approaches must precede guided dis-
covery approaches.

�The Human Memory System, LRI, 
and the Potential Role 
of Engagement

�Human Memory

The human memory system is a major consid-
eration when developing principles and strate-
gies for instruction that reduce the cognitive 
load on learners. Particularly for learning aca-
demic subject matter, working and long-term 
memory are primary components of the human 
memory system (Kirschner et al., 2006; Sweller, 
2012; Winne & Nesbit, 2010). Working mem-
ory is the component that receives and pro-
cesses information (e.g., solving problems, 
performing tasks, etc.), including unfamiliar 
and new information. Learning is deemed to 
have occurred when information is “moved” 
from working memory and is encoded in long-
term memory such that the student can success-
fully retrieve it later (Kirschner et  al., 2006; 
Martin & Evans, 2018, 2019; Sweller, 2012; 
Winne & Nesbit, 2010).

A major challenge for teachers and students 
is that working memory is very limited. This 
challenge is especially present when teachers 
are attempting to teach new material to students 
(Sweller et  al., 2011; Winne & Nesbit, 2010). 
On the other hand, long-term memory has no 
such limits; it has a vast capacity (Sweller, 
2012). It is therefore important for instruction to 
take into account the reality of students’ work-
ing memory limits and help them to transfer 
knowledge between working and long-term 
memory (Martin, 2015, 2016; Martin & Evans, 
2018, 2019; Paas et  al., 2003; Sweller, 2004; 
Winne & Nesbit, 2010). Instruction is a primary 
means by which they do this. As Kirschner and 
colleagues caution: “Any instructional theory 
that ignores the limits of working memory when 
dealing with novel information or ignores the 
disappearance of those limits when dealing with 
familiar information is unlikely to be effective” 
(2006, p. 77).
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�Fluency, Automaticity, and LRI

Fluency and automaticity are important concepts 
when considering effective means by which 
teachers can help move, encode, and store infor-
mation in long-term memory. When teachers 
deliver instruction in ways that enable opportuni-
ties for developing students’ fluency and automa-
ticity in skill and knowledge they help free up 
working memory resources. Fluency and auto-
maticity reduce cognitive burden and help stu-
dents to transfer novel information into long-term 
memory (Rosenshine, 2009).

As relevant to LRI, Martin and Evans (2019; 
see also Martin, 2016; Martin et  al., 2020b) 
explain how LRI develops fluency and automa-
ticity—especially through its first four principles: 
(principle #1) reducing the difficulty of instruc-
tion in the initial stages of learning, as appropri-
ate to the learner’s level of prior knowledge and 
skill (see also Pollock et  al., 2002; Mayer & 
Moreno, 2010); (principle #2) providing appro-
priate support and scaffolding to learn relevant 
skill and knowledge (see also Renkl, 2014; Renkl 
& Atkinson, 2010); (principle #3) allowing suffi-
cient opportunity for practice (see also 
Nandagopal & Ericsson, 2012; Purdie & Ellis, 
2005; Rosenshine, 2009); and (principle #4) pro-
viding appropriate feedback-feedforward (com-

bination of corrective information and specific 
improvement-oriented guidance) as needed (see 
also Hattie, 2009; Mayer & Moreno, 2010; Shute, 
2008). Figure 2 demonstrates.

With increasing fluency and automaticity, stu-
dents’ working memory is freed up and they are 
better placed to apply their knowledge and skill 
to learning tasks that may have previously been 
too great a cognitive load on them. These learn-
ing tasks include novel or more complex tasks, 
activities that involve higher-order thinking, 
problem solving, and discovery learning (Martin, 
2016; Martin & Evans, 2019). These latter learn-
ing tasks are collectively represented by principle 
#5  in LRI: guided independent learning. CLT 
research demonstrates that when expertise is 
developed by learners (i.e., learners have devel-
oped sufficient automaticity and fluency in skill 
and knowledge), their learning is not further 
assisted by approaches that are overly explicit 
and structured. In fact, when students have devel-
oped fluency and automaticity in skill and 
knowledge, they benefit from more open, prob-
lem-solving approaches. This has been empiri-
cally shown via the “expertise reversal effect” 
(e.g., Kalyuga, 2007; Kalyuga et  al., 2003; 
Kalyuga et al., 2001).

Taken together, when the teacher provides the 
appropriate difficulty reduction, instructional sup-

1. Difficulty 
Reduction

2. Support and 
Scaffolding

3. Practice
4. Feedback-
Feedforward

5. Guided 
Independence

Load 

Reduction 

Instruction

Fig. 2  Load reduction 
instruction (LRI) 
framework. (Adapted 
with Permission from 
Martin (2016))
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INSTRUCTION
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Instruction (LRI)
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3. Practice
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5. Guided Independence

Strategies of LRI (and related 
frameworks such as Cognitive 

Load Theory)
E.G.,
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- Worked examples
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Motivation & Engagement Wheel

Positive Engagement

- Planning & Monitoring
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Negative Engagement
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- Disengagement
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Behavioral

- e.g., Participation

Cognitive

- e.g., Intentions & Aspirations

Social-Emotional

- e.g., Enjoyment

ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

Learning

Achievement

Fig. 3  Role of academic engagement in mediating the link between instruction and academic outcomes

port, guided practice, and feedback-feedforward 
through LRI principles #1-#4, learners are ideally 
placed to develop the relevant and requisite 
knowledge and skill—in large part because the 
teacher has appropriately eased the cognitive bur-
den at the relevant points for students as they 
learn. Then, the teacher can present subject matter 
that is more demanding to the student or that 
allows for greater independence and open inquiry 
(Kalyuga et al., 2003). In these ways, after ade-
quate explicit and structured instruction (i.e., LRI 
principles #1–4), students are at a point in the 
learning process when they benefit from relatively 
greater independence (i.e., LRI principle #5) 
(Liem & Martin, 2012; Martin, 2016; Martin & 
Evans, 2018; Mayer, 2004). This being the case, 
there is no question as to whether learners benefit 
more from explicit (and structured) instruction or 
more from independent learning—they clearly 
benefit from both; but it is the sequencing of these 
two that is pivotal to learning, with students ben-
efiting from explicit instruction in the early stages 
of their academic development before being 
immersed in the more independent phase of learn-
ing as their knowledge and skill develop.

�Academic Engagement as a Potential 
Mediating Mechanism?

As described below, these instructional principles 
have been connected to enhanced learning and 

achievement in many research studies. However, 
an issue that has been somewhat unaddressed 
relates to the mechanism/s that may be impli-
cated in this connection. Researchers have specu-
lated the role of academic engagement in this 
process, but relatively little research has attended 
to this. This chapter, therefore, explores the the-
ory and research that provide some insight into 
how academic engagement may mediate the link 
between LRI (and related instructional 
approaches) and students’ learning and achieve-
ment—as shown in Fig. 3.

�Academic Engagement

In the first edition of this handbook, Martin 
(2012) contributed a commentary on the chap-
ters elucidating ideas around academic motiva-
tion and engagement. In synthesizing the key 
ideas, Martin drew on the multidimensional 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel (Martin, 
2007, 2009). Building on that line of analysis, 
the present chapter also draws on the Wheel as 
one means to consider the relationship between 
LRI and students’ academic engagement and the 
role of engagement in mediating the association 
between LRI and academic outcomes such as 
learning and achievement. In the discussion 
further below, the chapter also considers the 
“classic” tripartite engagement framework 
(behavioral, cognitive, social-emotional; 
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Fredricks et al., 2004; Martin et al., 2021a) and 
how its component engagement factors may 
mediate the link between LRI and academic out-
comes. Thus, as relevant to the 4M Academic 
Engagement Framework (Fig.  1), this chapter 
focuses on the Wheel and tripartite dimensions 
(meso-level constructs) of academic engagement 
(meta-level construct).

�Academic Engagement 
in the Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel

As Fig. 4 shows, the Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel is demarcated into positive (adaptive) and 
negative (maladaptive) motivation and engage-
ment factors. Positive (adaptive) academic 
engagement comprises planning and monitoring 
behavior, task management, and persistence. 
Negative (maladaptive) academic engagement 
comprises self-handicapping and disengagement. 
Although not the focus of the present discussion 

(see Martin, 2012 in the first edition of this vol-
ume), positive motivation comprises self-efficacy, 
valuing, and mastery orientation and negative 
motivation comprises anxiety, failure avoidance, 
and uncertain control.

Following Martin (2012, 2016), the positive 
and negative academic engagement (meso) fac-
tors comprise specific (micro/measured) factors 
as follows:

Positive (adaptive) academic engagement:

–– Planning (and monitoring) refers to how 
much students plan assignments, homework 
and study and, how much they actively keep 
track of their progress as they do this work.

–– Task management refers to how students use 
their study or homework time, organize a 
study or homework timetable, choose and 
arrange where they study or do homework, 
and increasingly, how they manage their dig-
ital world (e.g., self-regulation with regards 
to mobile technology while doing 
schoolwork).

Self-
efficacy

Mastery 
orientation

Valuing Persistence

Planning & 
monitoring

Task 
management

Anxiety

Failure 
avoidance

Uncertain
control

Self-
handicapping

Disengagement

POSITIVE
(ADAPTIVE)
MOTIVATION

POSITIVE
(ADAPTIVE)

ENGAGEMENT

NEGATIVE
(MALADAPTIVE)

MOTIVATION

NEGATIVE
(MALADAPTIVE)
ENGAGEMENT

Fig. 4  Motivation and 
Engagement Wheel 
(Reproduced with 
Permission from Andrew 
J. Martin; Download 
Wheel from www.
lifelongachievement.
com)
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–– Persistence refers to how much students keep 
trying to work out an answer or to understand 
a problem, even if that problem is difficult or 
challenging.

Negative (maladaptive) academic 
engagement:

–– Self-handicapping refers to strategic behav-
iors that reduce students’ prospects of success 
at school (e.g., waste time, procrastinate, do 
little or no study, manage time poorly, misbe-
have in class) to establish an alibi or excuse in 
case they do not perform well.

–– Disengagement refers to thoughts and feelings 
of giving up, trying less each week, detach-
ment from school and schoolwork, feelings of 
helplessness, and little or no involvement in 
class or school activities.

�Academic Engagement 
in the Tripartite Framework

The tripartite perspective conceptualizes aca-
demic engagement as a meta-construct compris-
ing factors such as behavioral engagement, 
cognitive engagement, and social-emotional 
engagement (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; 
Martin et  al., 2021a). Behavioral engagement 
draws on ideas around participation and involve-
ment; cognitive engagement draws on ideas 
around being thoughtful, willing, and strategic as 
one invests academically and exerts necessary 
scholarly effort; social-emotional engagement 
draws on ideas around positive and negative emo-
tional and interpersonal responses relevant to 
learning and instruction (Fredricks et  al., 2004; 
Martin et al., 2021a). Similar to the Wheel, these 
constructs might be considered as meso-level 
constructs, with specific micro/measured con-
structs as the means by which the meso constructs 
are assessed and operationalized. In the present 
chapter three micro/measured engagement con-
structs will be considered: participation (for 
behavioral engagement), aspirations and inten-
tions (for cognitive engagement), and enjoyment 
(for social-emotional engagement).

�Multilevel Engagement

Most academic engagement research is con-
ducted at the student level, without accounting 
appropriately for the classrooms that students 
belong to. As Fig.  1 shows, the 4M Academic 
Engagement Framework is clear that engagement 
resides at multiple levels of an educational struc-
ture (e.g., classrooms, schools). The importance 
of analyzing nested data in appropriate ways is 
now well known (Marsh et  al., 2012), such as 
when seeking to understand academic engage-
ment in the class or schools as a whole. Single-
level research designs can present statistical 
biases (e.g., within-group dependencies; con-
founding variables between and within groups) 
and multilevel analyses seek to address these 
sorts of biases (see Goldstein, 2003; Marsh et al., 
2009; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). There are also 
known reciprocities between individual and 
group dynamics such that the group may influ-
ence individuals and individuals may influence 
the group (Goldstein, 2003; Marsh et al., 2009; 
Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002)—thus, classroom- or 
school-level academic engagement may affect 
individual students’ academic engagement and 
vice versa. It is therefore important, for example, 
to ascertain the role of classroom-level academic 
engagement in mediating the relationship 
between classroom-level instruction (classroom-
level LRI) and classroom-level achievement—
beyond the extent to which these relationships 
occur at the student level. To the extent academic 
engagement does mediate this link at the class-
room level (beyond the student level), there are 
implications for research and practice in accom-
modating both students’ own engagement and 
also that of the classrooms to which they belong.

�Links Between Instruction 
and Academic Engagement

In the original development of the LRI frame-
work, Martin (2016) drew several links between 
LRI and academic engagement. He identified 
how key LRI factors (e.g., sufficient practice and 
feedback-feedforward) underpin personal invest-
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ment in learning. He also pointed to research 
finding that greater academic engagement 
occurred when there was an appropriate peda-
gogical structure in place (i.e., teachers provided 
explicit plans for the lesson, clear directions, 
feedback, and guidance; e.g., Jang et  al., 2010; 
Sierens et  al., 2009). Martin and Evans (2018) 
also contended that key LRI factors—such as 
easing the difficulty of tasks to match learners’ 
level of prior knowledge—may result in lower 
levels of disengagement (Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001; 
Martin, 2016). There is thus a basis for consider-
ing that LRI and related instructional approaches 
may lead to academic engagement (see Fig. 3).

�Specific and Salient Instructional 
Factors Under CLT and LRI

CLT researchers have identified many specific 
instructional factors that are the means by which 
broader CLT principles are operationalized. 
Similarly, Martin (2016) identified the specific 
CLT (and related) instructional factors that are a 
means to operationalize the LRI principles. These 
can include the following instructional 
approaches and techniques: mental practice, 
worked examples, guided practice, checking for 
understanding, prompts, templates, reducing split 
attention, integrating information, using different 
modalities, reducing redundancy, and increasing 
coherence. Drawing on Martin (2016), the dis-
cussion now turns to each of these specific 
instructional approaches and techniques and their 
links to each academic engagement factor in the 
Wheel and the tripartite framework.

�Motivation and Engagement Wheel: 
Positive Academic Engagement

Planning (and Monitoring) and Task 
Management  Planning, monitoring, and task 
management are undergirded by skills in self-
regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2002). As 
Martin (2016) explained, self-regulation relies on 

students’ capacity to organize learning material, 
pace learning, identify and follow the steps 
involved in learning, self-monitor, and adjust as 
required (also see Martin, 2007, 2009, 2010). 
There are specific elements of CLT, LRI and 
related instructional approaches that are associ-
ated with students’ planning, monitoring, and 
task management, including mental practice, 
worked examples, and guided practice. In mental 
practice (sometimes referred to as the “imagina-
tion effect”; Sweller, 2012) learners are asked to 
mentally rehearse a procedure or concept. The 
planning and monitoring part of the Wheel bene-
fits from learners mentally representing their 
various demands—such as the important parts of 
a task or schedule of activities (Martin, 2010, 
2016). In addition, how well learners can monitor 
their progress will rely on how well the represen-
tation of important parts are stored in long-term 
memory. Worked examples are completed sam-
ples of work that show students how a problem 
can be solved or how a task can be completed. 
They help learners acquire schemas that they can 
then apply to solve problems quickly and effi-
ciently (Atkinson et  al., 2000; Renkl, 2014; 
Renkl & Atkinson, 2010; Rosenshine, 1995, 
2009; Sweller, 2012). Worked examples identify 
the parts of a task that the learner needs to plan, 
emphasize the components important to monitor 
to stay on task, and taken together optimize pro-
cesses involved in effectively managing task 
demands. In guided practice (Hunter, 1984) stu-
dents are linearly guided through the steps of 
learning. This makes it clear what components of 
a task are to be performed or what components 
are to be learned. The teacher may demonstrate 
these steps first and then guide the students as 
they practice each step—or, depending on the 
novice status of the students and/or the nature of 
the learning task, the teacher may move immedi-
ately to guided practice with the students. 
Knowing these components is essential for plan-
ning, knowing what to monitor, how to manage 
oneself, and one’s resources for task completion 
(Martin, 2016). Taken together, then, there are 
plausible grounds on which to conject a relation-
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ship between specific CLT and LRI factors and 
students’ academic engagement.

Persistence  Theory and research also suggest 
specific CLT and LRI factors that are associated 
with academic persistence, including checking 
for understanding, using templates, and using 
procedural prompts. Rosenshine (1995, 2009; see 
also Hunter, 1984) identified that effective teach-
ers give sufficient time to check student under-
standing. Others propose frequent intra-lesson 
assessments to check for student understanding 
(Black & Wiliam, 2004). For example, “rapid 
formative assessment” (Wiliam, 2011) three to 
five times each week has also been proposed (see 
also Hattie, 2012). Through these, students 
remain on task and maintain persistence in the 
task, reducing the inclination to give up or switch 
off (Martin, 2016). Templates can be helpful to 
enhance persistence where there is a risk that stu-
dents may get lost or confused midway through a 
task. Templates tend to be structured and may 
comprise a checklist that scaffolds a student 
through a task or could involve “process work-
sheets” that list the steps involved in completing 
tasks (Van Merriënboer, 1992). Procedural 
prompts can also assist persistence, particularly 
through less structured tasks (Rosenshine, 1995; 
see also Purdie & Ellis, 2005). Procedural 
prompts reduce distractions from tangential 
information, help extract central and specific 
information, and help frame an answer. In sum-
mary, theory and research provide a basis for pos-
iting a link between specific instructional factors 
and academic engagement by way of 
persistence.

�Motivation and Engagement Wheel: 
Negative Academic Engagement

Self-handicapping  The likelihood of self-
handicapping is heightened when a student is 
fearful of failure or anxious (Covington, 2000; 
Martin & Marsh, 2003). Anxiety may be elevated 
when the student experiences excessive cognitive 
burden (Chadwick et  al., 2015; Martin, Ginns, 

et al., 2021b)—thus, LRI can play a part in easing 
the cognitive burden on students and in turn ease 
the anxiety that undergirds maladaptive engage-
ment in the form of self-handicapping. In addi-
tion to the specific CLT and LRI factors described 
above (mental practice, worked examples, etc.), 
two other factors linked with lower instructional 
cognitive burden are: reducing split attention and 
integrating information sequencing. Splitting stu-
dents’ attention across two or more aspects of 
learning content can impose an unnecessary cog-
nitive burden and may elevate anxiety. It occurs 
when information to learn or solve a problem is 
presented in different parts of the learning space 
(Ginns, 2006; Mayer & Moreno, 2010; Sweller, 
2012). For example, a diagram or figure may be 
presented in one part of a screen or page and the 
associated explanatory material necessary for 
understanding the diagram is presented some-
where else on the screen or page. CLT research-
ers have shown that teachers reduce split attention 
by integrating the two informational spaces into 
one space to reduce the cognitive burden on the 
learner—for example, the equation for finding an 
angle might be drawn into the angle itself 
(Sweller, 2012). Material presented at different 
points in time can also present a burden on work-
ing memory (Mayer & Moreno, 2010), whereas 
integrating information sequencing removes this 
cognitive load. For example, if teaching students 
about how lighting works via multi-media, the 
narration would accompany each part of the ani-
mation. By integrating instructional content bet-
ter, the cognitive load on learners is eased and 
they are less likely to feel overwhelmed and fear-
ful about the task—this may reduce the potential 
for maladaptive engagement by way of 
self-handicapping.

Disengagement  Disengagement is a result of 
poor instructional practices such as inappropriate 
repetition, uninteresting learning material, and 
exceeding the capacities of cognitive resources 
such as visual and auditory processors (Sweller, 
2012). CLT, LRI, and related instructional frame-
works identify numerous factors that may address 
disengagement arising from these poor instruc-
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tional practices, including using different modali-
ties, avoiding redundancy, and increasing 
coherence. If too much visual information is pre-
sented (e.g., via a diagram, text, a table, or call-
out boxes), the learner’s visual processor reaches 
capacity and they must dedicate increasing 
energy to maintain it (Mayer & Moreno, 2010; 
Sweller, 2012). This imposes an excessive bur-
den on the learner who struggles to keep up and 
this risks disengagement. In such cases, the 
teacher may use different modalities by offload-
ing some of the information onto the auditory 
processor as an audible narrative (Mayer & 
Moreno, 2010; Sweller, 2012). Disengagement 
can also arise when the same information is 
presented twice and the learner cannot reconcile 
the two sources of information, as it exceeds the 
processing capacity of working memory (Mayer 
& Moreno, 2010). For example, if a diagram 
includes the necessary information, it is not nec-
essary to also have the same information placed 
in a caption below. Avoiding redundancy and 
increasing coherence by presenting only the 
essential information optimize the capacity of 
working memory to process information (Mayer 
& Moreno, 2010) and reduce the possibility that 
students switch off due to being cognitive over-
whelmed (Martin, 2016). Again, there is a link 
between specific instructional factors and stu-
dents’ academic engagement.

�Tripartite Academic Engagement

The discussion thus far has identified specific ele-
ments of CLT and LRI that are associated with 
the academic engagement factors in the 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel. 
Consideration is also given to how instructional 
factors under LRI are associated with academic 
engagement factors in Fredricks et  al.’s (2004) 
tripartite framework. With regard to behavioral 
engagement (e.g., participation), LRI is aimed at 
freeing cognitive resources so students are able to 
keep up with class activities and learning mate-
rial that is central to the lesson. When students 
are abreast of subject matter and classroom activ-
ities, they are better able to meaningfully partici-

pate in class (Finn & Zimmer, 2012). In terms of 
social-emotional engagement (e.g., enjoyment), 
alleviating unnecessary cognitive burdens as stu-
dents learn may help them better enjoy and 
immerse in what they are doing. Regarding cog-
nitive engagement (e.g., intentions and aspira-
tions), reducing cognitive burden optimizes 
understanding and efficacy (Feldon et al., 2018), 
which are foundations for positive intentions 
with regard to investing in one’s academic future 
(Burns et  al., 2018). Indeed, key principles of 
LRI seek to make instruction more accessible to 
students and this may instill in students more 
positive self-conceptions and more positive ori-
entations to their academic future (Martin, 2016).

�Links Between Instruction, 
Academic Engagement, 
and Achievement

Most CLT and related research have centered on 
learning outcomes (typically assessed via 
achievement and task performance) when testing 
for effects that are core to their underlying prin-
ciples (e.g., effects related to worked examples, 
split attention, expertise reversal, etc.; Sweller 
et al., 2011). There has been relatively little CLT 
research exploring the role of academic engage-
ment in the learning process (but for examples, 
see Lambert et al., 2009; Swann, 2013). Martin 
et al. (2020b) argue that because much of LRI is 
related to teachers’ instructional practices, it is 
vital to consider factors known to be implicated 
in these instructional practices—such as aca-
demic engagement. To the extent there is a sig-
nificant place for academic engagement in 
mediating the link between LRI and learning, 
there is a need for theories and research into 
instruction to accommodate the role of academic 
engagement in their processes. This notion is not 
uncommon in major theories of academic 
engagement. For example, Reschly and 
Christenson (2012) are clear that instruction and 
academic engagement are interconnected in how 
students learn and achieve academically. In addi-
tion, as noted earlier, because LRI is a predomi-
nantly cognitive model of instruction, there are 
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likely alignments in the processing implicated in 
how learners acquire their knowledge and skill 
and how they are psychologically oriented to 
their academic subject matter, such as by way of 
their cognitive engagement.

It is therefore notable that many researchers 
identify academic engagement as a means by 
which learning and achievement occur. Indeed, 
the salient role of academic engagement in stu-
dents’ achievement is consistent with major per-
spectives on engagement and its place in the 
learning process (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 
2012). For example, the agentic elements of aca-
demic engagement in which students exert con-
trol over their learning are key to understanding 
how learning and achievement take place (Reeve, 
2012; Schunk & Mullen, 2012). Academic 
engagement also is linked to learning and 
achievement in the two engagement frameworks 
under focus in this chapter. In the case of the 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel factors, sig-
nificant positive links have been identified 
between students’ planning, task management, 
and persistence and students’ achievement; at the 
same time, significant inverse links are estab-
lished between students’ self-handicapping and 
disengagement behaviors and students’ achieve-
ment (see Liem & Martin, 2012 for review). In 
the case of the three main factors under the tripar-
tite academic engagement framework, research 
suggests that behavioral engagement in the form 
of participation assists students to attain a better 
understanding of a topic or subject area (Credé 
et  al., 2010; Green et  al., 2012; Lysakowski & 
Walberg, 1982). In terms of cognitive engage-
ment, students’ conceptions of their academic 
futures (e.g., by way of aspirations) impact their 
present learning (e.g., Burns et al., 2021; de Bilde 
et al., 2011; Kauffman & Husman, 2004). In rela-
tion to social-emotional engagement, factors 
such as enjoyment encompass affective/social 
connections and immersion with a topic or learn-
ing peers that enhance knowledge and skill acqui-
sition (Burns et  al. 2019; Martin & Jackson, 
2008; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).

To summarize, there are links between diverse 
CLT and LRI instructional factors and students’ 
academic engagement. There is also clear evi-

dence of links between academic engagement 
and students’ learning and achievement. To the 
extent this is so, we can ascertain a sense of how 
academic engagement may mediate the link 
between LRI and achievement—as shown in 
Fig.  3. However, it is only recently that these 
links have been formally investigated in a pro-
grammatic way. A summary of relevant findings 
is now presented.

�Links Between LRI, Academic 
Engagement, and Achievement: 
Empirical Findings

Martin and Evans (2018) developed a survey to 
assess the five LRI principles. This instrument—
the Load Reduction Instruction Scale (LRIS)—
comprised five factors, in line with the five 
principles of LRI. It is a scale that aims to charac-
terize the teacher’s instruction on each of the five 
LRI principles in broad terms (i.e., what a teacher 
does most of the time)—but, as described by 
Martin and Evans (2018), has sufficient flexibil-
ity to be administered in real-time, or in relation 
to specific aspects of a lesson to capture any vari-
ability relevant to the specific nature of the les-
son, its content, and its pace. Martin and Evans 
(2018) administered the LRIS to 393 students 
from 40 mathematics classrooms in two compre-
hensive (mixed ability) high schools. Participants 
were in year 9, year 10, or year 11. The average 
age was 15–16 years and slightly over half (57%) 
of the sample comprised girls. Just under 20% 
spoke a language other than English at home and, 
based on their home postcode, their socioeco-
nomic status was slightly above the national aver-
age. As well as the LRIS, students were assessed 
on various academic outcomes, including their 
positive academic engagement (planning and 
monitoring, persistence, task management), and 
negative academic engagement (self-
handicapping, disengagement) from the 
Motivation and Engagement Wheel. Students 
were also administered items that assessed intrin-
sic cognitive load and extraneous cognitive load 
in the mathematics class. Martin and Evans 
(2018) found that LRI was significantly nega-
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tively associated with both intrinsic cognitive 
load (small effect size) and extraneous cognitive 
load (large effect size)—hence, significantly 
more so for extraneous cognitive load than intrin-
sic cognitive load, in line with theoretical conten-
tions for LRI (Martin, 2016). LRI was also 
significantly and positively associated with posi-
tive academic engagement and significantly 
inversely associated with negative academic 
engagement.

In a subsequent study linking the Martin and 
Evans (2018) data with a previous survey of the 
same students, analyses revealed that LRI yielded 
large effect sizes by way of its association with 
significant gains in academic engagement and 
achievement at both the student-level and 
classroom-level (Evans & Martin, 2022). Thus, 
they provided empirical support for the link 
between LRI and academic engagement and 
achievement among students and also demon-
strated a link between classroom-level LRI and 
class-average academic engagement and class-
average achievement, beyond links among these 
factors at the student level. However, this study 
assessed academic engagement and achievement 
as outcomes alongside each other—when, as 
explained above, there is a contended mediating 
role for academic engagement in linking LRI and 
achievement.

Accordingly, Martin et  al. (2020b) explored 
the potential of academic engagement as a medi-
ator in the learning process. They employed the 
LRIS in a multilevel study of more than 180 sci-
ence classrooms (in 8 comprehensive high 
schools of mixed ability—though slightly higher 
in ability than the national average), investigating 
the extent to which the link between LRI in sci-
ence and science achievement (at student- and 
classroom-levels) was mediated by academic 
engagement, harnessing a tripartite perspective 
(e.g., Fredricks et  al., 2004) via Martin and 
Liem’s (2010) measures of participation, future 
aspirations, and enjoyment. They operationalized 
academic engagement as a higher-order factor 
comprising these three lower-order academic 
engagement measures (thus, aggregating the 
micro/measured and meso factors to represent 
the meta construct). Participants were in years 
7–10. The average age was 14–15 years and 60% 

of the sample comprised girls. Around one in 10 
students spoke a language other than English at 
home and, based on their home postcode, their 
socio-economic status was slightly above the 
national average. Findings revealed that aca-
demic engagement mediated the link between 
LRI and achievement at both student-level and 
classroom-level: student-level LRI →  academic 
engagement → achievement, β = 0.19, p < 0.001; 
classroom-level LRI  →  academic engage-
ment  →  achievement, β  =  0.48, p  <  0.001. 
Interestingly, there was no significant direct 
effect of LRI on achievement—it was via aca-
demic engagement.

All these studies linking LRI to academic 
engagement and achievement are variable-
centered. There is also person-centered work 
being conducted with these variables. In a recent 
study Martin et al. (2021b) explored different stu-
dents’ psychological orientations to cognitive 
load and subsequent links to these students’ aca-
demic engagement and achievement. They 
hypothesized that some students would perceive 
cognitive load in an approach- and challenge-
oriented way, while other students would per-
ceive cognitive load in an avoidant- and 
threat-oriented way. They were also interested to 
explore how these different orientations would be 
connected to students’ academic engagement and 
disengagement (via persistence and disengage-
ment in the Wheel), and achievement. They used 
latent profile analysis to identify the network of 
instructional-psychological profiles based on stu-
dents’ reports of instructional load (LRI) and 
their accompanying psychological challenge and 
threat orientations. They identified five 
instructional-motivational profiles that repre-
sented different presentations of instructional 
cognitive load, challenge orientation, and threat 
orientation: Instructionally-Overburdened and 
Psychologically-Resigned students, 
Instructionally Burdened and Psychologically 
Fearful students, Instructionally Supported and 
Psychologically Composed students, 
Instructionally Optimized and Psychologically 
Self-Assured students, and Instructionally 
Supported and Psychologically Pressured stu-
dents. They also found that these profiles were 
significantly different in academic engagement 
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such that the Instructionally Overburdened and 
Psychologically Resigned profile reflected high 
disengagement and low engagement and achieve-
ment, while the Instructionally Optimized and 
Psychologically Self-Assured profile reflected 
low disengagement and high engagement and 
achievement. Thus, preliminary person-centered 
research is also suggesting links between LRI 
and students’ academic engagement and achieve-
ment outcomes. They are also all amenable to 
operationalizing at the micro/measured level of 
the 4M Academic Engagement Framework.

�Implications for Academic 
Engagement Assessment

These findings and the concepts underpinning 
them suggest that a comprehensive assessment of 
academic engagement would benefit from also 
assessing contexts and factors that may shape it. 
Instructional and cognitive burdens represent a 
significant source of difficulty for many students 
and may adversely impact student engagement if 
not effectively managed. This being the case, it is 
proposed that to comprehensively assess aca-
demic engagement, researchers and practitioners 
would benefit from also assessing instructional 
practices that are relevant to easing (or not) the 
cognitive load on students as they learn. The 
Load Reduction Instruction Scale (LRIS; Martin 
& Evans, 2018) was identified as a valid tool to 
assess LRI. Martin and Evans (2018, 2019; 
Martin et  al., 2020b, 2021b) have suggested 
numerous ways that the LRIS can be used. It can 
be readily administered in and across different 
school subjects, it can be used as an observation 
checklist for classroom/teacher practice, and it 
can be used as a tool for teachers’ 
self-reflection.

Of course, there is also the matter of assessing 
academic engagement itself. There are many val-
idated instruments used to assess tripartite and 
other engagement frameworks, including the 
Motivation and Engagement Scale (Martin, 2007, 
2009), Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey 
(PALS; Midgley et  al., 1997), the Motivated 
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; 
Pintrich et  al., 1991), the Student Engagement 

Instrument (SEI; Appleton et al., 2006), and the 
Inventory of School Motivation (ISM; McInerney 
et al., 2001). These are forms that are all amena-
ble to inclusion in surveys of instructional and 
engagement practices—including at student- and 
classroom levels (see Fredricks, chapter “The 
Measurement of Student Engagement: 
Methodological Advances and Comparison of 
New Self-Report Instruments”, this volume).

�Implications for Academic 
Engagement Practice

To the extent that LRI impacts students’ aca-
demic engagement, the various pedagogical 
strategies that follow the five principles of LRI 
are informative for enhancing academic engage-
ment (for detail, see Martin, 2016; Martin & 
Evans, 2018, 2019). For example, as described 
in Martin et al. (2020b), to reduce difficulty in 
the initial stages of learning as appropriate to 
learners’ level of knowledge and skill (principle 
#1): segmenting (or, “chunking”) and pre-train-
ing are possible approaches (e.g., Mayer & 
Moreno, 2010; Pollock et  al., 2002). For scaf-
folding and support (principle #2): worked 
examples, structured templates, advanced and 
graphic organizers, and prompting have been 
suggested (e.g., Berg & Wehby, 2013; Hughes 
et  al., 2019; Renkl, 2014; Renkl & Atkinson, 
2010; Sweller, 2012). For ample practice (prin-
ciple #3): mental rehearsal and deliberate prac-
tice have been identified (e.g., Ginns, 2005; 
Nandagopal & Ericsson, 2012; Purdie & Ellis, 
2005; Sweller, 2012). For feedback-feedforward 
(principle #4): corrective and improvement-ori-
ented information has been proposed, as has 
personal best goal-setting (e.g., Basso & 
Belardinelli, 2006; Burns et  al., 2019; Hattie, 
2009; Martin & Liem, 2010). To promote inde-
pendence (principle #5): guided discovery 
learning has been suggested (e.g., Mayer, 2004).

The mediating role of academic engagement 
suggests it also be a focus for educational prac-
tice. Considering academic engagement in terms 
of the Motivation and Engagement Wheel, Martin 
(2007, 2009, 2010; Liem & Martin, 2012) has 
identified numerous strategies at the micro level 
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of the 4M Framework. Students’ planning can be 
developed by enhancing their self-regulation 
skills, e.g., encouraging students to record their 
homework or assignment in their diary along 
with the due date and a brief description of what 
is required. To assist in monitoring behavior, the 
teacher would remind students to check their dia-
ries at appropriate intervals. Teaching students 
how to use time effectively and how to prioritize 
can be effective in enhancing their task manage-
ment. Particularly for novices, to reduce the 
burden on working memory teachers may con-
sider explicitly instructing how to identify the 
essence of what is required for assignments, how 
to manage time, and how to check that tasks are 
being completed in good time—all key aspects of 
task management. Goal setting can be an effec-
tive strategy for enhancing students’ persistence 
(Locke & Latham, 2002). Recent research has 
demonstrated success with personal best goals 
and the role of these goals in students’ engage-
ment, including their persistence (Martin & 
Elliot, 2016; Martin & Liem, 2010). Reducing 
self-handicapping involves reducing students’ 
fear of failure (that underlies their motive to self-
protect; Covington, 2000) and can involve show-
ing students how mistakes are diagnostic 
feedback and an opportunity for them to improve. 
Finally, reducing students’ disengagement can be 
assisted by empowering students away from 
helplessness and towards a greater sense of per-
sonal control (Covington, 2000). This can be 
achieved by focusing students’ attention on fac-
tors that are within their control (e.g., their effort, 
strategy, attitude; Martin, 2007, 2009). It is also a 
reality that disengagement may be a result of 
problems with literacy, numeracy, or a possible 
disability affecting learning—all requiring inten-
sive and high-quality intervention (Martin et al., 
2020a).

There are also practice implications for teach-
ers when seeking to enhance academic engage-
ment at the micro level of the 4M Framework 
from a tripartite perspective. In terms of behav-
ioral engagement, teachers might look to strate-
gies that enhance students’ participation in tasks 
and activities—such as class discussion, small 
group work, collaboration, help-giving, coopera-

tion, etc. For cognitive engagement, teachers 
might encourage students to develop positive 
future plans and goals for investing in their 
schoolwork. In relation to social-emotional 
engagement, teachers might seek to develop tasks 
and activities that are interesting, fun (where 
appropriate), pro-social, and arouse curiosity (see 
also Burns et  al., 2019; Martin & Liem, 2010; 
Martin et al., 2020b; Nagro et al., 2019).

�Conclusion

Many students find school difficult, in part 
because there are instructional burdens that 
impose a significant cognitive load as they strive 
to learn. As these burdens escalate, there is the 
risk of declining academic engagement that in 
turn adversely impacts learning and achievement. 
It is important for teachers to deliver instruction 
in a way that eases the burden on students as they 
learn and thereby supports students’ academic 
engagement and subsequent academic outcomes. 
In so doing, educators are in a stronger position 
to promote young people’s positive development, 
with academic development (at the apex of the 
4M Academic Engagement Framework) being 
one important part of that overall development. 
LRI (and other instructional perspectives such as 
CLT) is an instructional approach aimed at man-
aging the cognitive demands experienced by stu-
dents as they learn. This chapter identified 
different factors implicated in LRI that are con-
tended to enhance positive academic engagement 
and reduce negative academic engagement—and 
in turn, enhance academic outcomes such as 
achievement. A summary of recent empirical 
research supported these contentions and the role 
of academic engagement in mediating the link 
between instruction and achievement. The chap-
ter also introduced a novel engagement frame-
work—the 4M Academic Engagement 
Framework—that hierarchically conceptualizes 
engagement in terms of students’ engagement 
with their broad academic development (the 
mega level) through to the granular operational-
ization of specific engagement variables (the 
micro/measured level). The theoretical and 
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empirical nexus between LRI and the academic 
engagement dimensions of the 4M Framework 
was also described. Taken together, it is evident 
that academic engagement plays an important 
part in young people’s academic development 
and the instructional factors aimed at supporting 
that development.
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Abstract

Achievement goal theory (AGT) is a frame-
work for examining student motivation. The 
theory emphasizes both students’ personal 
goals, as well as their perceptions of the goal 
structures that are emphasized in classrooms. 
In this chapter, we examine the relations of 
AGT constructs to students’ cognitive, behav-
ioral, and emotional engagement. We focus in 
particular on the relations between students’ 
perceptions of classroom goal structures (i.e, 
mastery, performance, and extrinsic goal 
structures) and various indicators of engage-
ment. The research, both from an AGT per-
spective and from an engagement perspective, 
converges on the importance of students’ per-
ceptions of teachers’ instructional practices as 
determinants of a variety of academic 
outcomes.

�Introduction

Achievement goal theory (AGT) is a framework 
for understanding student motivation. The theory 
addresses why and how people engage in aca-
demic activities (i.e., their goal orientations) and 
contexts that foster those orientations (i.e., goal 
structures). The theory has been one of the fore-
most frameworks for studying achievement moti-
vation since the 1980s, informing both 
educational research (Elliot & Hulleman, 2017; 
Maehr & Zusho, 2009) and practice (e.g., Maehr 
& Midgley, 1996). In this chapter, we examine 
relationships between constructs central to AGT 
and engagement. We focus on aspects of the envi-
ronment that foster different types of motiva-
tional orientations (i.e., goal structures), 
particularly classroom goal structures. We use 
Fredricks’ and her colleagues’ (2004) conception 
of engagement as differentiated into cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral dimensions. There 
have been considerable developments in AGT, in 
addition to more research relevant to engage-
ment, since our chapter in the previous edition of 
this handbook. Although the constructs utilized 
by achievement goal theorists are different from 
those used by researchers who study engage-
ment, there is much overlap. Indeed, both moti-
vation and engagement researchers are focused 
on promoting students’ learning, and see students 
as being agentic in their learning (Martin, 2012). 
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We believe that a more thorough examination and 
possible integration of research conducted by 
achievement goal theorists and by engagement 
researchers will lead to a broader and more con-
ceptually useful understanding of academic 
motivation.

�The Basic Tenets of Achievement 
Goal Theory

The study of achievement goals began in the late 
1970s to explain people’s achievement motiva-
tion. It incorporated many contemporary motiva-
tional constructs (e.g., attributions, perceived 
competence, conceptions of ability, learned help-
lessness), in addition to earlier conceptions of 
achievement motivation (e.g., approach and 
avoid distinctions). Since its inception, research-
ers have tended to focus on either personal goal 
orientations or on classroom goal structures. 
Therefore, the theoretical and empirical develop-
ments over the past four decades have resulted in 
the two strands moving in somewhat different 
directions. Accordingly, we review goal orienta-
tions and goal structures, and their associations 
with engagement, separately, although our focus 
is primarily on goal structures.

�Personal Goals or Goal Orientations

Personal goals, or goal orientations, represent 
“the purposes that individuals have for engaging 
in specific behaviors” (Anderman & Wolters, 
2006, p. 371). Achievement goal theorists origi-
nally posited two types of personal goal orienta-
tions: mastery (i.e., a focus on understanding and 
personal improvement) and performance (i.e., a 
focus on out-performing others) (e.g., Ames, 
1987; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Maehr, 1984; 
Nicholls, 1989). When students pursue mastery 
goals, they are interested in becoming competent 
at the task. They are concerned with increasing 
their skills and knowledge and view success in 
terms of personal improvement or absolute stan-
dards. They choose challenging tasks, persist 
when experiencing difficulty, and are willing and 

eager to exert effort to achieve mastery. In con-
trast, when students pursue performance goals, 
they view success in normative terms (i.e., com-
pared to others) and are interested in demonstrat-
ing their ability relative to others, in outperforming 
others, in being judged by others as being compe-
tent at academic tasks, or in not appearing to have 
low ability compared to others. In line with these 
concerns, they also tend to choose tasks they 
believe they will be successful at, and tend not to 
persist when faced with difficulty (particularly 
when they are concerned about not appearing to 
be less able than others) because they view 
expending effort as an indicator of insufficient 
ability (Midgley et al., 2001). Goals are typically 
independent of each other, or orthogonal 
(Midgley et al., 1998). Moreover, although these 
goals are student-specific, they are affected by 
the larger context of classrooms and schools, 
which we discuss in the section on goal 
structures.

Elliot and Harackiewicz (1996) noted that 
when achievement goal theory was established, 
two of its founders, Dweck and Nicholls (e.g., 
Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Jagacinski & Nicholls, 
1990; Nicholls et  al., 1990), considered perfor-
mance goals to have two forms—approach 
(wanting to appear more able than others) and 
avoid (not wanting to appear less able). 
Recognizing that this distinction became lost in 
later definitions, several researchers in the mid-
1990s argued that the AGT should differentiate 
between “approach” and “avoid” types of perfor-
mance goal orientations, and they provided evi-
dence of this distinction (e.g., Elliot & 
Harackiewicz, 1996; Middleton & Midgley, 
1997). When students are focused on 
performance-approach goals, they are concerned 
with demonstrating their ability (i.e., outperform-
ing others). In contrast, when students are focused 
on performance-avoid goals, they are concerned 
with not appearing to lack ability (i.e., not look-
ing worse than others) (Elliot, 1999).

The approach-avoid distinction was also 
applied to mastery goal orientations, resulting in 
a 2 X 2 framework for achievement goals (Elliot 
& McGregor, 2001). In this model, mastery goals 
were divided into two constructs—mastery-
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approach and mastery-avoid goals—matching 
the separation of performance-approach and 
performance-avoid goals. Although mastery 
goals were already construed in purely approach 
terms, mastery-avoid was a new addition to the 
model. Theoretically, students who endorse 
mastery-avoid goals want to avoid misunder-
standing or becoming less competent. The 2 X 2 
model has been supported across several interna-
tional samples. Conroy et  al. (2003) tested the 
model with a sample of 356 recreational univer-
sity athletes. Participants completed measures of 
the four achievement goals, as well as a measure 
of fear of failure, at four-time points. All scales 
exhibited both structural invariance and stability 
over 3 weeks. In addition, the goals were related 
to fear of failure across all time points; for exam-
ple, the correlations between performance-
avoidance goals and fear of failure ranged from 
0.28 to 0.34. Bong (2009) provided validity evi-
dence for the 2 X 2 model using a sample of 1196 
Korean elementary and middle grades students. 
She reported that the correlations between all 
pairs of achievement goals were related inversely 
to students’ age (i.e., correlations were higher for 
the younger students). For example, the correla-
tion between mastery approach and performance-
approach goals was r  =  0.81 for first and 
second-grade students, but only r = 0.45 for stu-
dents in grades 7–9.

Despite evidence supporting the 2 X 2 model, 
some research suggests that some students may 
have difficulty distinguishing between 
performance-approach and performance-avoid 
goals and that the two constructs tend to be highly 
correlated. For example, Urdan and Mestas 
(2006) interviewed 53 high school students to 
examine their reasons for endorsing performance 
goals. When probed, students provided a range of 
explanations for their pursuit of performance 
goals, such as maintaining appearances, being 
competitive, and pleasing their parents. Bong 
et  al. (2013) examined the structure of perfor-
mance goals in a sample of 239 Korean middle 
school students. Although students could distin-
guish between mastery and performance goals, 
they were unable to reliably distinguish between 
different sub-types of performance goals. Other 

studies have called the validity of mastery-avoid 
goals into question. Although mastery-avoidance 
goals have been demonstrated to represent a 
unique construct (e.g., Baranik et al., 2010), stud-
ies to date have not clearly established the face-
validity of the construct (i.e., whether students 
actually actively think about avoiding misunder-
standing or becoming less competent). For exam-
ple, Ciani and Sheldon (2010) interviewed a 
sample of Division I collegiate baseball players 
about their understanding of items assessing 
mastery-avoidance goals. Results suggested that 
these goals may be somewhat uncommon and 
may be misunderstood by some respondents.

Another development involved some research-
ers redefining achievement goals. Specifically, 
they argued for paring down the definition to 
include only the person’s objective for the task, 
removing other components such as the reasons 
for engaging in the task and beliefs about the 
nature of success and ability (e.g., Elliot & 
Murayama, 2008). Some researchers adopted this 
conceptual revision while others did not. 
Therefore, studies with the new, narrower, defini-
tion of achievement goals were published con-
currently with other studies that used the 
traditional conceptualization. Researchers using 
the original, holistically defined achievement 
goals sometimes refer to them as goal orienta-
tions, to differentiate them from the narrower 
(i.e., newer) goals, however, this is not always the 
case. Consequently, there are considerable chal-
lenges to consolidating findings across studies.

More recently, researchers have argued that a 
more comprehensive approach to understanding 
students’ motivation is to consider goal com-
plexes—a combination of students’ goals or 
objectives when pursuing a task with their rea-
sons for completing the task (either autonomous 
and controlled, from self-determination theory) 
(Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Vansteenkiste et  al., 
2014). To illustrate, an autonomous mastery goal 
complex is represented by the item “My goal is to 
learn as much as possible because I find this a 
highly stimulating and challenging goal,” 
whereas “My goal is to perform well relative to 
other students because I can only be proud of 
myself if I do so” (Sommet & Elliot, 2017, 
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p.  1162) represents a controlled performance-
approach goal complex.

In addition to differing views about how goals 
are conceptualized in general, there have been 
changes with respect to performance goals. 
Performance goals originally involved normative 
comparisons (i.e., wanting to do better than, or 
not worse than, others), although some research-
ers conceptualize performance goals as involving 
only a desire to gain rewards (e.g., grades) or 
avoid punishments, without concern about rela-
tive comparisons with others (e.g., Anderman 
et al., 1998). Performance goals that involve stu-
dents comparing their achievement with others’ 
have also been termed normative goals (Grant & 
Dweck, 2003), whereas the non-normative goal 
to gain rewards is also termed extrinsic goals 
(Urdan, 1997) or outcome goals (Grant & Dweck, 
2003). In summary, the AGT research involving 
personal achievement goals has become dispa-
rate and fragmented, with diverse conceptualiza-
tions and measurements. Integrating this research 
is difficult because researchers conceptualize 
goals in markedly different ways, leading to the 
literature becoming significantly less useful. 
Furthermore, personal goals are affected by the 
goal structures in one’s environment, and the 
effects do not differ depending on students’ per-
sonal goals (Linnenbrink, 2005). Therefore, 
efforts to encourage students’ engagement are 
arguably best achieved through attention to goal 
structures, which we discuss next.

�Goal Structures

Achievement goal theory includes a contextual 
aspect, premised on the principle that individu-
als’ motivation is influenced not only by their 
personal dispositions and beliefs but also by 
aspects of the contexts they experience (Ames, 
1992b; Nicholls, 1989). Central to these contexts 
are goal structures, or perceptions of the pur-
poses of schooling and academics, and meanings 
of success and ability emphasized in the environ-
ment (Ames, 1984, 1992b). Goal structures are 
related to a wide range of constructs; they differ-
entially promote personal goals and encourage 

some types of engagement while discouraging 
others.

Researchers consider mastery and perfor-
mance goal structures most often and conceptual-
ize them to be consistent with the original 
definitions of mastery and performance goal ori-
entations. That is, a mastery goal structure 
involves a perception that students’ real learning 
and understanding are encouraged, and that suc-
cess is accompanied by effort and indicated by 
personal improvement or achieving absolute 
standards. A performance goal structure involves 
a perception that learning is predominantly a 
means of achieving recognition of one’s ability, 
worth and extrinsic rewards, and that success is 
indicated by outperforming others or surpassing 
normative standards (Ames, 1992b). There has 
also been recent interest in a purely extrinsic goal 
structure—a perception that grades and rewards 
are emphasized, with a focus on individuals’ 
accomplishments but not normative comparison. 
For example, using a sample of over 5000 high 
school students, Anderman et al. (2011a) adapted 
a measure of perceived goal structures to assess 
students’ perceptions of an emphasis on extrinsic 
outcomes in health classrooms. The scale demon-
strated good internal consistency (α = 0.89). In 
addition, longitudinal analyses indicated that per-
ceived extrinsic goal structure was related to sub-
sequent outcomes including lower levels of 
refusal self-efficacy (i.e., feeling confident in 
one’s ability to refuse unwanted sexual overtures) 
a year after health instruction had ended 
(γ = −0.24, p < 0.001; see also Won et al., 2020).

Goal structures are not “objective” character-
istics but instead depend on how individual stu-
dents perceive and give meaning to their 
experiences in that context (Ames, 1992b). 
Because students’ individual past and current 
experiences and interpretations contribute to 
their current perceptions, students in the same 
context do not perceive goal structures in the 
same way (Ames, 1992b). Goal structures are 
also independent or unrelated to each other (i.e., 
orthogonal), in the same way, that personal mas-
tery, performance, and extrinsic goal orientations 
are. Therefore, a classroom may be viewed as, for 
example, high in both mastery and performance 
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goal structure, high in just one, low in both, or 
any other configuration.

Researchers have considered goal structures 
within schools (e.g., E.  Anderman et  al., 1998; 
Cho & Shim, 2013; Gonida et al., 2009; Maehr & 
Midgley, 1991; Roeser et al., 1996) and families 
(e.g., Friedel et al., 2010), although the prepon-
derance of research has focused on classrooms. 
Reflecting on this situation, we focus on class-
room goal structures in this chapter.

Students interpret classroom mastery and per-
formance goal structures from their interpreta-
tions of teachers’ practices and from classroom 
and school norms, rules, routines, and relation-
ships. These perceptions typically vary among 
students in the same classroom, although there is 
usually also some degree of shared agreement. 
Therefore, classrooms differ in terms of mean 
goal structures. Because goal structures represent 
individuals’ interpretations, they are usually 
assessed via self-report surveys (an exception is 
Boden et al.’s (2020) use of discourse analysis). 
In some studies, students’ perceived goal struc-
tures are aggregated at the classroom level, as a 
measure of the overall environment (e.g., Turner 
et al., 2002), whereas in others they are treated as 
individual differences (e.g., Murdock et  al., 
2001). A few researchers have supplemented sur-
veys with qualitative data, including observations 
(e.g., Anderman et  al., 2002, Anderman et  al., 
2011b; Patrick  et  al., 2001; Urdan, 2004) and 
teacher and student discourse (e.g., Turner et al., 
2002).

�Mastery Goal Structure
Mastery goal structures are characterized by per-
ceptions that students’ learning and understand-
ing, rather than just rote learning and 
memorization, are valued and that success is 
accompanied by effort and indicated by personal 
improvement (Ames, 1992b). Theoretically, it 
influences students’ invoking personal mastery 
goals for themselves in that context. That is, stu-
dents are likely to focus on their own improve-
ment and understanding when these aspects of 
instruction are emphasized. Mastery goals, in 
turn, influence students’ effort, affect use of 

adaptive learning strategies, and, ultimately, 
achievement (Ames, 1992b).

A classroom mastery goal structure consti-
tutes a holistic system of instructional practices, 
and students’ perceptions of those practices. 
Accordingly, it is associated with all aspects of 
engagement—emotional (e.g., enjoyment, inter-
est, efficacy, commitment), cognitive (e.g., 
thoughtfulness, use of learning strategies, self-
regulation), and behavioral (e.g., persistence, 
asking for help). From both theoretical and prac-
tical standpoints, all aspects of engagement 
should be high in classrooms that are perceived 
as emphasizing mastery. Specifically, when the 
overarching focus in the classroom is perceived 
as increasing each student’s understanding and 
skill, with success gauged by personal improve-
ment (i.e., classroom mastery structure), it is 
adaptive and beneficial for students to be fully 
and thoroughly engaged with those tasks.

Classroom mastery goal structures are created 
by an array of different types of teacher practices 
that, working together, communicate the impor-
tance of understanding, effort, and improvement 
(Ames, 1992a). Ames (1992a) identified six prac-
tices undergirding classroom mastery goal struc-
ture, represented by the acronym TARGET, 
which was originally developed by Joyce Epstein 
(Epstein, 1987). These practices include 
tasks;  authority; student recognition; grouping; 
evaluation; and use of time.

Classroom mastery goal structure is generally 
measured as a single construct, whereby students 
report their perceptions of the classroom or the 
teacher; not all TARGET practices are typically 
included in these measures, however (e.g., 
Midgley et  al., 1996, 2000). More recently, 
Lüftenegger and his colleagues created scales for 
each of the six types of TARGET practices, and 
scores from samples of Austrian middle and sec-
ondary school students provided evidence of 
validity (Lüftenegger et  al., 2014, 2017). 
Although each scale is empirically distinct, they 
form a higher-order factor representing a mastery 
goal structure. Similarly, Tapola and Niemivirta 
(2008) constructed items corresponding to each 
TARGET practice and examined the scores’ 
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validity with 208 Finnish sixth graders. 
Interestingly, however, the items did not form six 
factors as intended, but comprised factors repre-
senting five different types of classroom meaning 
systems. One factor—learning orientation—was 
analogous to mastery goal structure, based on 
associations with a range of student-reported 
beliefs and behavior. The resultant Learning 
Orientation scale included items about student 
recognition and evaluation and teacher authority 
(A.  Tapola, personal communication, October 
28, 2020).

In another line of scholarship, researchers 
examined associations between classroom mas-
tery goal structure and social aspects of the class-
room and provided support for the argument that 
perceptions of interpersonal relationships and 
classroom environments are interconnected 
(Patrick, 2004). For example, a mastery goal 
structure is related positively to students’ percep-
tions that their teacher is supportive emotionally 
and academically; rs range from 0.64 to 0.71 for 
samples of US middle-grade students (Patrick 
et al., 2011) and, at the classroom level, r = 0.77 
with 1171 Norwegian eighth graders (Stornes 
et  al., 2008). Furthermore, factor analysis and 
multidimensional scaling indicate that US stu-
dents in the middle grades do not view classroom 
mastery structure as conceptually distinct from 
teacher support and respect (Patrick et al., 2011). 
Interestingly, however, another study with US 
sixth and seventh graders showed that the con-
ceptual overlap between mastery goal structure 
and teacher support is evident at the end, but not 
the beginning, of the year (Turner et  al., 2013) 
Finally, studies of US middle-grade and high-
school classrooms using observations 
(L. Anderman et al., 2011b); Patrick et al., 2001,  
2003) and discourse analysis (Turner et al., 2002) 
indicate that teachers’ supportive and respectful 
practices and interactions vary relative to student-
perceived mastery goal structure. Such evidence 
led to the addition of social interaction to 
TARGET (i.e., TARGETS; Kaplan & Maehr, 
1999; Patrick, 2004).

Researchers in the US have also conducted 
qualitative studies to understand classroom mas-
tery goal structure. These include observing reg-

ular middle grade and high school classrooms 
and linking observations with student reports of 
the classroom goal structure (Anderman 
et al., 2011b; Patrick et al., 2001, 2003), and ask-
ing students open-ended questions about the 
practices that led to their classroom perceptions 
(Patrick & Ryan, 2008). These studies provide 
support for the survey measures, and also iden-
tify additional dimensions. The broader set of 
practices and perceptions includes (1) provision 
of meaningful, challenging, and interesting tasks, 
(2) feedback and recognition that is constructive, 
encouraging, and that emphasizes personal 
improvement and effort, (3) student input and 
responsibility for rules and decision-making, (4) 
opportunities for active student participation, (5) 
flexible use of time, (6) use of effective pedagogi-
cal practices, (7) warm, supportive, and respect-
ful teacher-student relationships, (8) respectful 
interactions among students, and (9) teacher 
commitment to helping students learn.

�Performance Goal Structure
A classroom performance goal structure conveys 
to students that learning is predominantly a 
means of achieving recognition and prestige, and 
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 a 
classroom performance goal structure is that stu-
dents are compared to each other, with an inher-
ent assumption that this hierarchy is relatively 
stable and reflects some aspect of students’ 
ability.

A classroom performance goal structure dif-
fers from what has been labeled as an extrinsic 
goal structure; the latter conveys that the purpose 
of engaging in academic tasks is to gain external 
incentives, although the success of any one stu-
dent does not affect the success of others (see 
Urdan, 1997). For example, if students are graded 
on a curve, with grades indicating relative posi-
tion, a classroom performance goal structure is 
invoked, however, if grades (or other incentives) 
are very salient but do not signify students’ rela-
tive placement, a classroom extrinsic goal struc-
ture is involved.
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After the recognition that personal perfor-
mance goal orientations could be separated, the-
oretically and empirically, into approach and 
avoidance dimensions, there have been efforts to 
make the same distinction with performance 
goal structure (e.g., Cho et al., 2018; Karabenick, 
2004; Peng et  al., 2018). That is, these studies 
suggest that some performance-focused class-
rooms emphasize approach characteristics, such 
as scoring better than others, whereas others 
emphasize avoidance characteristics, such as not 
doing worse than others. The distinction between 
performance-approach and performance-avoid 
goal structures is less compelling than that for 
personal goals, however. A recent meta-analysis 
found that a performance-approach goal struc-
ture is associated with both performance-
approach and performance-avoid goals (Bardach 
et al., 2020). Furthermore, performance approach 
and -avoid goal structures are highly correlated. 
For example, Steuer et al. (2013) reported a cor-
relation of 0.82 with 1116 German middle-grade 
students, and even when researchers reported 
distinct approach and avoid goal structures, cor-
relations ranged from 0.43 to 0.53; Cho et  al., 
2018; Karabenick, 2004; Peng et al., 2018). This 
pattern of results led researchers to question 
whether students actually differentiate between 
the two constructs (e.g., Michou et al., 2013). We 
also question the ecological validity of this dis-
tinction. When observing regular classrooms, 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 class-
rooms promoting either a distinguishably 
approach or avoidance orientation. We think that 
students in performance-focused classrooms 
evaluate, perhaps subconsciously, their likeli-
hood of being ranked highly. If they view out-
performing others as realistic they will likely 
take an approach orientation, and if they are pes-
simistic about their chances of out-scoring oth-
ers they will instead likely adopt an avoidance 
orientation. Therefore, a general classroom per-
formance goal structure may invoke some stu-
dents taking a performance-approach orientation 

and others in the same classroom being perfor-
mance-avoid oriented.

�How Goal Structures Promote 
Engagement and Research that 
Supports the Process

In trying to understand how perceived goal struc-
tures either promote or hinder student engage-
ment, it is important to recognize that motivation 
and engagement are extremely similar meta-
constructs, with substantial overlap. Eccles and 
Wang (2012) noted that definitions of both moti-
vation and engagement that are either too broad 
or too specific can be problematic, but for differ-
ent reasons. Broad, overly general definitions do 
little to provide direction to classroom teachers in 
their daily efforts to support their students’ learn-
ing, whereas highly specific definitions are not 
particularly useful to either policymaker or theo-
reticians. In this chapter, we have conceptualized 
motivation in terms of achievement goal theory, 
and we have conceptualized engagement in terms 
of the trichotomy of cognitive, behavioral, and 
emotional engagement. We believe that these 
conceptualizations establish at least some bal-
ance between being either too broad or too myo-
pic and allow for an analysis of how aspects of 
motivation can promote engagement.

Classroom goal structures encompass stu-
dents’ subjective perceptions of the meaning of 
academic tasks, competence, success, and pur-
poses for students to engage in schoolwork. 
These integrated meaning systems are communi-
cated, in large part, by teachers’ practices, and 
classroom norms, rules, routines, and relation-
ships. Consequently, classroom goal structures 
help to create a climate that can either promote or 
hinder students’ behavioral, emotional, and cog-
nitive engagement. For example, students’ beliefs 
about how academic challenges and mistakes are 
viewed in their classrooms (e.g., indicating defi-
cits in their ability or simply knowledge or skills 
yet to be learned) influence the amount of effort 
they expend when experiencing difficulty, how 
much time they spend at the task, and whether 
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they admit their difficulty to another person and 
ask for help (i.e., behavioral engagement). The 
perceived environment also influences students’ 
emotional engagement, including their task-
related interest, anxiety, enjoyment, and achieve-
ment goals, and the range, quality, and 
appropriateness of various learning and metacog-
nitive strategies (i.e., cognitive engagement).

In the following sections, we discuss pro-
cesses whereby three types of classroom goal 
structures—mastery, performance, and extrin-
sic—are posited to promote different patterns of 
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engage-
ment. We also include results from research stud-
ies that support the theoretical premises. From an 
AGT perspective, instructional practices influ-
ence perceptions of mastery, performance, or 
extrinsic goal structures, which in turn lead to the 
adoption of various personal goal orientations 
(e.g., mastery approach goals). Both perceptions 
of the goal structures and students’ personal 
goals consequently can support or hamper stu-
dent engagement.

�Mastery Goal Structure

�Mastery Goal Structures and Cognitive 
Engagement
Perceptions of a classroom mastery goal struc-
ture generally support students’ cognitive 
engagement. Research indicates that perceptions 
of a mastery goal structure are associated posi-
tively with hallmarks of cognitive engagement, 
including the use of effective metacognitive and 
self-regulatory strategies. For example, using a 
sample of 189 fifth and sixth graders in Greece, 
Michou et al. (2013) found that perceptions of a 
mastery-approach goal structure were related to 
the endorsement of personal mastery approach 
goals (β = 0.17, p < 0.05), as well as to the use of 
effective learning strategies. Klug et  al. (2016) 
operationalized goal structures in terms of task, 
autonomy, and evaluation/recognition goal struc-
tures. They found that a latent factor combining 
the three goal structures was related positively to 
the use of metacognitive strategies (β  =  0.43, 
p < 0.001) in a sample of 5366 children and ado-

lescents (9–21 years old, mean = 15.35). Young 
(1997) found, in a sample of 316 fifth and sixth 
graders in the USA, that perceived mastery goal 
structure (referred to as a “task goal structure” in 
that study) positively predicted the use of effec-
tive cognitive strategies in both English (β = 0.54, 
p < 0.001) and math (β = 0.34, p < 0.001), after 
controlling for prior strategy usage (see also 
Bergsmann et al., 2013; Linnenbrink, 2005).

�Mastery Goal Structures and Emotional 
Engagement
A perceived mastery goal structure also is likely 
to support students’ emotional engagement. 
Mastery goal structure involves the perceived use 
of instructional practices that promote academic 
success as judged by self-improvement, rather 
than in terms of comparisons with peers. These 
perceptions are likely to lead to positive emo-
tional responses. Indeed, research indicates that 
students do tend to experience positive affect and 
motivational beliefs when they perceive an 
emphasis on mastery and personal improvement 
in the classroom (Bardach et al., 2020; Rolland, 
2012).

Related research indicates that mastery goal 
structure is related positively to several emotion-
laden outcomes. For example, Diseth and Samdal 
(2015) examined the relations between perceived 
classroom goal structures and both motivational 
engagement (i.e., wanting to do well in school) 
and affective engagement (i.e., enjoying school). 
A sample of 1239 Norwegian tenth graders com-
pleted surveys assessing perceptions of class-
room goal structures and engagement. Using 
structural equation modeling, they found that 
perceptions of a mastery goal structure predicted 
motivational engagement for both males 
(β  =  0.49, p  <  0.01) and females (β  =  0.26, 
p  <  0.01), and also predicted affective engage-
ment for both males (β  =  0.59, p  <  0.01) and 
females (β = 0.62, p ≤ 0.01). Anderman (2003) 
examined the relations between a perceived mas-
tery goal structure and school belonging in a 
sample of 618 American sixth, seventh, and 
eighth graders, and reported a positive relation-
ship between perceptions of a mastery goal struc-
ture and belonging (β  =  0.41, p  <  0.001). 
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Anderman and Anderman (1999) examined 
changes in perceptions of a mastery (task) goal 
structure across the transition from elementary to 
middle school. They found that after transition, 
perceptions of a mastery goal structure were 
related positively to school belonging (r = 0.40); 
moreover, both perceptions of a mastery goal 
structure (β = 0.14, p < 0.001) and school belong-
ing (β = 0.23, p < 0.001) predicted greater per-
sonal mastery goals after the transition. They also 
found that perceptions of a mastery goal structure 
were related to a desire to follow the school’s 
expectations (i.e., social responsibility goals; 
r = 0.46, p < 0.001)) Walker (2012) also found, in 
a sample of 227 rural high school students, that 
perceived mastery goal structure was related pos-
itively to school belonging (β = 0.51, p < 0.001). 
Polychroni et  al. (2012) examined the relations 
between perceptions of a mastery goal structure 
and students’ perceptions of a variety of social 
relationships. Using a sample of 1493 fifth and 
sixth grade students in Greece, they found that 
perceived mastery goal structure was related pos-
itively to student-student relationships (b = 0.49, 
p  <  0.001), teacher-student relationships 
(b = 0.64, p < 0.001), and home-school relation-
ships (b = 0.42, p < 0.001). Moreover, mastery 
goal structure was related positively to percep-
tions of peer inclusion (b = 0.13, p < 0.05) and 
negatively to peer conflict (b = −0.20, p < 0.05) 
(see also Madjar, 2017).

Students in mastery-focused classrooms tend 
to express adaptive motivational beliefs, such as 
personal mastery goals (e.g., Bardach et  al., 
2020; Wolters, 2004), self-efficacy (Lüftenegger 
et al., 2016; Wolters, 2004), positive self-concept 
(Murayama & Elliot, 2009), and intrinsic or 
autonomous motivation (Fast et  al., 2010; Kim 
et al., 2010; Murayama & Elliot, 2009; Wolters, 
2004). For example, in a sample of 909 Swedish 
adolescents in grades six through ten, perceptions 
of a mastery goal structure were related posi-
tively to autonomous motivation (β  =  0.071, 
p  <  0.05) (Hofverberg & Winberg, 2020). 
Moreover, students’ positive views about their 
schoolwork, including interest (Khajavy et  al., 
2018), the usefulness of learning strategies 
(Nolen & Haladyna, 1990), satisfaction with 

their learning (Nolen, 2003), and adaptive coping 
responses after failure (Kaplan & Midgley, 1999) 
are related positively to the mastery goal struc-
ture perceived in their classrooms. For example, 
Lazarides et  al. (2018) examined the relations 
between perceptions of a mastery goal structure 
and students’ valuing of mathematics in a sample 
of 803 German students in grades 9 and 10. They 
found that students who perceived a mastery goal 
structure reported greater intrinsic value 
(β = 0.62, p < 0.05), attainment value (β = 0.81, 
p < 0.05), and utility value (β = 0.65, p < 0.05) in 
math. Interestingly, they also found that students 
were more likely to perceive a mastery goal 
structure when their teachers reported feeling 
efficacious at managing classroom behavior 
(β = 0.48, p < 0.05). In addition, some research 
also indicates that perceptions of a mastery goal 
structure are related negatively to unpleasant 
emotional responses, such as anxiety (Federici 
et al., 2015).

�Mastery Goal Structures 
and Behavioral Engagement
Underscoring the close connections of emotional 
and cognitive engagement with behavior, per-
ceiving a classroom mastery goal structure is 
related positively to many forms of adaptive 
behavioral engagement. This is because working 
to learn the material is likely to pay off for stu-
dents if all students can experience success, 
rather than just a few. Classroom mastery goal 
structure is associated positively with students’ 
effort (Lazarides & Rubach, 2017; Peng et  al., 
2018), persistence (Peng et  al., 2018; Wolters, 
2004), and use of adaptive help-seeking strate-
gies such as asking for explanations but not 
answers (Federici et  al., 2015; Karabenick, 
2004).

A perceived mastery goal structure also is also 
related negatively to maladaptive student behav-
iors. Perceptions of an emphasis on mastery are 
related to fewer reports of students not asking for 
help when it is needed (Karabenick, 2004; Ryan 
et  al., 1998), self-handicapping behaviors (i.e., 
purposefully withdrawing effort; Lau & Nie, 
2008; Midgley & Urdan, 2001; Urdan & Midgley, 
2003), procrastinating (Wolters, 2004), reacting 
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negatively to classmates’ errors (Bardach et al., 
2019), and cheating (Murdock et al., 2001; Tas & 
Tekkaya, 2010). Midgley and Urdan (2001) 
examined the relations between perceptions of a 
mastery goal structure and self-handicapping in a 
sample of 484 seventh graders in the United 
States. They found that after controlling for gen-
der, ethnicity, achievement, and personal goal 
orientations, perceptions of a mastery goal struc-
ture were related to lesser use of self-handicapping 
strategies (β  = −0.09, p  <  0.05). Moreover, in 
addition to adaptive academic behaviors, a per-
ceived mastery goal structure is related inversely 
to disruptive behavior as well  (Kaplan et  al., 
2002).

�Performance Goal Structures

Whereas the relations between perceptions of a 
mastery goal structure and engagement are gen-
erally positive, relations with performance goal 
structures are less clear. As mentioned earlier, it 
has been challenging to operationalize perfor-
mance goal structures. Indeed, performance goal 
structures may be interpreted somewhat differ-
ently by students, depending on the types of 
instructional practices used, and students’ per-
ceived competence (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 
2006; Wolters, 2004). Perceiving a classroom 
performance goal structure is associated with 
affective, cognitive, and behavioral engagement. 
In contrast to the mixed findings associated with 
a personal performance-approach goal orienta-
tion, perceiving a classroom 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 briefly next.

�Performance Goal Structures 
and Cognitive Engagement
There has not been much scholarship that has 
directly examined the relations between percep-
tions of a performance goal structure and 
cognitive engagement. Moreover, classroom per-
formance goal structure is less relevant to cogni-
tive engagement than mastery goal structure is. 

For example, a common finding is that perfor-
mance goal structure is not related to learning or 
metacognitive strategies. Wolters (2004) exam-
ined the relation of students’ perception of a per-
formance-approach goal structure to the use of 
both cognitive and metacognitive strategies and 
found no significant relations for either (βs = 0.06 
and 0.09, respectively) (see also Michou et  al., 
2013).

�Performance Goal Structures 
and Emotional Engagement
Students’ perceptions that their teacher and 
classroom emphasize relative ability compari-
sons (i.e., have a high classroom performance 
goal structure) are related to the adoption of 
personal performance approach and/or avoid 
goals (Wolters, 2004). A pervasive focus on 
how students ‘stack up’ against each other can 
provoke students to focus on the outcomes of 
their efforts, rather than on the process of learn-
ing. This state of affairs is not comfortable for 
many students, not just those near the bottom of 
the achievement continuum, and therefore stu-
dents tend to experience negative affect and 
motivational beliefs in these types of 
classrooms.

Classroom performance goal structure is 
related positively to negative affect on school 
(Ames & Archer, 1988; Anderman, 1999; Kaplan 
& Midgley, 1999). In addition, students who per-
ceive a performance classroom goal structure at 
times feel less of a sense of school belonging 
(Anderman & Anderman, 1999; Walker, 2012). 
Moreover, perceptions of a performance goal 
structure are related to students reporting having 
less positive relationships at school. For example, 
Polychroni et al. (2012) found that fifth and sixth 
graders’ perceptions of a performance goal struc-
ture related to perceptions of lower peer inclusion 
(b = −0.43, p < 0.001) and greater peer conflict 
(b = 0.48, p < 0.001). And perceptions of a per-
formance goal structure also are related to affect 
toward teachers. Murdock and her colleagues 
found that students view teachers who are per-
ceived as using performance-focused classrooms 
as less fair (Murdock et  al., 2004) and more to 
blame for student dishonesty (Murdock et  al., 
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2007), compared to teachers who 
use mastery-focused practices.

Classroom performance goal structure is 
related negatively to students’ intrinsic and 
autonomous motivation, and academic self-
concepts (Ames & Archer, 1988; Kim et  al., 
2010; Murayama & Elliot, 2009). Moreover, it is 
related positively to anxiety (Federici et  al., 
2015), controlled motivation (i.e., perceiving that 
one’s actions are largely controlled or coerced by 
others, such as parents) (Kim et  al., 2010), and 
both the adoption of personal performance-
approach and -avoid goals (Bardach et al., 2020). 
There is also greater use of maladaptive coping 
strategies by students 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).

�Performance Goal Structures 
and Behavioral Engagement
When classrooms are perceived as emphasizing a 
hierarchy of ability and students’ relative posi-
tion within that hierarchy, students are likely to 
report engaging in behaviors that are not condu-
cive, 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 to be concerned only what 
they do. In performance-focused classrooms, stu-
dents who are not successful at a task immedi-
ately 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 suc-
cess is suggestive of low ability.

Accordingly, perceptions of a classroom per-
formance goal structure are related inversely to 
students’ task persistence (Wolters, 2004), par-
ticipation (Lau & Nie, 2008), and paying atten-
tion (Lau & Nie, 2008). Furthermore, in 
classrooms perceived as emphasizing a perfor-
mance goal structure, students who are pessimis-
tic about their chances of placing near the top of 
the hierarchy may find ways to avoid engaging in 
academic work, and therefore may protect their 
self-worth by not providing evidence that their 
ability is lower than their classmates’. Indeed, 

classroom performance goal structure is related 
positively to maladaptive behaviors. Ryan, 
Gheen, and Midgley et al. (1998) found that, in a 
sample of 563 US sixth graders, perceptions of a 
classroom focus on differences in ability among 
students were predictive of students’ avoiding 
seeking help when needed (γ = 0.245, p < 0.05). 
Other research indicates that a perceived perfor-
mance goal structure is related to procrastinating 
(Wolters, 2004), self-handicapping (Lau & Nie, 
2008; Midgley & Urdan, 2001; Peng et al., 2018; 
Urdan et  al., 1998; Urdan, 2004), cheating 
(Murdock et  al., 2004), and being disruptive 
(Kaplan et al., 2002; Ryan & Patrick, 2001).

�Extrinsic Goal Structure

There has been substantially less research that 
has examined perceptions of a purely extrinsic 
goal structure with correlates of engagement. By 
definition, when students perceive an extrinsic 
goal structure, they report that the instructional 
practices being used focus on the value of con-
crete outcomes, such as getting the correct 
answers or obtaining a good grade. The major 
distinction between an extrinsic goal structure 
and a performance goal structure is that, whereas 
performance goal structures are focused on stu-
dents’ relative ability, extrinsic goal structures 
are focused on obtaining the desired outcome. 
The limited research that has been conducted in 
this area suggests that a perceived extrinsic goal 
structure is related to maladaptive indicators of 
engagement.

There is some research examining the rela-
tionship between extrinsic goal structures and 
aspects of cognitive engagement. Vansteenkiste 
et al. (2006) discuss several studies wherein they 
found that when students’ academic goals are 
oriented toward extrinsic outcomes, students’ 
conceptual understanding of the content may be 
diminished. In addition, Fryer and Oga-Baldwin 
(2019) found that when secondary school stu-
dents perceive that their teachers use controlling 
instructional strategies, they are more likely to 
adopt an extrinsic orientation toward their aca-
demic work; nevertheless, although students 
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tended to adopt this extrinsic orientation, that ori-
entation was not found to be related to 
achievement.

In terms of behavioral engagement, studies 
suggest that a perceived extrinsic goal structure is 
also related to maladaptive outcomes, such as 
greater involvement in academic cheating (e.g., 
E.  Anderman et  al., 1998; Anderman & Won, 
2019). The results of Anderman et al.’s study of 
motivation in health classrooms indicated that, in 
a sample of over 5000 adolescents, perceptions 
of an extrinsic goal structure were related to a 
lower likelihood of waiting to have sex during 
adolescence (Anderman et  al., 2011b). 
Nevertheless, it is important to note that Murdock 
et al. (2001) found no relation between an extrin-
sic goal structure and academic cheating in a 
sample of 495 seventh and eighth graders. 
Although research has not examined the relations 
of a perceived extrinsic goal structure to major 
indicators of emotion such as depression and 
optimism, some research has been conducted on 
variables assessing efficacy beliefs and attitudes. 
In one study focusing on middle school students’ 
science classes, results indicate that a perception 
of an extrinsic goal structure is related to students 
reporting that they are more likely to believe in 
the acceptability of cheating (Anderman et  al., 
1998).

�Summary

Students’ perceptions of classroom goal struc-
tures are related to valued outcomes. In terms of 
the relations between classroom goal structures 
and a wide range of types of engagement, the 
goal structures that are perceived in the class-
room are related to the quality of engagement 
experienced by the student. As we have reviewed, 
perceptions of classroom mastery, performance, 
and extrinsic goal structures are related to cogni-
tive, emotional, and behavioral engagement in 
different ways. The fact that classroom goal 
structures are related to the types of instructional 
practices used by teachers in classrooms suggests 
that changes in instructional practices may yield 
benefits for student engagement (Gresalfi & 
Barab, 2011). Most of this research has been con-

ducted in the middle grades (i.e., fifth through 
eighth grades), however, more studies in the ear-
lier grades, in particular, are needed.

�Conclusion

In this chapter, we have reviewed the relations 
between both students’ personal achievement 
goals and their perceptions of their classroom 
goal structures with a variety of indicators of aca-
demic engagement. Specifically, we reviewed 
both theoretical processes and empirical evidence 
relevant to behavioral (e.g., time spent, effort 
expended, avoidance behaviors such as cheating 
and disruptiveness), emotional (e.g., confidence 
in learning or self-efficacy, reasons for doing 
schoolwork [achievement goals], and emotions 
such as enjoyment, frustration, or anxiety), and 
cognitive (e.g., use of adaptive or maladaptive 
learning and metacognitive strategies) engage-
ment. 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 AGT and research on student engage-
ment will be fruitful, particularly in terms of 
developing interventions designed to more fully 
engage students with academic tasks.

We briefly reviewed the history of the devel-
opment of AGT, and we noted that the measure-
ment of achievement goal constructs has changed 
in important ways over the past three decades (for 
more comprehensive reviews, see Elliot, 2005, 
and Maehr & Zusho, 2009). We noted in particu-
lar that although some of the newer developments 
in AGT have informed scholarship and further 
development of the theory, some of the newer 
conceptions may not have sufficient face validity 
to be useful for practitioners. We then reviewed 
research on classroom goal structures. We noted 
in particular that facets of classroom contexts that 
are focused on extrinsic outcomes or on demon-
strations of ability affect students’ engagement in 
generally deleterious ways; in contrast, facets of 
instruction that are focused on task mastery and 
individual improvement are associated with more 
adaptive types of engagement. We also noted that 
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goal orientation theorists are concerned with stu-
dents’ involvement with academic tasks. When 
students pursue mastery goals or perceive a mas-
tery goal structure, the students’ goal is to truly 
learn or “master” the task. Goals can be adopted 
by students for many types of learning, including 
specific activities (e.g., a particular science lab 
experiment), more general academic tasks (e.g., 
book reports), or different subject domains (e.g., 
mathematics) (Anderman, 2021;  Anderman & 
Wolters, 2006).

Our analysis of the relations between per-
ceived goal structures and engagement aligns 
with the views expressed by several engagement 
researchers, suggesting that precursors of engage-
ment need to be clearly distinguished from 
engagement itself (e.g., Reschly & Christenson, 
2012; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Consequently, we 
treated the three-goal structures as precursors to 
engagement. Our discussion of engagement also 
distinguished between cognitive, behavioral, and 
emotional engagement; we find this conceptual-
ization of engagement particularly useful, as it 
strikes a balance between definitions of engage-
ment that are either too general to be useful to 
classroom teachers, or too specific to be useful to 
researchers and policymakers (Eccles & Wang, 
2012).

From an engagement perspective, students 
who hold mastery goals or who perceive a mas-
tery goal structure are likely to be more cogni-
tively, emotionally, and behaviorally engaged 
with tasks, because the overarching “goal” is task 
mastery. When teachers use instructional prac-
tices that are likely to foster perceptions of a mas-
tery goal structure and the adoption of mastery 
goals, students’ cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral engagement can benefit (e.g., Zhang, 2014). 
In contrast, when students pursue various types 
of performance goals, or when they perceive a 
performance goal structure in the classroom, stu-
dents often focus on demonstrating their ability 
at the task, or, in the case of avoidance goals, to 
avoid appearing incompetent at the task. When 
students hold such goals and when teachers uti-
lize instructional practices that emphasize that 
such goals are valued, engagement is likely not as 
deep as with mastery goals; rather, students typi-
cally engage with less challenging tasks or at 

more of a surface-level, to merely demonstrate 
ability.

Future research examining the relations 
between teachers’ instructional practices and 
engagement more specifically will be important. 
In particular, research that examines students’ 
perceptions of goal structures and engagement 
while students are participating in actual aca-
demic tasks may be particularly fruitful. Studies 
that utilize the experience sampling method (e.g., 
Shernoff, 2010), where students report on their 
motivation and engagement during actual task 
participation, maybe especially worthwhile. 
Moreover, it will be particularly important to 
address developmental shifts in academic moti-
vation and engagement. Given that much research 
indicates that goal orientations and classroom 
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. Furthermore, most of the research that has 
investigated classroom goal structures, and espe-
cially teacher practices associated with goal 
structures, was conducted in middle grade (i.e., 
fifth through eighth grades) classrooms. Much 
more research is needed in both earlier and later 
grades.

In summary, both achievement goal orienta-
tion researchers and engagement researchers can 
benefit 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, and 
with supporting student learning. In classrooms, 
students’ engagement in academic activities can 
be prompted, guided, and fostered (or dimin-
ished) by the perceived goal structures of the 
classroom. In a classroom with a mastery goal 
structure, where students perceive the instruction 
as challenging and believe that asking questions 
and intellectual risk-taking is welcome, students 
actively participate in the learning process and 
are more likely to develop adaptive motivational 
beliefs and retain new knowledge. Therefore, 
classroom achievement goals and engagement 
can positively affect students’ academic compe-
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tence and development. As these two lines of 
research continue to develop, a convergence and 
sharing of ideas should lead to richer interven-
tions for students, more effective training for 
teachers, and the promotion of deeper learning 
among youth.

References

Ames, C. (1984). Competitive, cooperative, and indi-
vidualistic goal structures: A cognitive-motivational 
analysis. In R. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.), Research on 
motivation in education, Volume 1: Student motivation 
(pp. 177–207). Academic.

Ames, C. (1987). The enhancement of student motivation. 
In M. Maehr & D. Kleiber (Eds.), Advances in motiva-
tion and achievement, Volume 5: Enhancing motiva-
tion (pp. 123–148). JAI Press.

Ames, C. (1992a). Achievement goals and the classroom 
motivational climate. In D. H. Schunk & J. L. Meece 
(Eds.), Student perception in the classroom (pp. 327–
348). Erlbaum.

Ames, C. (1992b). Classrooms: Goals, structures, 
and student motivation. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 84(3), 261–271. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261

Ames, C., & Archer, J. (1988). Achievement goals 
in the classroom: Students’ learning strate-
gies and motivation processes. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 80, 260–267. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.260

Anderman, E.  M. (2021). Sparking student motivation: 
The power of teachers to rekindle a love of learning. 
Corwin.

Anderman, E.  M., Griesinger, T., & Westerfield, 
G. (1998). Motivation and cheating during 
early adolescence. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 90(1), 84–93. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.90.1.84

Anderman, E.  M., & Midgley, C. (1997). Changes in 
achievement goal orientation, perceived academic 
competence, and grades across the transition to 
middle-level schools. Contemporary Educational 
Psychology, 22(3), 269–298. https://doi.org/10.1006/
ceps.1996.0926

Anderman, E.  M., & Wolters, C. (2006). Goals, val-
ues, and affect: Influences on student motivation. In 
P. Alexander & P. Winne (Eds.), Handbook of educa-
tional psychology (2nd ed., pp. 369–389). Erlbaum.

Anderman, E. M., & Won, S. (2019). Academic cheating 
in disliked classes. Ethics & Behavior, 29(1), 1–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2017.1373648

Anderman, E. M., Cupp, P. K., Lane, D. R., Zimmerman, 
R., Gray, D., & O’Connell, A. (2011a). Classroom 
goal structures and HIV/pregnancy prevention educa-
tion in rural high school health classrooms. Journal of 
Research on Adolescence, 21(4), 904–922. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2011.00751.x

Anderman, L.  H., Andrzejewski, C.  E., & Allen, J.  L. 
(2011b). How do teachers support students’ moti-
vation and learning in their classrooms? Teachers 
College Record, 113(5), 969–1003.

Anderman, L.  H. (1999). Classroom goal orientation, 
school belonging, and social goals as predictors of 
students’ positive and negative affect following the 
transition to middle school. Journal of Research and 
Development in Education, 32(2), 89–103.

Anderman, L.  H. (2003). Academic and social percep-
tions as predictors of change in middle school stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging. The Journal of 
Experimental Education, 72(1), 5–22. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00220970309600877

Anderman, L.  H., & Anderman, E.  M. (1999). Social 
predictors of changes in students’ achievement goal 
orientations. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 
25(1), 21–37. https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1998.0978

Anderman, L. H., Patrick, H., Hruda, L. Z., & Linnenbrink, 
E. A. (2002). Observing classroom goal structures to 
clarify and expand goal theory. In C. Midgley (Ed.), 
Goals, goal structures, and patterns of adaptive learn-
ing (pp. 243–278). Erlbaum.

Baranik, L., Stanley, L., Bynum, B., & Lance, C. 
(2010). Examining the construct validity of mastery-
avoidance achievement goals: A meta-analysis. 
Human Performance, 23(3), 265–282. https://doi.org
/10.1080/08959285.2010.488463

Bardach, L., Lüftenegger, M., Yanagida, T., Schober, B., 
& Spiel, C. (2019). The role of within-class consen-
sus on mastery goal structures in predicting socio-
emotional outcomes. British Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 89(2), 239–258. https://doi.org/10.1111/
bjep.12237

Bardach, L., Oczlon, S., Pietschnig, J., & Lüftenegger, 
M. (2020). Has achievement goal theory been right? 
A meta-analysis of the relation between goal struc-
tures and personal achievement goals. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 112(6), 1197–1220. https://
doi.org/10.1037/edu0000419

Bergsmann, E. M., Lüftnegger, M., Jöstl, G., Schober, B., 
& Spiel, C. (2013). The role of classroom structure 
in fostering students’ school functioning: A compre-
hensive and application-oriented approach. Learning 
and Individual Differences, 26, 131–138. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.lindif.2013.05.005

Boden, K.  K., Zepeda, C.  D., & Nokes-Malach, T.  J. 
(2020). Achievement goals and conceptual learn-
ing: An examination of teacher talk. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 112(6), 1221–1242. https://
doi.org/10.1037/edu0000421

Bong, M. (2009). Age-related differences in achieve-
ment goal differentiation. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 101(4), 879–896. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0015945

Bong, M., Woo, Y., & Shin, J. (2013). Do students distin-
guish between different types of performance goals? 
The Journal of Experimental Education, 81(4), 464–
489. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2012.745464

Cho, Y., & Shim, S.  S. (2013). Predicting teachers’ 
achievement goals for teaching: The role of perceived 

E. M. Anderman et al.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.260
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.260
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.90.1.84
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.90.1.84
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1996.0926
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1996.0926
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2017.1373648
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2011.00751.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2011.00751.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220970309600877
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220970309600877
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1998.0978
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959285.2010.488463
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959285.2010.488463
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12237
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12237
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000419
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000419
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2013.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2013.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000421
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000421
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015945
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015945
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2012.745464


525

school goal structure and teachers’ sense of efficacy. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 32, 12–21. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2012.12.003

Cho, E., Lee, M., & Toste, J.  R. (2018). Does per-
ceived competence serve as a protective mecha-
nism against performance goals for struggling 
readers? Path analysis of contextual antecedents 
and reading outcomes. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 65, 135–147. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
lindif.2018.05.017

Ciani, K.  D., & Sheldon, K.  M. (2010). Evaluating the 
mastery-avoidance goal construct: A study of elite 
college baseball players. Psychology of Sport and 
Exercise, 11(2), 127–132. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2009.04.005

Conroy, D. E., Elliot, A. J., & Hofer, S. M. (2003). A 2 X 
2 achievement goals questionnaire for sport: Evidence 
for factorial invariance, temporal stability, and exter-
nal validity. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 
25(4), 456–476.

Diseth, A., & Samdal, O. (2015). Classroom achievement 
goal structure, school engagement, and substance use 
among 10th grade students in Norway. International 
Journal of School and Educational Psychology, 3(4), 
267–277. https://doi.org/10.1080/21683603.2015.10
84250

Dweck, C. S., & Elliott, E. S. (1983). Achievement moti-
vation. In E.  M. Hetherington (Ed.), Socialization, 
personality, and social development (pp.  643–691). 
Wiley.

Dweck, C.  S., & Leggett, E.  L. (1988). A social-
cognitive approach to motivation and personality. 
Psychological Review, 95(2), 256–273. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0033-295X.95.2.256

Eccles, J., & Wang, M.-T. (2012). Part I commentary: 
So what is student engagement anyway? In S.  L. 
Christenson, A.  L. Reschly, & C.  Wylie (Eds.), 
Handbook of research on student engagement 
(pp.  133–145). Springer Science + Business Media. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_6

Elliot, A.  J. (1999). Approach and avoidance moti-
vation and achievement goals. Educational 
Psychologist, 34(3), 169–189. https://doi.org/10.1207/
s15326985ep3403_3

Elliot, A. J. (2005). A conceptual history of the achieve-
ment goal construct. In A.  J. Elliot & C.  S. Dweck 
(Eds.), Handbook of competence and motivation 
(pp. 52–72). Guilford.

Elliot, A. J., & Harackiewicz, J. M. (1996). Approach and 
avoidance achievement goals and intrinsic motiva-
tion: A mediational analysis. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 70(3), 461–475. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-3514.70.3.461

Elliot, A. J., & Hulleman, C. S. (2017). Achievement 
goals. In A. J. Elliot, C. S. Dweck, & D. S. Yeager 
(Eds.), Handbook of competence and motivation: 
Theory and application., 2nd ed. (pp. 43–60). The 
Guilford Press

Elliot, A. J., & McGregor, H. A. (2001). A 2 * 2 achieve-
ment goal framework. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 80(3), 501–519. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-3514.80.3.501

Elliot, A.  J., & Murayama, K. (2008). On the mea-
surement of achievement goals: Critique, illus-
tration, and application. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 100(3), 613–628. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.100.3.613

Elliot, A. J., & Thrash, T. M. (2001). Achievement goals 
and the hierarchical model of achievement motivation. 
Educational Psychology Review, 13(2), 139–156.

Epstein, J. L., & Center for Research on Elementary and 
Middle Schools, B., MD. (1987). TARGET: An exami-
nation of parallel school and family structures that 
promote student motivation and achievement. Report 
No. 6. Center for Research on Elementary and Middle 
Schools Report.

Fast, L.  A., Lewis, J.  L., Bryant, M., Bocian, K.  A., 
Cardullo, R.  A., Rettig, M., & Hammond, K.  A. 
(2010). Does math self-efficacy mediate the effect 
of the perceived classroom environment on standard-
ized math test performance? Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 102(3), 729–740. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0018863

Federici, R. A., Skaalvik, E. M., & Tangen, T. N. (2015). 
Students’ perceptions of the goal structure in math-
ematics classrooms: Relations with goal orientations, 
mathematics anxiety, and help-seeking behavior. 
International Education Studies, 8(3), 146–158. 
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n3p146

Fredricks, J. A., Blumenfeld, P. C., & Paris, A. H. (2004). 
School engagement: Potential of the concept, state of 
the evidence. Review of Educational Research, 74(1), 
59–109. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543074001059

Friedel, J. M., Cortina, K. S., Turner, J. C., & Midgley, 
C. (2010). Changes in efficacy beliefs in mathematics 
across the transition to middle school: Examining the 
effects of perceived teacher and parent goal emphases. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 102(1), 102–114. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017590

Fryer, L. K., & Oga-Baldwin, W. L. Q. (2019). Succeeding 
at junior high school: Students’ reasons, their reach, 
and the teaching that h(inders)elps their grasp. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 59, 201778. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2019.101778

Gonida, E.  N., Voulala, K., & Kiosseoglou, G. (2009). 
Students’ achievement goal orientations and their 
behavioral and emotional engagement: Co-examining 
the role of perceived school goal structures and par-
ent goals during adolescence. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 19(1), 53–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
lindif.2008.04.002

Grant, H., & Dweck, C.  S. (2003). Clarifying achieve-
ment goals and their impact. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 85(3), 541–553. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.3.541

Gresalfi, M., & Barab, S. (2011). Learning for a reason: 
Supporting forms of engagement by designing tasks 
and orchestrating environments. Theory Into Practice, 
50(4), 300–310. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.20
11.607391

Achievement Goal Theory and Engagement

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2012.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2012.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2018.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2018.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/21683603.2015.1084250
https://doi.org/10.1080/21683603.2015.1084250
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.95.2.256
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.95.2.256
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_6
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3403_3
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3403_3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.70.3.461
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.70.3.461
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.80.3.501
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.80.3.501
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.100.3.613
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.100.3.613
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018863
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018863
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n3p146
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543074001059
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017590
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2019.101778
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.3.541
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.3.541
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2011.607391
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2011.607391


526

Hofverberg, A., & Winberg, M. (2020). Achievement 
goals and classroom goal structures: Do they need 
to match? The Journal of Experimental Education, 
113(2), 145–162.

Jagacinski, C.  M., & Nicholls, J.  G. (1990). Reducing 
effort to protect perceived ability: “They’d do it but I 
wouldn’t.”. Journal of Educational Psychology, 82(1), 
15–21. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.1.15

Kaplan, A., & Maehr, M. L. (1999). Enhancing the moti-
vation of African American students: An achievement 
goal theory perspective. Journal of Negro Education, 
68(1), 23–41. https://doi.org/10.2307/2668207

Kaplan, A., & Midgley, C. (1999). The relationship 
between perceptions of the classroom goal structure 
and early adolescents’ affect in school: The mediat-
ing role of coping strategies. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 11(2), 187–212. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S1041-6080(00)80005-9

Kaplan, A., Gheen, M., & Midgley, C. (2002). The class-
room goal structure and student disruptive behaviour. 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, 72(2), 
191–211. https://doi.org/10.1348/000709902158847

Karabenick, S.  A. (2004). Perceived achievement goal 
structure and college student help seeking. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 96(3), 569–581. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.3.569

Khajavy, G.  H., Bardach, L., Hamedi, S.  M., & 
Lüftenegger, M. (2018). Broadening the nomo-
logical network of classroom goal structures using 
doubly latent multilevel modeling. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 52, 61–73. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2017.10.004

Kim, J. I., Schallert, D. L., & Kim, M. (2010). An integra-
tive cultural view of achievement motivation: Parental 
and classroom predictors of children’s goal orienta-
tions when learning mathematics in Korea. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 102(2), 418–437. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0018676

Klug, J., Lüftenegger, M., Bergsmann, E., Spiel, C., & 
Schober, B. (2016). Secondary school students’ LLL 
competencies, and their relation with classroom struc-
ture and achievement. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 680. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00680

Lau, S., & Nie, Y. (2008). Interplay between personal goals 
and classroom goal structures in predicting student out-
comes: A multilevel analysis of person-context inter-
actions. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100(1), 
15–29. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.100.1.15

Lazarides, R., & Rubach, C. (2017). Instructional char-
acteristics in mathematics classrooms: Relationships 
to achievement goal orientation and student 
engagement. Mathematics Education Research 
Journal, 29(2), 201–217. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s13394-017-0196-4

Lazarides, R., Buchholz, J., & Rubach, C. (2018). Teacher 
enthusiasm and self-efficacy, student-perceived mas-
tery goal orientation, and student motivation in math-
ematics classrooms. Teaching and Teacher Education, 
69, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.08.017

Linnenbrink, E. A. (2005). The dilemma of performance-
approach goals: The use of multiple goal contexts to 
promote student’ motivation and learning. Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 97(2), 197–213. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.2.197

Lüftenegger, M., van de Schoot, R., Schober, B., 
Finsterwald, M., & Spiel, C. (2014). Promotion of 
students’ mastery goal orientations: Does TARGET 
work? Educational Psychology, 34(4), 451–469. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2013.814189

Lüftenegger, M., Finsterwald, M., Klug, J., Bergsmann, 
E., van de Schoot, R., Schober, B., & Wagner, P. 
(2016). Fostering pupils’ lifelong learning compe-
tencies in the classroom: Evaluation of a training 
programme using a multivariate multilevel growth 
curve approach. European Journal of Developmental 
Psychology, 13(6), 719–736. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
7405629.2015.1077113

Lüftenegger, M., Tran, U.  S., Bardach, L., Schober, B., 
& Spiel, C. (2017). Measuring a mastery goal struc-
ture using the TARGET framework: Development and 
validation of a classroom goal structure questionnaire. 
Zeitschrift für Psychologie, 225(1), 64–75. https://doi.
org/10.1027/2151-2604/a000277

Madjar, N. (2017). Stability and change in social goals as 
related to goal structures and engagement in school. 
The Journal of Experimental Education, 85(2), 259–
277. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2016.1148658

Maehr, M. L. (1984). Meaning and motivation: Toward a 
theory of personal investment. In R. Ames & C. Ames 
(Eds.), Research on motivation in education: Student 
motivation (Vol. 1, pp. 115–143). Academic.

Maehr, M. L., & Midgley, C. (1991). Enhancing student 
motivation: A schoolwide approach. Educational 
Psychologist, 26(3–4), 399–427.

Maehr, M. L., & Midgley, C. (1996). Transforming school 
cultures. Westview Press.

Maehr, M. L., & Zusho, A. (2009). Achievement goal the-
ory: The past, present, and future. In K. R. Wentzel & 
A. Wigfield (Eds.), Handbook of motivation at school 
(pp. 77–104). Routledge.

Martin, A. J. (2012). Part II commentary: Motivation and 
engagement: Conceptual, operational, and empirical 
clarity. In S. L. Christenson, A. L. Reschly, & C. Wylie 
(Eds.), Handbook of research on student engagement. 
(pp. 303–311). Springer Science + Business Media. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_14

Michou, A., Mouratidis, A., Lens, W., & Vansteenkiste, 
M. (2013). Personal and contextual antecedents of 
achievement goals: Their direct and indirect rela-
tions to students’ learning strategies. Learning and 
Individual Differences, 23, 187–194. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.lindif.2012.09.005

Middleton, M. J., & Midgley, C. (1997). Avoiding the dem-
onstration of lack of ability: An underexplored aspect of 
goal theory. Journal of Educational Psychology, 89(4), 
710–718. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.89.4.710

Midgley, C., & Urdan, T. (2001). Academic self-
handicapping and achievement goals: A further exami-
nation. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 26(1), 
61–75. https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.2000.1041

Midgley, C., Maehr, M. L., Hicks, L., Roeser, R., Urdan, 
T., Anderman, E. M., & Kaplan, A. (1996). The pat-
terns of adaptive learning survey (PALS). University 
of Michigan.

E. M. Anderman et al.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.1.15
https://doi.org/10.2307/2668207
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1041-6080(00)80005-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1041-6080(00)80005-9
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709902158847
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.3.569
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.3.569
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2017.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2017.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018676
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018676
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00680
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.100.1.15
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13394-017-0196-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13394-017-0196-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.08.017
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.2.197
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.2.197
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2013.814189
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2015.1077113
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2015.1077113
https://doi.org/10.1027/2151-2604/a000277
https://doi.org/10.1027/2151-2604/a000277
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2016.1148658
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_14
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2012.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2012.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.89.4.710
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.2000.1041


527

Midgley, C., Kaplan, A., Middleton, M., Maehr, M.  L., 
Urdan, T., Anderman, L.  H., Anderman, E.  M., & 
Roeser, R. (1998). The development and validation of 
scales assessing students’ achievement goal orienta-
tions. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 23(2), 
113–131. https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1998.0965

Midgley, C., Maehr, M. L., Hruda, L. A., Anderman, E., 
Anderman, L., Gheen, M., Kaplan, A., Kumar, R., 
Middleton, M.  J., Nelson, J., & Urdan, T. (2000). 
Manual for the patterns of adaptive learning scale. 
University of Michigan.

Midgley, C., Kaplan, A., & Middleton, M.  J. (2001). 
Performance-approach goals: Good for what, for 
whom, under what circumstances, and at what cost? 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 93(1), 77–86. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.93.1.77

Murayama, K., & Elliot, A. J. (2009). The joint influence 
of personal achievement goals and classroom goal 
structures on achievement-relevant outcomes. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 101(2), 432–447. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0014221

Murdock, T.  B., Hale, N.  M., & Weber, M.  J. (2001). 
Predictors of cheating among early adolescents: 
Academic and social motivations. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 26(1), 96–115. https://doi.
org/10.1006/ceps.2000.1046

Murdock, T. B., Miller, A., & Kohlhardt, J. (2004). Effects 
of classroom context variables on high school stu-
dents’ judgments of the acceptability and likelihood of 
cheating. Journal of Educational Psychology, 96(4), 
765–777. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.4.765

Murdock, T. B., Miller, A., & Goetzinger, J. (2007). Effects 
of classroom context variables on university students’ 
judgments about cheating: Mediating and moderat-
ing processes. Social Psychology of Education, 106, 
141–169. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-007-9015-1

Nicholls, J. G. (1989). The competitive ethos and demo-
cratic education. Harvard University Press.

Nicholls, J.  G., Cobb, P., Wood, T., Yackel, E., & 
Patashnick, M. (1990). Assessing students’ theories 
of success in mathematics: Individual and classroom 
differences. Journal of Research in Mathematics 
Education, 21(2), 109–122.

Nolen, S.  B. (2003). Learning environment, motivation, 
and achievement in high school science. Journal of 
Research in Science Teaching, 40(4), 347–368. https://
doi.org/10.1002/tea.10080

Nolen, S. B., & Haladyna, T. M. (1990). Motivation and 
studying in high school science. Journal of Research 
in Science Teaching, 27(2), 115–126. https://doi.
org/10.1002/tea.3660270204

Patrick, H. (2004). Re-examining classroom mastery 
goal structure. In P. R. Pintrich & M. L. Maehr (Eds.), 
Advances in motivation: Vol. 13. Motivating students, 
improving schools: The legacy of Carol Midgley 
(pp. 233–263). Elsevier JAI Press.

Patrick, H., & Ryan, A.  M. (2008). What do students 
think about when evaluating their classroom’s mas-
tery goal structure? An examination of young ado-
lescents’ explanations. Journal of Experimental 
Education, 77(2), 99–123. https://doi.org/10.3200/
JEXE.77.2.99-124

Patrick, H., Anderman, L.  H., Ryan, A.  M., Edelin, K., 
& Midgley, C. (2001). Teachers’ communication of 
goal orientations in four fifth-grade classrooms. The 
Elementary School Journal, 102(1), 35–58. https://
doi.org/10.1086/499692

Patrick, H., Turner, J.  C., Meyer, D.  K., & Midgley, 
C. (2003). How teachers establish psychologi-
cal environments during the first days of school: 
Associations with avoidance in mathematics. Teachers 
College Record, 105(8), 1521–1558. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-9620.00299

Patrick, H., Kaplan, A., & Ryan, A. M. (2011). Positive 
classroom motivational environments: Convergence 
between mastery goal structure and the classroom 
social climate. Journal of Educational Psychology, 
103(2), 367–382. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023311

Peng, S., Cherng, B., Lin, Y., & Kuo, C. (2018). Four-
dimensional classroom goal structure model: 
Validation and investigation of its effect on student’ 
adoption of personal achievement goals and approach/
avoidance behaviors. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 61, 228–238. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
lindif.2017.12.004

Polychroni, F., Hatzichristou, C., & Sideridis, G. (2012). 
The role of goal orientations and goal structures in 
explaining classroom social and affective character-
istics. Learning and Individual Differences, 22(2), 
207–217. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2011.10.005

Reschly, A.  L., & Christenson, S.  L. (2012). Jingle, 
jangle, and conceptual haziness: Evolution and 
future directions of the engagement construct. In 
S. L. Christenson, A. L. Reschly, & C. Wylie (Eds.), 
Handbook of research on student engagement 
(pp.  3–19). Springer Science + Business Media. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_1

Roeser, R.  W., Midgley, C., & Urdan, T.  C. (1996). 
Perceptions of the school psychological environment 
and early adolescents’ psychological and behavioral 
functioning in school: The mediating role of goals and 
belonging. Journal of Educational Psychology, 88(3), 
408–422. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.88.3.408

Rolland, R.  G. (2012). Synthesizing the evidence on 
classroom goal structures in middle and secondary 
school: A meta-analysis and narrative review. Review 
of Educational Research, 82(4), 396–435. https://doi.
org/10.3102/0034654312464909

Ryan, A. M., & Patrick, H. (2001). The classroom social 
environment and changes in adolescents’ motivation 
and engagement during middle school. American 
Educational Research Journal, 38(2), 437–460. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312038002437

Ryan, A. M., Gheen, M., & Midgley, C. (1998). Why do 
some students avoid asking for help? An examination 
of the interplay among students’ academic efficacy, 
teacher’s social-emotional role and classroom goal 
structure. Journal of Educational Psychology, 90(3), 
528–535. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.90.3.528

Shernoff, D.  J. (2010). Engagement in after-school pro-
grams as a predictor of social competence and aca-
demic performance. American Journal of Community 
Psychology, 45(3), 325–337. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10464-010-9314-0

Achievement Goal Theory and Engagement

https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1998.0965
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.93.1.77
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014221
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014221
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.2000.1046
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.2000.1046
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.4.765
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-007-9015-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.10080
https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.10080
https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.3660270204
https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.3660270204
https://doi.org/10.3200/JEXE.77.2.99-124
https://doi.org/10.3200/JEXE.77.2.99-124
https://doi.org/10.1086/499692
https://doi.org/10.1086/499692
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9620.00299
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9620.00299
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023311
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2017.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2017.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2011.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_1
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.88.3.408
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654312464909
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654312464909
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312038002437
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.90.3.528
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9314-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9314-0


528

Skinner, E.  A., & Pitzer, J.  R. (2012). Developmental 
dynamics of student engagement, coping, and every-
day resilience. In S.  L. Christenson, A.  L. Reschly, 
& C. Wylie (Eds.), Handbook of research on student 
engagement (pp. 21–44). Springer Science + Business 
Media. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_2

Sommet, N., & Elliot, A.  J. (2017). Achievement goals, 
reasons for goal pursuit, and achievement goal com-
plexes as predictors of beneficial outcomes: Is the 
influence of goals reducible to reasons? Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 109(8), 1141–1162. https://
doi.org/10.1037/edu0000199

Steuer, G., Rosentritt-Brunn, G., & Dresel, M. (2013). 
Dealing with errors in mathematics classrooms: 
Structure and relevance of perceived error climate. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 38(3), 196–
210. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2013.03.002

Stornes, T., Bru, E., & Idsoe, T. (2008). Classroom social 
structure and motivational climates: On the influence 
of teachers’ involvement, teachers’ autonomy sup-
port and regulation in relation to motivational cli-
mates in school classrooms. Scandinavian Journal 
of Educational Research, 52(3), 315–329. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00313830802025124

Tapola, A., & Niemivirta, M. (2008). The role of achieve-
ment goal orientations in students’ perceptions of 
and preferences for classroom environment. British 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 78(2), 291–312. 
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709907X205272

Tas, Y., & Tekkaya, C. (2010). Personal and contextual 
factors associated with students’ cheating in science. 
The Journal of Experimental Education, 78(4), 440–
463. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220970903548046

Turner, J.  C., Midgley, C., Meyer, D.  K., Gheen, M., 
Anderman, E., Kang, Y., & Patrick, H. (2002). The 
classroom environment and students’ reports of avoid-
ance behaviors in mathematics: A multi-method study. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 94(1), 88–106. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.1.88

Turner, J.  C., Gray, D.  L., Anderman, L.  H., Dawson, 
H. S., & Anderman, E. M. (2013). Getting to know my 
teacher: Does the relation between perceived mastery 
goal structures and perceived teacher support change 
across the school year? Contemporary Educational 
Psychology, 38(4), 316–327. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cedpsych.2013.06.003

Urdan, T. (1997). Achievement goal theory: Past results, 
future directions. In M.  L. Maehr & P.  R. Pintrich 
(Eds.), Advances in motivation and achievement (Vol. 
10, pp. 99–141). JAI Press.

Urdan, T. (2004). Predictors of academic self-
handicapping and achievement: Examining achieve-
ment goals, classroom goal structures, and culture. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 96(2), 251–264. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.251

Urdan, T., & Mestas, M. (2006). The goals behind 
performance goals. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 98(2), 354–365. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.98.2.354

Urdan, T., & Midgley, C. (2003). Changes in the per-
ceived classroom goal structure and pattern of adap-
tive learning during early adolescence. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 28(4), 524–551. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0361-476X(02)00060-7

Urdan, T., & Schoenfelder, E. (2006). Classroom effects 
on student motivation: Goal structures, social rela-
tionships, and competence beliefs. Journal of School 
Psychology, 44(5), 331–349. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jsp.2006.04.003

Urdan, T., Midgley, C., & Anderman, E. M. (1998). The 
role of classroom goal structure in students’ use of 
self-handicapping strategies. American Educational 
Research Journal, 35(1), 101–122. https://doi.
org/10.3102/00028312035001101

Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W., & Deci, E. L. (2006). Intrinsic 
versus extrinsic goal contents in self-determination 
theory: Another look at the quality of academic 
motivation. Educational Psychologist, 41(1), 19–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep4101_4

Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W., Elliot, A.  J., Soenens, B., 
& Mouratidis, A. (2014). Moving the achievement 
goal approach one step forward: Toward a system-
atic examination of the autonomous and controlled 
reasons underlying achievement goals. Educational 
Psychologist, 49(3), 153–174. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00461520.2014.928598

Walker, C.  O. (2012). Student perceptions of class-
room achievement goals as predictors of belonging 
and content instrumentality. Social Psychology of 
Education, 15(1), 97–107. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11218-011-9165-z

Wolters, C. A. (2004). Advancing achievement goal the-
ory: Using goal structures and goal orientations to pre-
dict students’ motivation, cognition, and achievement. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 96(2), 236–250. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.236

Won, S., Anderman, E. M., & Zimmerman, R. S. (2020). 
Longitudinal relations of classroom goal structures to 
students’ motivation and learning outcomes in health 
education. Journal of Educational Psychology, 112(5), 
1003–1019. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000399

Young, A. J. (1997). I think, therefore I’m motivated: The 
relations among cognitive strategy use, motivational 
orientation and classroom perceptions over time. 
Learning and Individual Differences, 9(3), 249–283. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1041-6080(97)90009-1

Zhang, Q. (2014). Assessing the effects of instructor enthu-
siasm on classroom engagement, learning goal orien-
tation, and academic self-efficacy. Communication 
Teacher, 28(1), 44–56. https://doi.org/10.1080/17404
622.2013.839047

E. M. Anderman et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-2018-7_2
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000199
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000199
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2013.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313830802025124
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313830802025124
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709907X205272
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220970903548046
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.1.88
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2013.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2013.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.251
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.98.2.354
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.98.2.354
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0361-476X(02)00060-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0361-476X(02)00060-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2006.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2006.04.003
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312035001101
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312035001101
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep4101_4
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2014.928598
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2014.928598
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-011-9165-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-011-9165-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.236
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000399
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1041-6080(97)90009-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/17404622.2013.839047
https://doi.org/10.1080/17404622.2013.839047


529

Student Engagement: 
The Importance of the Classroom 
Context

Wendy M. Reinke, Keith C. Herman, 
and Christa B. Copeland

Abstract

Effective classroom management is associated 
with positive student outcomes including 
active student engagement and academic 
achievement. This chapter reviews the impor-
tance of the teachers’ use of effective class-
room management in creating a positive and 
culturally inclusive classroom climate that 
supports positive student engagement. The 
critical features of effective classroom man-
agement are reviewed. In addition, models for 
supporting teachers in their use of effective 
practices are discussed. Lessons learned and 
future direction are provided.

Effective classroom management is associated 
with positive student outcomes including active 
student engagement and academic achievement 
(Herman, Reinke, Dong, & Bradshaw, in press; 
Kleinert et  al., 2017; Reinke et  al., 2018). This 
chapter reviews the importance of the teachers’ 
use of effective classroom management in creat-
ing a positive and culturally inclusive classroom 
climate that supports positive student engage-

ment. First, we discuss and define student engage-
ment and the connection between classroom 
management and student engagement. Then, the 
importance of effective classroom management 
and the impact of ineffective classroom manage-
ment on student outcomes and on teachers is 
reviewed. Next, the connection between effective 
classroom management and positive and cultur-
ally inclusive classroom climates is highlighted. 
The crucial features of effective classroom man-
agement, including proactive preventative class-
room management strategies, relationship 
building, and responding to disruptive or disen-
gaged behavior, are discussed. Next, models for 
training and supporting teachers in the use of 
effective classroom management are reviewed. 
Finally, lessons learned and future directions for 
supporting teachers in the use of effective class-
room management are discussed.

�Student Engagement

Theory and research have operationalized stu-
dent engagement in several ways (see Christenson, 
Reschly & Wylie, 2012). One prominent theory 
establishes student engagement along three 
dimensions: behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
(Fredericks et al., 2004). Behavioral engagement 
refers to observable actions students take to par-
ticipate in learning including participation, task 
completion, and persistence (Bakker et al., 2015). 
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Affective engagement refers to the relational 
aspects and emotional reactions to school, includ-
ing a sense of bonding with learning, classmates, 
teachers, and school (Finn, 1989). Finally, cogni-
tive engagement refers to the psychological 
investment in learning and includes flexibility 
and openness to challenge and effort (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991). Other research has designated a 
fourth dimension, an academic engagement 
which is a result of improvements in the other 
dimension of engagement (Christenson et al., 
2012). This chapter draws on these ideas to con-
ceptualize how effective classroom management 
can increase each dimension of engagement and 
how increased engagement is linked to positive 
behavioral and academic outcomes for students.

The connection between effective classroom 
management and student engagement can be 
explained by understanding how contextual and 
psychological variables determine academic per-
formance. Connell and colleagues (1995) out-
lined a causal model for understanding the 
contributions of contextual and psychological 
variables in determining student academic suc-
cess using an influential theory of motivation 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985). In this model, student 
motivation refers to the cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral indicators of student investment in 
and connection to education (Skinner & Belmont, 
1993). Only student engagement directly affects 
academic achievement. All other variables (e.g., 
teacher behaviors) act through engagement by 
enhancing or undermining student engagement in 
learning. Therefore, variables such as effective 
classroom management indirectly influence stu-
dent success in school because students become 
engaged in schoolwork if their basic psychological 
needs for relatedness, competence, and auton-
omy are met (Connell et al., 1995). Teachers can 
fulfill these needs by respectively building posi-
tive teacher-student relationships, providing 
structure (e.g., utilizing proactive management 
strategies), and supporting student autonomy 
(i.e., giving choices). For instance, a recent study 
conducted in secondary schools with a sample of 
26,849 students found that observed proactive 
classroom management by teachers was posi-

tively and significantly associated with student 
reports of active engagement in that classroom 
(Larson et  al., 2021). Students’ higher engage-
ment will, in turn, lead to academic success 
(Skinner et al., 1990). In this way, teachers’ use 
of effective classroom management practices 
affects students’ achievement through their 
impact on students’ engagement (See Fig. 1).

�Importance of Effective Classroom 
Management

The classroom context plays an important role in 
the success of students. In particular, a teacher’s 
use of effective classroom management can posi-
tively impact the academic, social, emotional, 
and behavioral outcomes of students in their 
classroom by increasing student engagement in 
learning. Whereas, poorly managed classrooms 
can contribute to negative student outcomes 
(Reinke & Herman, 2002) by inhibiting student 
engagement in learning. For instance, students in 
poorly managed classrooms where little structure 
or support for consistent behavioral expectations 
are provided become off task and engage in 
higher rates of disruptive behaviors, resulting in 
less time for academic instruction (Jones & 
Jones, 2004). Negative teacher-student interac-
tions are also more likely to occur in poorly man-
aged classrooms (Conroy et  al., 2009), and 
ineffective classroom environments contribute to 
students’ risk for developing behavior problems 
(Kellam et  al., 1998). Poor classroom manage-
ment also has been linked to long-term negative 
academic, behavioral, and social outcomes for 
students (National Research Council, 2002; 
Reinke & Herman, 2002).

Furthermore, teachers who struggle with 
implementing effective classroom management 
practices exhibit higher levels of stress and burn-
out, and are more likely to leave the field. When 
teachers are stressed and do not have good cop-
ing strategies, they are less likely to provide 
engaging instruction. For instance, in a recent 
study, elementary teachers who reported high 
levels of stress and low levels of coping were 
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Fig. 1  Conceptual framework for effective classroom management leading to student academic performance

associated with lower student academic achieve-
ment and prosocial behavior than teachers who 
reported lower levels of stress (Herman et  al., 
2018). A similar study with middle school teach-
ers found that teachers with high levels of stress 
and low coping reported higher levels of burnout, 
lower efficacy had higher rates of observed repri-
mands, and higher levels of student reported 
depressive symptoms in their classroom in com-
parison to other teachers. Whereas, teachers with 
low stress and high coping had lower levels of 
burnout, more parental involvement, and higher 
levels of student prosocial behavior in their 
classrooms in comparison to others (Herman 
et al., 2020).

Nearly half of teachers leave the field in their 
first five years of employment. Many of these 
teachers indicate that challenges in managing 
student behavior are the main reason for leaving 
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). Teaching is a chal-
lenging profession, and the need for qualified, 
effective teachers is imperative to student suc-
cess. The cost of teacher turnover in public 
schools costs billions of dollars a year (Alliance 
for Excellent Education, 2014). Thus, preparing 
teachers for the use of effective classroom man-
agement is essential. In the next section, we high-
light the critical features of effective classroom 
management.

�Critical Features of Effective 
Classroom Management

Features of effective classroom management 
practices have long been known. In particular, the 
use of proactive classroom management prac-
tices, such as teaching classroom rules and 
expectations, providing positive attention to a 
student displaying these expectations, and pro-
viding precorrections—or prompting expected 
behaviors during times that students struggle—
can support a predictable and safe classroom 
context (Reinke, Herman, & Sprick, 2011). Other 
important aspects of a positive classroom climate 
include being culturally inclusive, building posi-
tive relationships, and responding to disruptive 
behavior and disengaged behavior appropriately 
(Gregory et  al., 2016; Reinke et  al., 2016; 
Simonsen et al., 2008).

�Being Culturally Inclusive

Youth from minority ethnic backgrounds experi-
ence racism that is systemic, meaning that racial 
bias and discrimination are weaved into all facets 
of society, including the schooling system (see 
also Galindo et al., chapter “Expanding an Equity 
Understanding of Student Engagement: The 
Macro (Social) and Micro (School) Contexts” 
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this volume). This leads to disproportionately 
administered harsh discipline (Skiba et al., 2011), 
negative student-teacher interactions (Reinke 
et al., 2016), and overrepresentation of students 
of color in certain special education categories 
(Skiba et al., 2005), resulting in poorer outcomes 
for students of color Black students are three 
times more likely to be suspended than their 
White peers and are more likely to receive sus-
pension or expulsion for similar behaviors com-
pared to students from other racial groups (Losen 
& Skiba, 2010). In a sample of over 15,000 stu-
dents, Morris and Perry (2016) found that even 
after controlling for socioeconomic status (SES), 
Black students were three times as likely to be 
suspended compared to White students. After 
controlling for school-level differences (e.g., 
school size, school composition), analyses indi-
cated that both Black and Latinx students had 
received a disproportionate number of suspen-
sions compared to their White peers. This finding 
is consistent with several prior studies showing 
that racial and ethnic disparities in discipline per-
sist even when accounting for SES (Skiba et al., 
2011; Wallace et al., 2008).

As such, a critical, yet widely overlooked (and 
often misinterpreted; see Sleeter, 2012) aspect of 
effective classroom management, is the adoption 
and sustained use of culturally relevant pedagogy 
and practices. When students feel respected, val-
ued, challenged, and supported within a class-
room community, they are much more likely to 
engage in the learning environment (McKinley, 
2010). This requires teachers to address the whole 
student, including students’ own identities and 
how they relate to the school and community 
contexts. Culturally relevant teaching does just 
that, providing a comprehensive approach to 
learning through the students’ own cultural 
lenses. These practices are strength-based, facili-
tating learning through a student’s existing 
knowledge, and function to foster creativity, 
liberate and empower (Gay, 2010). For consis-
tency, we refer to the practices described above 
as culturally inclusive practices throughout this 
section.

Culturally inclusive practices acknowledge 
and celebrate student differences, encourage 
and support individualized learning and success, 

and challenge existing societal and educational 
structures and beliefs (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
Instead of being a standalone practice, cultur-
ally inclusive practices can and should be woven 
into all aspects of a classroom. To some degree, 
culturally inclusive practices allow teachers to 
more appropriately employ common evidence-
based classroom practices to meet the cultural 
needs of their classrooms (Larson et al., 2018). 
For example, culturally inclusive classroom 
management can “look” like developing positive 
student-teacher relationships through affirming 
and validating cultural backgrounds, empha-
sizing collectivism and classroom community 
through reciprocal learning, and extending the 
learning environment to the home and com-
munity settings (e.g., Weinstein et  al., 2003). 
The difference between simply implementing 
evidence-based practices and using culturally 
inclusive practices (which are evidence-based 
practices) is differentiated by the extent that stu-
dents’ “cultural characteristics, experiences and 
perspectives” are used alongside them as “con-
duits” to reshape the curriculum and promote 
meaningful activities and conversations in the 
classroom (Gay, 2002, p. 106).

Culturally inclusive practice has also been 
embedded within school-wide approaches to dis-
cipline [e.g., Positive Behavior Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS)] to promote teacher introspec-
tion, modify culturally neutral school and class-
room practices, and consciously engage with 
inequitable social issues at the institutional level 
(e.g., Banks & Obiakor, 2015; Banks & Banks, 
2019; Cramer & Bennett, 2015; Diamond & 
Gomez, 2004; McIntosh et  al., 2014; Milner, 
2011). For an abundance of rich descriptions of 
these classroom practices in action, we point our 
readers to Ladson-Billings (2009). For schools 
implementing PBIS, see Leverson et al. (2016).

Teacher Bias  Several important aspect of cul-
turally inclusive practice are for teachers to reflect 
on their own culture, the differences between 
their culture and the culture of the students in 
their classroom and understanding one’s biases. 
A classroom reflects a teacher’s internal values 
and interests. Therefore, the beliefs, values, and 
attitudes they bring into their classrooms, directly 
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influence the practices they choose to implement. 
Culturally inclusive practices begin with chang-
ing teacher perspectives through exploration, 
self-reflection, discovery, and education about 
how current educational practices can hinder the 
potential of students with diverse backgrounds. 
Culturally inclusive practices require personal 
reflection and a deeper understanding of students, 
asking the questions: “Who are my students?” 
and “How do they see themselves at home, in 
my classroom, and in society?” It also requires 
teachers to become critically conscious, reflect-
ing on how privilege, values, and culture influ-
ence their classrooms (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 
Practices that support and empower students of 
diverse backgrounds have repeatedly been shown 
to be more effective than when these practices are 
not used, helping to increase student self-identity, 
autonomy, self-esteem, effective engagement, 
and academic success (Milner, 2011; Tucker 
et al., 2002).

Truly effective teachers maintain the belief 
that students already possess the ability to suc-
ceed in a safe and affirming classroom context. 
By striving to create a culturally inclusive class-
room, teachers are acknowledging that embed-
ding individual student experiences and 
backgrounds into student learning is just as 
important as the learning process itself. Until cul-
turally inclusive practices are no longer consid-
ered to be something “else” we must do, but 
rather how we should have been doing it all 
along, we believe that classroom management 
will continue to be one of the top concerns in 
education and continue to underserve our diverse 
students.

�Building Positive Relationships

When teachers do not truly know their students, 
they are much more likely to negatively attribute 
their classroom behavior as misbehavior (Gay, 
2002). Foundational to building a culturally 
inclusive and positive classroom climate is having 
positive relationships with students. Classrooms 
in which students feel supported, respected, and 
valued are characterized by effective teacher-

student relationships. Teacher-student relation-
ships are most effective when they are warm, 
engaged, and responsive, and when teachers 
have high demands and high expectations and 
provide the class with structure and clear limits 
(Pianta, 1999; see also Hofkens & Pianta, chap-
ter “Teacher–Student Relationships, Engagement 
in School, and Student Outcomes”, this volume). 
Theoretically, students who feel respected and 
who respect their teacher will place greater value 
on feedback (positive or negative) provided by 
the teacher and are more likely to be behavior-
ally and academically engaged in the classroom. 
When students do not value their relationship 
with a teacher, praise or positive feedback will 
be less reinforcing and they will be less likely to 
comply with directives, even resorting to acting 
out/misbehavior in the classroom setting (see 
Simonsen et al., 2008).

Effective teacher-student relationships are 
associated with increased academic engage-
ment and achievement (Roorda et  al., 2017). 
For instance, a recent meta-analysis investi-
gated whether students’ engagement acts as a 
mediator between teacher-student relationships 
and achievement (Roorda et  al., 2017). They 
reviewed 189 studies that included students in 
preschool through high school and found that stu-
dent engagement partially mediated the associa-
tions between positive and negative relationships 
and student achievement. Some ways that teach-
ers can work to support effective teacher-student 
relationships is by utilizing the strategies outlined 
in this chapter for creating effective classrooms, 
including, creating a classroom structure that is 
consistent with clear expectations and ongoing 
reinforcement for appropriate behavior, having 
more positive than negative interactions with 
students, providing engaging and meaningful 
instruction, and providing respectful corrections 
and constructive feedback (Reinke et  al., 2011, 
Simonsen et  al., 2008). Other areas on which 
teachers can focus their attention when build-
ing effective relationships with students include 
taking a conscious interest in each student, pro-
viding noncontingent interactions, and holding 
appropriately high expectations that they share 
with their students (Alexander & Rubie-Davies, 
2017; Good & Lavigne, 2018).
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Researchers recently evaluated a teacher train-
ing intervention focused on creating and main-
taining positive student-teacher relationships, 
called Establish-Maintain-Restore approach 
(EMR; see Cook et al., 2018). Teachers attend a 
3-h training focused on learning the three compo-
nents of the intervention. In the first phase, teach-
ers are trained to establish relationships by 
banking time or having one on one interactions 
with students that arenondirective and validating. 
The second phase, maintaining relationships, 
reinforces that positive relationships with stu-
dents require ongoing work. The primary prac-
tice for maintaining relationships is having 
teachers deliver a ratio of 5:1 positive to negative 
interactions with students. Lastly, the restore 
phase occurs when a relationship has been chal-
lenged in some way. Teachers have several strate-
gies that they learn that can help restore positive 
relationships with students (e.g., acknowledge 
students feeling; letting go of a previous event, 
etc.). A randomized control trial with teachers 
and students in elementary schools found that 
EMR improved student–teacher relationships, 
observer-rated disruptive behavior and academi-
cally engaged time, with moderate to large effect 
sizes (Cohen’s d = 0.61–0.89; Cook et al., 2018). 
A more recent randomized trial with teachers and 
students in middle schools found similar results 
with EMR demonstrating significant improve-
ments in student–teacher relationships (Hedge’s 
g = 0.61), academically engaged time (g = 0.81), 
and disruptive behavior (g = 1.07); Duong et al., 
2019). Results indicate potential promise for 
EMR as a method for supporting teachers in 
building positive teacher-student relationships 
which can then result in improved academic 
engagement.

Noncontingent Interactions  A noncontingent 
interaction is one in which a teacher spends posi-
tive time with students without making that time 
dependent on the student’s behavior. Examples of 
noncontingent interactions include asking a stu-
dent about their weekend, greeting students as 
they enter the door with a “Welcome to class. So 
glad you are here” and telling a student in the 
hallway as you pass, “It’s great to see you today”. 

These interactions show the teachers are inter-
ested in the student and demonstrate that they are 
important and valued. In fact, one study evalu-
ated the impact of greeting middle school stu-
dents as they entered the classroom and found 
that this simple intervention increased student on 
task behavior from a mean of 45% to 72% 
(Allday & Pakurar, 2007). In another study, 
teachers used noncontingent attention with stu-
dents with emotional and behavioral disorders 
and found that classroom observations of disrup-
tive behavior and on-task behavior improved. 
Additionally, teachers were more likely to pro-
vide more praise than reprimands, whereas they 
used more reprimands before using noncontin-
gent attention (Rubow et  al., 2019). This indi-
cates that using noncontingent attention can 
likely improve teacher-student relationships and 
support student affective, behavioral, and cogni-
tive engagement. These noncontingent interac-
tions are a vital component of the teacher’s effort 
to build a positive relationship with the student.

�Using Proactive Strategies

Proactive classroom management strategies are 
preventive in nature, meaning that they reduce 
the likelihood of student disruptive and disen-
gaged behaviors. Examples of proactive strate-
gies include having clear classroom expectations 
and teaching these expectations to students. 
When students understand the social and behav-
ioral expectations of the classroom they are more 
likely to remain engaged in instruction and have 
a better relationship with their teachers. Another 
important proactive strategy is the use of praise. 
Teachers who provide positive and behavior-
specific attention to students who are behavior-
ally and academically engaged and meeting 
expectations increase the likelihood that students 
will display these behaviors in the future (see 
Floress et al., 2018). The recommended ratio of 
positive to negative attention is 5:1 (Flora, 2000). 
Classrooms with predictable routines and struc-
tures where teachers provide more positive than 
negative attention to students create a positive 
and safe climate which is conducive to increasing 

W. M. Reinke et al.



535

engagement across all dimensions. See Table  1 
for a list of recommended practices for use of 
praise (see Reinke et al., 2011).

Another important proactive strategy is the 
use of precorrective statements, or behavioral 
instructions setting up students for success (see 
Stormont & Reinke, 2009). For instance, in a 
classroom where the teacher has noticed that stu-
dents get distracted and become off-task during 
group work could set up the activity by noting 
exactly what they want to see (e.g., “Class, when 
we move into math group work, everyone should 
be focused on the activity using a level one 
voice.”). A proactive teacher would also use 
active supervision to monitor student behavioral 
and academic engagement by walking around the 
classroom, redirecting as needed, answering 
questions, and providing positive attention to stu-
dents who are on-task.

�Responding to Misbehavior 
and Student Disengagement

While culturally responsive classroom environ-
ments that promote positive relationships 
between teachers and students that utilize proac-
tive classroom management strategies will be 

less likely to have students who are disruptive or 
behaviorally and academically disengaged, 
teachers also need to have strategies to respond to 
misbehavior and disengagement when it occurs. 
For instance, for students who display a behavior 
seeking attention when they are off task, a teacher 
can use planned ignoring. Planned ignoring is a 
strategy where you ignore the attention-seeking 
behavior and then provide attention when the stu-
dent is meeting expectations. While this is a great 
strategy, it is less effective if a student is really 
just avoiding an activity (e.g., puts head down on 
desk during instruction). Ignoring a student who 
is disengaged with instruction will not cause 
them to suddenly engage. In these instances, a 
calm redirect that states the expectation to the 
student (e.g., “Kennedy, please sit with your head 
up and eyes on me.”) can be useful in getting 
them re-engaged in instruction. Of course, fol-
lowing up with positive attention for being aca-
demically engaged and continuation of building a 
positive relationship with the student will lead to 
more engagement with learning over time.

Engaging the Disengaged Student  Sometimes 
teachers will find that students are rather difficult 
to engage in the classroom. It is important to 
determine the reason for disengagement. Is the 
student disengaged because they find the aca-
demic content difficult and maybe avoiding 
engaging because of this, or do they just not want 
to engage? For instance, if a student tends to not 
engage during math, it could be that they are not 
understanding or have fallen behind. To deter-
mine if this is the cause of disengagement, you 
would first want to assess the current perfor-
mance level of the student in that topic (e.g., 
math) and compare this to the level of perfor-
mance expected. If there is a mismatch, in that 
the student has fallen behind or in some instance 
is too advanced in the topic (i.e., content is bor-
ing), then adjustments to the level of instruction 
would need to occur. So, if a 3rd grader is reading 
at a 1st grade level, they are likely to be academi-
cally disengaged if they are expected to read 3rd 
grade materials. This student would need extra 
instruction, tutoring and support to get to a point 
where they could read 3rd grade materials.

Table 1  Recommended practices for using praise

Praise should be 
contingent on a 
behavior and occur 
after the behavior 
is observed.

Identify a behavior you want to 
see more, teach students to use 
the behavior, and provide praise 
at a high rate when the behavior 
occurs.

A 5:1 ratio of 
positive to negative 
interaction is the 
gold standard.

Teachers often use low rates of 
praise in their classrooms. A 
ratio of 5:1 positive to negative 
interaction with students is 
recommended.

Behavior specific 
praise is more 
effective than 
general praise.

Behavior specific praise 
describes the behavior of 
receiving attention, indicating 
students’ clear expectations. 
This is higher quality praise 
than general praise.

Praise should be 
genuine and 
authentic.

Teachers should only provide 
praise when they really mean it 
and the behavior is something 
that is important and valued.
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If the assessment of the student’s academic 
performance level does not find a mismatch, then 
it may be that the student just does not want to do 
the work. In this case, the teacher would need to 
find a way to motivate the student to engage in 
the work. There are several strategies for helping 
to motivate a student to engage when they do not 
want to do so. One strategy is the use of a behav-
ioral contract (see Majeika et  al., 2020). When 
using a behavioral contract the teacher and stu-
dent meet to discuss a goal that if achieved would 
earn the student something they find reinforcing. 
As an example, if a student does not engage in 
the classroom during math or complete any work 
during math, a reasonable goal may be to answer 
one question in class and complete the assign-
ments for 3 out of 5  days. For doing so, they 
might receive computer time (i.e., something that 
is fun that they are willing to work for). If they do 
even better than 3 days in one week the student 
can earn extra computer time or something even 
more reinforcing. The teacher and student deter-
mine how they will decide if the goal was met. 
Then, the teacher and student review and sign the 
contract.

Another strategy for working with students 
who do not want to engage in an activity or topic 
is to allow them to escape doing some of the 
work, but with limitations. One intervention 
called Take a Break (see Stormont, Reinke, 
Herman, & Lembke, 2012; Stormont et  al., 
2016), involves allowing a student to escape from 
a task that they are actively avoiding (e.g., aca-
demics, social interaction). It seems simple 
enough. Once you determine that a student is 
escape maintained, or the disengaged or off-task 
behavior is because they find it more reinforcing 
to avoid the task than to complete it, allowing a 
student to escape some portion of the activity can 
be helpful. Often students who are trying to 
escape an activity or task may either sit idly try-
ing to stay off the radar of the teacher or they act 
out in ways that get them out of completing the 
task (e.g., display aggressive behavior that gets 
them sent out of the classroom). Thus, the first 
step is to identify and teach them a replacement 
behavior. In this case, it is to ask for a break. Each 
day they have a certain number of times they can 

ask for a break without consequence (e.g., 3 times 
per day for 5 min each time). The student should 
earn something for only taking the number of 
breaks allocated per day. The student should also 
be reinforced for not using all their breaks each 
day (e.g., get out of a small homework assign-
ment if they only use 2 breaks during the day). A 
response cost can also be put into place if the stu-
dent takes more than 3 breaks per day. The goal is 
to allow the student to get out of some of the 
tasks they are avoiding while also slowly encour-
aging the completion of more tasks. The goal is 
to get students who are very academically disen-
gaged and completing little work to begin com-
pleting some work with a goal of getting them to 
a higher level of engagement. By giving choices 
and opportunities for success teachers can 
increase a student’s autonomy, which is associ-
ated with increased engagement in learning.

It is important that provide positive attention 
during times when students are behaviorally and 
academically engaged. One important concept is 
that students who are escape maintained are less 
likely to find attention reinforcing, and in fact, 
may find it aversive. It is important to find ways 
to let them know, however, that they are valued 
and appreciated (e.g., quietly whisper to them in 
their seat, hand them a sticky note with a positive 
message). It has been our experience in practice 
that even when it seems like a student doesn’t like 
encouragement and validation (e.g., they shrug 
off when the teacher privately praises their 
effort), many times these students are taking this 
in and do notice teacher efforts to build 
relationships.

�Barriers to Teacher Use of Effective 
Classroom Management

Although effective classroom practices are 
known and seem as though they can be easily 
implemented, many teachers struggle to imple-
ment these practices in their classrooms. There 
are several reasons for the disconnect between 
what we know is effective and what is actually 
implemented in the classroom. First, many teach-
ers feel underprepared to use effective classroom 
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management practices in their classroom (Reinke 
et al., 2011). In particular, teachers who enter the 
field may have had little to no training in class-
room management in their pre-service training. 
In a recent review of pre-service teacher prepara-
tion programs, findings indicated less than half of 
the reviewed general education programs con-
tained evidence of research-based content in 
classroom management, demonstrating a signifi-
cant gap in teacher training program require-
ments (Freeman et  al., 2014). Thus, when new 
teachers enter the field they are surprised by the 
complexities of teaching, particularly when they 
are attempting to provide academic instruction 
and find students to be disengaged. This lack of 
knowledge and lack of efficacy in using effective 
classroom management are barriers.

Another barrier to the use of effective prac-
tices is lack of a teacher’s knowledge of evidence-
based practices (Stormont et  al., 2011) or their 
willingness to use effective classroom manage-
ment practices. For instance, some teachers may 
not believe that evidence-based behavior man-
agement practices have utility or are appropriate 
for their classroom. For instance, some teachers 
are trained to believe that praise is not good for 
students because it reduces intrinsic motivation 
or instils a sense of contingent self-worth that 
leads to helplessness in students (see Kamins & 
Dweck, 1999). However, for many students, par-
ticularly those who are disengaged or displaying 
challenging behaviors, the use of praise or posi-
tive attention can help build positive relationships 
and reinforce behaviors that you want to see more 
of in the classroom.

�Consultation Models and Strategies 
to Support Teachers in Using 
Effective Practices

Research has shown that high-quality induction 
programs, including mentoring with classroom 
coaching, are effective support for novice teach-
ers (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Smith & Ingersoll, 
2004; Stormont et al., 2015). Smith and Ingersoll 
(2004) showed that early career teachers who 
were provided with induction programs featuring 

basic training and the assignment of a mentor 
were twice as likely to persist as early career 
teachers who were provided with no induction 
activities.

Further, any teacher who is struggling with 
effectively managing student behavior will bene-
fit from coaching. However, despite the need for 
onsite coaching, few schools have personnel with 
the behavioral expertise or access to tools that 
would allow them to effectively support teachers 
with coaching in classroom management 
(Stormont et al., 2011). School psychologists can 
play a key role in this area, either by coaching 
teachers or providing training to other staff to 
become coaches.

Coaches need training and information in 
effective consultation as well as tools for evaluat-
ing current practices, providing constructive 
objective feedback to teachers, developing class-
room interventions with teachers, and evaluating 
the effectiveness of interventions. Without these 
system-level mechanisms, there is little incentive 
for teacher change or guidance for teachers 
(Myers et  al., 2011). Utilization of models of 
support that can be easily accessed would be an 
essential step in reducing teacher attrition and 
bridging the gap between the availability of 
evidence-based practices and their adoption in 
classrooms.

�Classroom Check-up

One such model is the Classroom Check-up 
(CCU; Reinke et  al., 2008; Reinke, Herman, & 
Sprick, 2011). The CCU is a classroom manage-
ment intervention that combines data-based deci-
sion making and evidence-based classroom 
management practices with ongoing onsite 
coaching for teachers. It is an assessment-based 
consultation intervention that addresses the need 
for classroom-level support for teachers strug-
gling with classroom management (Reinke et al., 
2008; Reinke et al., 2011). The model provides a 
systematic structure for coaches supporting 
teachers and is conducted in a series of steps: (1) 
assessing the classroom, (2) providing the teacher 
with personalized feedback, (3) developing a 
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menu of options in collaboration with the teacher 
for intervention, (4) choosing the intervention, 
(5) planning the intervention and having the 
teacher self-monitor implementation, and (6) 
ongoing monitoring which when appropriate 
includes providing performance feedback. A 
vital and unique component of the CCU is that it 
links assessment to intervention by including an 
assessment of the teachers’ current use of critical 
classroom management variables followed by 
feedback to the teacher and the collaborative 
design of classroom intervention. Classroom 
interventions are tailored to the needs of the 
classroom and based on objective data. Areas of 
need are identified (e.g., positive to negative 
ratio) and a menu of potential interventions are 
explored by the teacher and coach (e.g., teach 
expectations and provide behavior-specific praise 
to students meeting expectations).

Recently, through an Institute of Education 
Sciences funded Development and Innovation 
project, a web version of the CCU was devel-
oped. The purpose of the CCU website (http://
classroomcheckup.org/) is to make the behav-
ioral expertise needed to support teachers in 
learning new classroom management strategies 
through coaching and feedback accessible to 
anyone in a school building. As such, a peer 
teacher or principal could sit down with a teacher 
to use the website to readily determine areas of 
need for support, and learn the needed skill iden-
tified through web-based brief intervention 
descriptions, intervention tools, and exemplary 
video examples. The website was developed to 
support anyone in becoming a CCU coach and 
includes tools for teachers to self-assess and dis-
cover new strategies for use in their classroom. 
Table 2 reiterates the CCU process.

A small pilot study was conducted to evaluate 
the efficacy of the CCU website. A total of 39 
teachers and 617 students were recruited. 
Teachers completed pre and post-intervention 
measures on student disruptive behavior, aca-
demic competence, and social behaviors. The 
results indicated, although not statistically sig-
nificant (p = 0.18), teachers in the CCU condition 
used more behavior-specific praise than control 
teachers across time points with time point 1 

serving as baseline. Within subjects contrasts 
found that time point one was significantly lower 
than time point 2 [F(1, 18)  =  5.66, p  =  0.03, 
η2 = 0.24], and marginally lower than time point 
3 [F(1, 18) = 3.66, p = 0.07, η2 = 0.17], and time 
point 4 [F(1, 18)  =  3.81, p  =  0.07, η2  =  0.18], 
meaning that teacher use of behavior-specific 
praise improved significantly after receiving the 
intervention and then maintained over time (see 
Fig. 2).

Further, a series of two-level hierarchical lin-
ear models (HLM), in which students (level 1) 
are nested within teachers (level 2) were con-
ducted to examine the overall treatment effects 
on student behavior and academic outcomes. 
Each student’s pretest (n = 617) and demographic 

Table 2  CCU coaching framework

Step 1: 
Interview with 
teacher

The coach meets with the teacher to 
conduct a brief interview to build 
rapport and understand their 
approach to classroom management

Step 2: 
Classroom 
assessment

The coach conducts two or more 
classroom observations, gathering 
data on teacher and student behaviors 
(e.g., use of praise, number of 
disruptions)

Step 3: 
Personalized 
feedback

The coach meets with the teacher to 
review the data gathered through 
observations and interview. These 
data are provided back using a red, 
yellow, and green feedback form. 
The meeting is conversational and 
focuses on both strengths and areas 
of growth

Step 4: 
Develop menu 
of options

The coach and teacher develop a 
menu of options for strategies or 
interventions to use in the classroom. 
The menu is based on the areas the 
teacher identifies during feedback 
that they would like to improve

Step 5: 
Implement 
intervention

The teacher selects one or more 
strategies to use from the menu of 
options. The coach and teacher plan 
together next steps for 
implementation

Step 6: 
Evaluate 
intervention

The coach visits the classroom when 
the teacher is using a new strategy. 
The same data gathered in step 2 
occurs. The coach provided feedback 
to the teacher and supports any 
changes to the intervention in the 
classroom
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Fig. 2  Observed rate of teacher use of behavior specific praise over time

Table 3  Overview of double check 5 CARES elements

C Connection to curriculum
A Authentic relationships
R Reflective thinking about culture
E Effective communication
S Sensitivity to student’s culture

information were included at level 1, and the 
treatment variable was at level 2. The observed 
effect for each outcome was in the right direction 
but there were not enough observations to reach 
significance. The main effect analysis demon-
strating marginal significance in the underpow-
ered sample included, teacher-reported disruptive 
behavior (b = 0.08, p = 0.14; d = 0.12), indicating 
that CCU teachers increased their use of praise 
versus reprimands toward individual student in 
their classroom in comparison to control teach-
ers. This finding was not statistically significant 
given we only had 30% power to detect an effect. 
To find a significant improvement in disruptive 
behavior we will need to find an effect of d = 0.22 
with 80% power to find an effect. Future studies 
will target teachers in need of support with class-
room management, such as first-year teachers, to 
increase the likelihood of a larger effect. The cur-

rent study was applied universally to a teacher 
regardless of risk.

�Double Check

Double check is a consultation model that uti-
lizes the CCU coaching model to support teach-
ers in the use of culturally responsive classroom 
practices (see Pas et al., 2016). As noted earlier, 
effective classroom management is culturally 
responsive, but double check is a framework 
designed to improve teacher culturally respon-
sive behavior management with the goal of 
decreasing disproportional disciplinary referrals 
for culturally and linguistically diverse students. 
Double check utilizes the acronym CARES for 
the five domains that have been found to success-
fully engage students from culturally diverse 
backgrounds at school. See Table 3 for an over-
view of the CARES elements.

The model includes a series of professional 
development trainings on each of the CARES 
elements as well as coaching to support teachers 
use of the practices learned during the profes-
sional development trainings. Double check 
coaching uses the CCU model described above, 
incorporating personalized feedback on cultural 
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responsiveness as well as classroom behavior 
management. Data used to provide feedback are 
assessed through teacher self-report of culturally 
responsive behavior management and self-
efficacy, classroom observations that gather data 
on teacher behavior with an eye toward differen-
tial rate of praise or reprimands based on student 
race or gender, and review of office discipline 
referral data for students from the teachers 
classroom.

A recent randomized controlled trial evaluat-
ing the impact of the double check coaching 
model with 158 elementary and middle school 
teachers randomly assigned to either receive 
coaching or not. All teachers were exposed to the 
professional development components of the 
double check model. Findings indicated that 
there were improvements in self-reported cultur-
ally responsive behavior management and self-
efficacy for teachers in both conditions following 
professional development exposure. Teachers 
who received coaching were observed to be sig-
nificantly more likely to use proactive behavior 
management and anticipate student problems, 
had higher student cooperation, and fewer dis-
ruptive behaviors relative to comparison teach-
ers. These findings suggest the promise of 
coaching combined with school-wide profes-
sional development for improving classroom 
management practices and possibly reducing 
office discipline referrals among Black students 
(Bradshaw et al., 2018).

�Personalized Performance Feedback

The CCU, double check, and several other con-
sultation models (e.g., My Teaching Partner, see 
Hofkens & Pianta, chapter “Teacher-Student 
Relationships, Engagement in School, and 
Student Outcomes”, this volume) utilize person-
alized performance feedback to support teachers 
in using new practices in their classrooms. 
Personalized feedback, or giving back informa-
tion specific to their classroom, their skills, and 
their behaviors, has been demonstrated to 
improve teacher implementation of new practices 
(Reinke et  al., 2007; Reinke et  al., 2008;  

Reinke, Stormont, Herman, & Newcomer, 2014).  
A recent meta-analysis of the use of performance 
feedback with teachers found that performance 
feedback was effective in increasing the fidelity 
to a new strategy or intervention and helped to 
curb the declines in fidelity following skill train-
ing (Solomon et  al., 2012). Performance feed-
back was utilized across pre-Kindergarten 
through high school, with general education and 
special education teachers, and feedback was 
provided either immediately, within the day, or 
weekly among the studies reviewed. Immediate 
and daily feedback had nearly equal effects, and 
both outperformed weekly feedback (Solomon 
et  al., 2012). Further, another study found that 
performance feedback was one of the most effec-
tive strategies used by coaches when working 
with teachers (Stormont et  al., 2015). Lastly, a 
study that looked at teachers who received more 
performance feedback from a coach in compari-
son to the teacher who received less performance 
feedback found that teachers receiving more per-
formance feedback demonstrated a greater 
increase in their use of proactive classroom man-
agement (Reinke et al., 2014). Thus, performance 
feedback seems like a key ingredient when sup-
porting teachers in using effective classroom 
management practices.

Pre-implementation Feedback  Another 
method of supporting teacher use of effective 
classroom practices includes implementation-
directed strategies to enhance skill-building 
before and throughout the use of these practices 
by teachers (e.g., Hagermoser Sanetti et  al., 
2018). Performance feedback is an evidence-
based strategy regularly used for both student and 
teacher achievement and development in schools 
(Stormont et al., 2015; Fallon et al., 2015), yet it 
is rarely considered viable support during the 
pre-adoption phase of classroom interventions. 
Additionally, because of the variability in back-
ground, experience and expertise, one-size-fits-
all approaches to teacher intervention support are 
not always effective, as some often need different 
levels of support to embed these practices in their 
classroom successfully (Collier-Meek et  al., 
2019).
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The use of personalized, web-based feedback 
is an emerging tool that offers a sustainable 
method for enhancing and informing teacher-
delivered interventions that address the need for 
differentiation across teachers, as well as attend 
to underlying factors associated with low usage 
of classroom management evidence-based prac-
tices (Copeland, 2019). Within this model, teach-
ers are first given a brief measure that assesses 
research-based variables specific to the imple-
mentation process (e.g., behavior attributions, 
self-efficacy, attitudes toward evidence-based 
interventions), then provided with a targeted 
feedback report that includes personalized rec-
ommendations with embedded web-based 
resources, and an action plan template to guide 
development efforts. This process is completed 
entirely electronically, making it efficient and 
flexible for school communities, as well as 
improving accessibility for schools in more 
remote areas with less access to expert consulta-
tion. By increasing teacher efficacy and attitudes 
surrounding evidence-based, behavior practices 
before embedding new strategies in the class-
room (see Copeland, 2019), this pre-
implementation support can greatly enhance 
teacher success, especially when used in con-
junction with more common consultation meth-
ods (Reinke et al., 2011), or a tiered approach to 
teacher support delivery throughout the imple-
mentation process (e.g., Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 
2015).

�Lessons Learned and Future 
Directions

The importance of teachers’ use of effective 
classroom management has been highlighted. 
When teachers struggle with managing their 
classroom they experience high levels of stress 
and students experience poorer academic and 
behavioral outcomes. Thus, supporting teachers 
in training before entering the field at the pre-
service level is needed. The lack of attention to 
course work and or applied practice using effec-
tive classroom management skills will continue 
to produce in-service teachers who struggle, lack 

efficacy, and leave the field early. One idea is to 
develop pre-service training models that include 
coaching when pre-service teachers are doing 
field training. Coaches could observe the pre-
service teachers in the field and give performance 
feedback in a systematic process. These coaches 
could be graduate students in school psychology 
programs, giving these students the opportunity 
to use coaching and learning the use models such 
as the CCU and learn effective consultation 
alongside pre-service teachers. The teachers with 
whom pre-service teachers are placed could be 
part of the meetings and learn the process as well, 
providing them with tools for supporting other 
teachers who may struggle (e.g., mentor/induc-
tion programs).

Another area for future and long-term work is 
the need to support teachers in overcoming 
biases, understanding culturally inclusive prac-
tices, and providing coaching or consultation to 
teachers to ensure that they are using these prac-
tices. Systemic racism is well-embedded in the 
educational system and teachers will need ongo-
ing support to examine their own biases and enact 
anti-racist practices in their classrooms. Although 
excellent books and training materials to promote 
culturally inclusive teaching practices have been 
around for decades (see Banks & Banks, 2019; 
Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 
1995; Milner, 2011), professional development 
materials alone will not move teaching practices. 
Mentoring and coaching are needed to help 
teachers improve hidden and sometimes 
entrenched attitudes, beliefs, and interaction pat-
terns. Coaching models are emerging to fill this 
void, most notably the previously described dou-
ble check model which has strong empirical evi-
dence (Bradshaw et  al., 2018). However, these 
models will need continued refinement as they 
tend to focus on behavioral practices. More work 
is needed on how best to coach a teacher in exam-
ining their biases and reflecting on the structural 
aspects of racism that disrupt child development, 
engagement in schooling, and educational suc-
cess. In addition, often overlooked is the impor-
tance of training and supporting coaches and 
mentors in this process. Obviously, to be effec-
tive consultants on this topic, coaches also need 
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to engage in a similar level of self-reflection and 
discovery to support teacher development in 
these areas. Lastly, research on the connection 
between classroom management practices and 
their association with the dimensions of student 
engagement is needed. Findings of how specific 
strategies can lead to improvements across the 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement 
can inform teacher training and consultation 
models.
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Student Engagement and Learning 
Climate

Howard Adelman and Linda Taylor

Abstract

Research indicates a strong relationship 
between student engagement and school cli-
mate and this has contributed to making these 
prominent topics in discussions of school 
improvement. What often goes unstated, how-
ever, is that student engagement is a transac-
tional process, and school climate is an 
emergent quality. Furthermore, addressing 
these concerns requires particular attention to 
how schools deal with barriers to learning and 
teaching. This chapter starts with a discussion 
of engagement as a transactional process and 
the implications with respect to student differ-
ences in motivation and ability. We then 
explore what schools do wrong in addressing 
these differences and what is involved in cre-
ating an engaging and supportive learning cli-
mate. We conclude with recommendations for 
moving forward.

�Student Engagement and Learning 
Climate

Every teacher would like students who are moti-
vationally ready and able to engage in what is 
being taught. For such students, the teacher’s role 
mainly involves facilitating reasonably good con-
ditions for learning (e.g., in terms of content and 
instructional processes). However, since stu-
dents’ motivation and ability vary, so does 
engagement (e.g., the degree to which a student is 
interested and involved in what is being taught at 
a given time).

For instance, students differ motivationally 
based on developed attitudes and current cogni-
tive, emotional, and physiological states of being. 
A student who has developed a positive attitude 
toward math will tend to be highly engaged, as 
contrasted to a student who has come to dislike 
the subject; a student who is experiencing emo-
tionally upsetting events is unlikely to be moti-
vated to engage in the lessons of the day. As 
educators long have stressed, such differences 
among students make teaching a much more 
complex matter.

Research findings stress that students who are 
not engaged in their schooling are more likely to 
misbehave, have poor academic outcomes, and 
dropout (Chapman et  al., 2011; Halverson & 
Graham, 2019; Rumberger & Rotermun, 2012). 
Studies also indicate a strong relationship 
between student engagement and school climate 
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(e.g., Daily et  al., 2019; Hopson et  al., 2014; 
Sherblom et al., 2006).

Research findings aside, the desirability of 
student engagement and a positive school climate 
are a given and certainly have been prominent 
topics in discussions of school improvement for 
some time (Adelman & Taylor, 2005; Fredricks 
et al., 2004; Zullig et al., 2010). What often goes 
unstated, however, is that student engagement is 
a transactional process, and school climate 
emerges from the complex daily interactions at a 
school and between a school and its neighbor-
hood. Furthermore, addressing these concerns 
requires particular attention to how schools deal 
with barriers to learning and teaching.

In this chapter, we start with a discussion of 
engagement as a transactional process, and the 
implications with respect to student differences 
in motivation and ability. We then explore what 
schools do wrong in addressing these differences 
and what is involved in creating an engaging and 
supportive learning climate. We conclude with 
recommendations for moving forward.

�Student Engagement: 
A Transactional Process

As the literature on reciprocal determinism 
stresses, student learning and behavior are a func-
tion of the ongoing transactions between an indi-
vidual and environmental factors (Adelman & 
Taylor, 1994; Bandura, 1978). From an interven-
tion perspective, good outcomes are a function of 
an appropriate match between the individual’s 
accumulated capacities and attitudes and current 
state of being and an intervention’s processes, 
content, context, and expected outcomes. From a 
psychological perspective, an individual’s (e.g., a 
student’s) perception is a critical criterion for 
evaluating whether an appropriate match exists 
with any intervention (e.g., teaching).

The commonsense view of good teaching is 
captured by the old adage: Good teaching meets 
learners where they are. Unfortunately, this 
adage often is interpreted only as a call for match-
ing a student’s current capabilities (e.g., knowl-

edge, skills). The irony in this is that most school 
staff recognize that motivational factors usually 
play a key role in accounting for poor instruc-
tional outcomes. Indeed, a common lament 
among teachers is: “That student could do it, if 
only he wanted to!”

Teachers know that good abilities are more 
likely to emerge when students are motivated not 
only to pursue class assignments but also when 
students are interested in using what they learn in 
other contexts. So, while matching current knowl-
edge and skills are necessary, it is evident that 
good teaching and student engagement also 
involve matching motivation (e.g., attitudes, inter-
ests). Moreover, enhancing student engagement 
and reengaging disconnected students require 
practices that reflect an appreciation of intrinsic 
motivation and what must be done to overcome 
avoidance motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 
Skinner et al., 2008; Taylor & Adelman, 1999).

Expectancy-times-valuing (E x V) theory is a 
widely used heuristic paradigm for understand-
ing motivation and engagement (Eccles, 1983; 
Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Moving beyond the 
manipulation of reinforcers (e.g., extrinsic moti-
vators), such theory recognizes that human 
beings are thinking and feeling organisms and 
that intrinsic factors can be powerful motivators. 
Within some limits (which space precludes dis-
cussing here), high expectations and high valuing 
produce high motivation and encourage engage-
ment, while high expectations (E) and low valu-
ing (V) or low expectations and high valuing 
produce relatively weak motivation (and some-
times avoidance motivation) and work against 
engagement. Two common reasons people give 
for not engaging are “I know I won’t be able to do 
it” (E) and “It’s not worth it” (V). In general, the 
amount of time and energy spent on an activity 
seems dependent on how much the activity is val-
ued by the student and on the student’s expecta-
tion that what is valued will be attained without 
too great a cost. Over time, motivation plays a 
fundamental role in the development not only of 
knowledge and skills but attitudes about what 
aspects of schooling are worth investing time and 
energy in and what are not.
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�Attending the Range of Engaged 
and Disengaged Students

As will be remembered during the COVID-19 
school closures, the increase in disengaged stu-
dents was dramatic (National League of Cities, 
2020). Some were reacting to the situation; oth-
ers were repeating behavior tendencies from 
before. As the circumstances underscored, engag-
ing students is a constant motivational concern; 
reengaging disconnected students is a major 
motivational problem.

In our professional development work with 
teachers and schools, most teachers tell us they 
usually have received at least a bit of preparation 
for engaging students, but they indicate having 
had almost no professional development for reen-
gaging disconnected students. And those trying 
to help at home often are at a loss when young-
sters act disinterested in doing homework.

Motivational differences have profound impli-
cations for successful engagement and reengage-
ment in instruction. A youngster may proactively 
disconnect (e.g., to pursue a desired or preferred 
activity). Or the disconnection may be reactive – 
a protective form of coping stemming from moti-
vation to avoid and protest against situations in 
which s/he feels unable to perform and/or is 
coerced to participate (e.g., instruction that is too 
challenging; activities that seriously limit 
options; activities where those providing instruc-
tion are over-controlling).

An intrinsic motivational interpretation of stu-
dent disengagement stresses that a youngster 
may perceive school tasks and activities as threats 
to feelings of competence, autonomy, and/or 
relatedness to significant others (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Under such circumstances, individuals 
(especially those with learning, behavior, and 
emotional problems) can be expected to react by 
trying to protect themselves from the unpleasant 
thoughts and feelings associated with activities 
where they do poorly and experience negative 
interpersonal interactions, including being con-
trolled by others. It is not surprising when, over 
time, they tend to develop strong motivational 
dispositions to avoid such activities.

The transactional nature of learning and 
instruction must be accounted for in any discus-
sion of student engagement; so must the reality 
that teachers and student support staff are faced 
with a continuum of student engagement, includ-
ing students who are hard to engage and those 
who have totally disengaged from classroom 
instruction. A particular concern for many teach-
ers is how to reengage a student who has disen-
gaged and is misbehaving. Clearly, greater 
attention is called for in personnel development 
on attending to differences in student motivation 
and capability and understanding the role played 
by intrinsic motivation, as well as the counterin-
tuitive relationship between intrinsics and extrin-
sics (Deci et al., 2001).

�About Differences in Student 
Motivation and Capability

Diversity among students and school personnel is 
a given. Diversity arises from many factors (e.g., 
gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status, 
religion, capability, disability, interests). While 
students differ in many ways, concern for engage-
ment in instruction focuses on how motivation-
ally ready and able a student is with respect to 
what they are being taught. From this perspec-
tive, we think in terms of the following contin-
uum of students:

•	 Students who are fully engaged – motivation-
ally ready and able

•	 Students with low engagement  – not moti-
vated by what they are asked to do (e.g., hav-
ing negative attitudes toward school because 
of past experiences; lacking some prerequisite 
knowledge and skills for assigned school 
work; having minor learning vulnerabilities).

•	 Students who are disengaged  – significantly 
motivated to avoid what they are asked to do 
(e.g., having negative attitudes toward school 
because of past experiences; having extreme 
deficits in current performance capabilities; 
having a learning disability or major health 
problem).
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There are, of course, gradations along the con-
tinuum, and the proportion of students in each 
group differs among schools. And it is widely 
recognized that too many of those who start out 
engaged become less engaged over their years of 
schooling (Hodges, 2018).

Whatever the current numbers and trends, 
basic concerns in improving schools continue to 
include dealing effectively with a full continuum 
of differences in student engagement, countering 
declines in engagement, and reducing the number 
who disengage.

�What’s Wrong with How Schools 
Address Critical Individual 
Differences?

In trying to meet learners where they are, teach-
ers strive to differentiate instruction. However, 
classroom instruction in most schools is not 
designed to account for a wide range of critical 
individual differences and circumstances 
(Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016; Scott et al., 2014; 
Tomlinson, 2017). Moreover, too little accommo-
dation and specific help are provided to students 
who manifest learning, behavior, emotional, and 
physical problems (Ontario Human Rights 
Commission, n.d.; Wattam et al., 2019).

As a result, soon after a school year begins, 
schools are inundated with referrals from teach-
ers asking for help with students who are not 
doing well and who usually are misbehaving. 
Such referrals include students who may need 
special education, but most referrals are for stu-
dents manifesting commonplace learning, behav-
ior, and emotional problems. Unfortunately, the 
referrals often contribute to the escalating num-
ber of youngsters who are misdiagnosed as 
ADHD, LD, clinically depressed, or some other 
pathological label (Adelman & Taylor, 2020a; 
Center for Mental Health in Schools, 2012; 
Fresson et al., 2019; Hinshaw & Scheffler, 2014).

Commonplace problems can and should be 
addressed through personalized instruction and 
special assistance rather than by expensive spe-
cial education and clinical services that consume 

resources needed to help prevent and respond 
immediately after the onset of problems However, 
professional preparation generally has not 
equipped teachers to provide the type of person-
alized instruction and special assistance neces-
sary to address critical individual differences 
(Reed, 2019; Schifter, 2016). In too many 
schools, this state of affairs has contributed to the 
following:

•	 Differentiated instruction that does not ade-
quately attend to motivational differences and 
often assumes that instruction is personalized 
when differences are addressed through the 
use of technology.

•	 Overemphasis on establishing a manageable 
context for teaching and insufficient attention 
to creating stimulating and caring conditions 
for learning.

•	 Inadequate understanding of intrinsic motiva-
tion contributes to the tendency to over rely on 
rewards and punishment as primary strategies 
for teaching and controlling behavior.1

•	 Classrooms organized in ways that presume 
classroom teachers can do the job alone. For 
example, too little emphasis on reducing the 
need for out of the classroom referrals by 
bringing student/learning support staff into 
classrooms to collaborate in (a) preventing 

1 While student motivation always is a concern of person-
nel preparation programs, what such programs emphasize 
often is a narrow focus on using extrinsic motivators. In 
particular, generations of teachers and student/learning 
support staff (and parents) have been taught about manip-
ulating and controlling behavior using reinforcers. As a 
result, control strategies continue to dominate how schools 
and homes react to engagement problems and 
misbehavior.

Such strategies can be somewhat effective in the short-
run. The price paid, however, is that social control prac-
tices often decrease intrinsic motivation for engaging in 
instruction and generate psychological reactance on the 
part of students which can lead them to act in undesired 
ways as they try to restore their feelings of self-determina-
tion. Given that such practices can be counterproductive 
over the long-term, schools and homes are being called 
upon to move toward more autonomy-supportive 
approaches to enhance engagement in instruction and 
reengage disconnected students (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

H. Adelman and L. Taylor



549

problems, (b) responding as soon as feasible 
after problems arise, and (c) providing appro-
priate special assistance when students dis-
play specific problems.

The above matters hinder and undermine 
efforts to engage students in learning. Moreover, 
they contribute to the type of psychological reac-
tance among students that generates behavior and 
emotional problems and works against reengag-
ing disconnected students.

Addressing the above matters is basic to 
accounting for a wider range of individual differ-
ences and preventing and handling problems 
experienced by many students. Even more is 
involved in enhancing student engagement and 
school climate as we discuss now.

�What’s Involved in Creating 
an Engaging and Supportive 
Learning Climate

Many students say that . . .they feel their classes 
are irrelevant and boring, that they are just passing 
time . . . (and) are not able to connect what they are 
being taught with what they feel they need for suc-
cess in their later life. This disengagement from the 
learning process is manifested in many ways, one 
of which is the lack of student responsibility for 
learning. In many ways the traditional educational 
structure, one in which teachers "pour knowledge 
into the vessel" (the student), has placed all respon-
sibility for learning on the teacher, none on the stu-
dent. Schools present lessons neatly packaged, 
without acknowledging or accepting the "messi-
ness" of learning-by-doing and through experience 
and activity. Schools often do not provide students 
a chance to accept responsibility for learning, as 
that might actually empower students. Students in 
many schools have become accustomed to being 
spoon-fed the material to master tests, and they 
have lost their enthusiasm for exploration, dia-
logue, and reflection – all critical steps in the learn-
ing process. American Youth Policy Forum (2000)

As noted, student engagement requires (a) 
arranging and organizing instruction in ways that 
establish an appropriate match with a student’s 
motivation and capabilities and (b) providing 
effective student and learning supports. This 

involves ensuring that the context and conditions 
for learning are stimulating, caring, and comfort-
able. To these ends, priorities for school improve-
ment policy and practice include (1) enhancing 
personalized instruction and (2) transforming 
how schools address barriers to learning, devel-
opment, and teaching.

�Personalized Instruction: Building 
Relationships by Addressing 
Differences

Definitions and formulations of personalized 
learning and instruction abound. Missing in most 
presentations is a psychological perspective. 
Personalization is a construct. From a psycho-
logical perspective, we define personalization as 
the process of matching learner motivation and 
capabilities and stress that it is the learner’s per-
ception that determines whether the match is a 
good one (Adelman & Taylor, 1994; Adelman & 
Taylor, 2019; Taylor & Adelman, 1999).

Good working and learning relationships 
emerge when students perceive instruction as a 
personal fit. Thus, a basic assessment concern is 
to elicit student perceptions to determine how 
well classroom practices and schoolwide experi-
ences match with significant differences in inter-
ests and abilities. Such assessments enable 
appropriate attention to intrinsic motivation and 
clarify when special assistance is needed and are 
especially important considerations in reengag-
ing disconnected students.

Personalized classroom instruction is designed 
to enhance positive attitudes and support learning 
by ensuring that

•	 Available options encourage active, engaged 
learning (e.g., authentic, project- and problem-
based discovery learning, blended and flipped 
learning practices, enrichment opportunities),

•	 Students are grouped in ways that turn big 
classes into smaller learning units to enable 
teacher-student relationship building 
(Adelman & Taylor, 2006, 2019; Park & Lim, 
2019).
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We recognize that inappropriately grouping 
students can be stigmatizing and increase inequi-
ties in schooling. We stress diversity in the 
grouping. For example, a multi-ethnic classroom 
enables grouping students across ethnic lines to 
bring different perspectives to a learning activity. 
This allows students not only to learn about 
other perspectives but also to enhance critical 
thinking and other higher-order conceptual abili-
ties. It also can foster the type of intergroup 
understanding and relationships essential to 
establishing a school climate of caring and 
mutual respect.

�Teachers Can’t Do It Alone

Prevailing policies and practices have tended to 
leave much of the burden of engaging and reen-
gaging students on teachers. We suggest that it is 
patently unfair and unreasonable to believe that 
teachers alone can do their job effectively, espe-
cially in situations where many youngsters are 
manifesting learning, behavior, and emotional 
problems.

While schools have relatively few 
student/learning support professionals (counsel-
ors, psychologists, social workers, nurses, etc.), 
these personnel have a critical role to play at 
schools. Given this, it is ironic that school plan-
ning so often involves relatively little discussion 
of the roles and functions of the various district-
employed student/learning support professionals 
(Center for MH in Schools & Student/Learning 
Supports, 2018).

The reality is that teachers need 
student/learning support staff, and they need 
them to do more than consult and be a referral 
source. Such staff can play an essential collabor-
ative role by teaming with teachers in classrooms 
for part of each day. Moreover, these personnel 
are key to transforming how schools address bar-
riers to learning into a unified, comprehensive, 
and equitable system of learning supports at 
schools throughout a district.

�Needed: A Schoolwide System 
to Address Barriers to Learning 
and Teaching

Events such as the COVID-19 pandemic under-
scored what has been evident for some time: con-
tinuing with prevailing approaches for addressing 
barriers to learning and teaching is a recipe for 
maintaining a terribly unsatisfactory status quo. 
Equity of opportunity for success at school and 
beyond is not feasible for many students as long 
a student/learning supports are fragmented and 
school improvement policy and practice continue 
to marginalize the work (Adelman & Taylor, 
2018, 2020b; Moore, 2014).

The problems encountered by students and 
schools are complex and overlapping. The num-
ber of students not doing well in some schools is 
staggering. Student/learning supports as cur-
rently provided can’t meet the need, especially 
for schools serving low wealth families. And with 
tightening school budgets the situation is worse. 
Rivalry for sparse resources leads to counterpro-
ductive competition among school support staff 
and with community-based professionals who 
link with schools.

It has become critical to end the system defi-
ciencies that arise from maintaining separate, 
narrow agenda for student/learning supports.2 
Needed is a system that improves the way schools 
provide learning supports for all students and 
especially for those already manifesting learning, 
behavior, and emotional problems.

Proposed improvements often are referred to 
as comprehensive and integrated (Hoover et al., 
2019; Jacob et al., 2020; Moore, 2014). Our anal-
yses indicate that, while various groups call their 
approach comprehensive, the reality is that the 

2 Ultimately, all school interventions to address barriers to 
learning and teaching are about supporting learning. As 
defined for policy purposes, learning supports are the 
resources, strategies, and practices that support physical, 
social, emotional and intellectual development and well-
being to enable all students to have an equal opportunity 
for success at school. Learning Supports are deployed in 
classrooms and schoolwide.
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nature and scope of prevailing proposals are too 
limited to address the needs of many schools 
(Center for MH in Schools & Student/Learning 
Supports, 2018). And references to “integrated” 
approaches tend to emphasize coordinating ser-
vices rather than unifying student/learning sup-
ports in ways that transcend professional 
affiliations.

Unifying student/learning supports requires 
braiding together efforts designed to prevent and 
minimize the impact of factors interfering with 
learning and teaching. Such efforts include pro-
grams, services, initiatives, and projects that pro-
vide compensatory and special assistance and 
promote and maintain safety, physical and mental 
health, school readiness, early school-adjustment, 
and social and academic functioning. The need is 
to transform student/learning supports into a uni-
fied, comprehensive, and equitable system.

Most school improvement plans do not priori-
tize efforts to enhance student outcomes by 
addressing barriers to learning and teaching 
directly and comprehensively. Schools, working 
with home and community stakeholders, can cor-
rect this deficiency by devoting a portion of their 
limited time and sparse resources to reframing 
and redeploying how existing resources are used 
and ending the marginalization of student/learning 
supports in school improvement policy.

�Elevating the Emphasis 
on Transforming Student 
and Learning Supports: A Critical 
Facet of Improving School Climate

Policy makers can end the marginalization of 
student/learning supports by establishing a com-
ponent dedicated directly to both (1) addressing 
barriers to learning and teaching and (2) reengag-
ing disconnected students. An emphasis on both 
these concerns is essential because interventions 
that do not ensure students are engaged meaning-
fully in classroom learning usually are insuffi-
cient in sustaining, over time, student engagement, 
good behavior, and effective learning at school 
(Adelman, 1995; Adelman & Taylor, 2011, 2017, 
2020b).

Our analysis of school improvement policy 
and planning indicates that districts and schools 
tend not to directly and comprehensively address 
barriers to learning and teaching. Policy and 
practice planning are guided primarily by a two-
component framework, namely (1) instruction 
and (2) governance/management. School 
improvement plans focus on these two compo-
nents; interventions for addressing learning barri-
ers and reengaging disconnected students are 
given secondary consideration at best. The mar-
ginalization is a fundamental cause of the widely 
observed fragmentation and disorganization of 
student and learning supports. An enhanced pol-
icy framework is needed to ensure that efforts to 
address barriers to learning and teaching are pur-
sued as a primary and essential component of 
school improvement (see Fig. 1). Early adopters 
have designated this third facet of school 
improvement policy and practice as a learning 
supports component (see http://smhp.psych.ucla.
edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm).

�About Operationalizing a Learning 
Supports Component

Besides expanding the policy framework, mov-
ing toward a comprehensive and equitable sys-
tem requires

•	 Reframing traditional student and learning 
supports (a) unifying all student/learning sup-
ports designed to address barriers to learning 
and teaching and reengage disconnected stu-
dents; (b) redeploying resources to enable the 
development, implementation, and sustain-
ability of the new system),

•	 Reworking the organizational and operational 
infrastructure (i.e., institutionalizing a leader-
ship infrastructure for developing a compre-
hensive and equitable system over several 
years).

A major emphasis in reframing student and 
learning supports is placed on developing a 
system to address a wide range of barriers to 
learning, development, and teaching. Minimally, 
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Fig. 1  Expanding the framework for school improvement policy and practice. (Adapted from Adelman and Taylor 
(2019))

equity of opportunity requires that student/ 
learning supports address barriers interfering 
with the learning of a majority of students, as 
well as a potent approach for reengaging students 
in classroom instruction.

To be effective, the learning supports compo-
nent requires reworking existing operational 
infrastructures in ways that fully enmesh the 
component with instructional efforts and profes-
sional development. To be equitable, the compo-
nent must be established at all schools in a 
district.

�Reframing Student and Learning 
Supports

Research and development have produced an 
intervention prototype for a unified, comprehen-
sive, and equitable system to address barriers and 
reengage students (e.g., see Adelman & Taylor, 
2018, 2019, 2020a, 2020b). The prototype has 
two facets:

•	 One facet conceives levels of intervention as a 
full continuum of integrated intervention 
subsystems that weave together school-
community-home resources,

•	 The other facet organizes programs, services, 
and specific activities into a circumscribed set 
of domains of support.

�Conceptualizing a Continuum 
of Intervention as an Integrated 
System

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) empha-
sized a schoolwide tiered model (e.g., a multitier 
system of supports – widely referred to as MTSS) 
as a framework for preventing and addressing 
problems. The tiered model is defined as “a com-
prehensive continuum of evidence-based, sys-
temic practices to support a rapid response to 
students’ needs, with regular observation to facil-
itate data-based instructional decision-making.”3

Emphasis on the tiered model is a carryover 
from previous federal policy guidelines for 
Response to Intervention and Positive Behavioral 

3 The multitier student support (MTSS) model as empha-
sized in ESSA and as widely portrayed in school improve-
ment plans usually is illustrated simply in terms of levels 
rather than as a set of intervention subsystems. The simplic-
ity of the tiered presentation is appealing, and the frame-
work does help underscore differences in levels of 
intervention. However, the simple graphic illustration is not 
a powerful way to depict the continuum, and it is an insuf-
ficient framework for organizing student/learning supports. 
Specific concerns about the MTSS framework are that (1) it 
mainly stresses levels of intensity, (2) it does not address 
the problem of systematically connecting interventions that 
fall into and across each level, and (3) it does not address 
the need to connect school and community interventions. 
As a result, most adoptions of MTSS in school improve-
ment plans do little to guide better directions for addressing 
barriers to learning and teaching (Center for MH in Schools 
& Student/Learning Supports, 2020a, 2020b).
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Interventions and Supports. The result of these 
guidelines over the last few years is that schools 
increasingly are framing student and learning 
supports in terms of tiers or levels. As currently 
conceived, however, the multitier model is an 
insufficient organizing framework for developing 
a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system 
for addressing barriers to learning and teaching. 
As we have stressed, it and other conceptualiza-
tions of a continuum of intervention provide a 
good starting point for framing the nature and 
scope of student and learning supports. Fig.  2 
portrays such a continuum in ways that take the 
multitier system several steps beyond prevailing 
conceptualizations.

As illustrated, the intervention continuum is 
presented as an overlapping and intertwined set 
of subsystems. The intent at each subsystem level 

is to braid together a wide range of school and 
community (including home) resources. The sub-
systems focus on:

•	 Promoting whole child development and pre-
venting problems.

•	 Addressing problems as soon as they arise.
•	 Providing for students who have severe and 

chronic problems.

The subsystems are illustrated as tapering 
from top to bottom to convey that if the top is 
well designed and implemented, the numbers 
needing early intervention are reduced, and then, 
as more are helped through early-after-onset 
assistance, fewer students will need “deep-end” 
interventions.

School Resources
(facilities, stakeholders, 

programs, services)

Examples:
• General health education
• Social and emotional 

learning programs
• Recreation programs
• Enrichment programs
• Support for transitions
• Conflict resolution
• Home involvement
• Drug and alcohol education

• Drug counseling
• Pregnancy prevention
• Violence prevention
• Gang intervention
• Dropout prevention
• Suicide prevention
• Learning/behavior 

accommodations & 
response to intervention

• Work programs

• Special education for 
learning disabilities, 
emotional disturbance, 
and other health 
impairments

Subsystem for Promoting 
Healthy Development & 

Preventing Problems
primary prevention – includes 

universal interventions 
(low end need/low cost
per individual programs)

Subsystem for Early Intervention 
early-after-onset – includes 

selective & indicated interventions 
(moderate need, moderate

cost per individual)

Subsystem for Treatment of
severe and chronic problems

indicated 
interventions as part of a

“system of care” 
(High need/high cost

per individual programs)

Community Resources
(facilities, stakeholders, 

programs, services)

Examples:
• Recreation & Enrichment
• Public health & 

safety programs
• Prenatal care
• Home visiting programs
• Immunizations
• Child abuse education
• Internships & community 

service programs
• Economic development

• Early identification to treat 
health problems

• Monitoring health problems
• Short-term counseling
• Foster placem’t/group homes
• Family support
• Shelter, food, clothing
• Job programs

• Emergency/crisis treatment
• Family preservation
• Long-term therapy
• Probation/incarceration
• Disabilities programs
• Hospitalization
• Drug treatment

Fig. 2  Framing a school-community. (Adapted from Adelman and Taylor (2018))
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�Domains of Support

Framing a unified and comprehensive system of 
student/learning supports requires more than des-
ignating a continuum of intervention. It also is 
necessary to organize interventions cohesively 
into a circumscribed set of well-designed and 
delimited domains that reflect the daily efforts at 
a school to provide student and learning supports 
in the classroom and schoolwide.

Moving from the typical “laundry list” of pro-
grams and services, our Center’s research and 
development efforts have categorized activities 
aimed at addressing barriers into six domains 
reflecting basic concerns that schools are con-
fronted with regularly. In organizing the activity, 
it becomes clearer what supports are needed in 
and out of the classroom to enable the learning of 
students who are not doing well.

The six domains are:

•	 Embedding student/learning supports into 
regular classroom strategies to enable learn-
ing and teaching (e.g., working collabora-
tively with other teachers and student support 
staff to ensure instruction is personalized with 
an emphasis on enhancing intrinsic motivation 
and social-emotional development for all stu-
dents and especially those experiencing mild-
moderate learning and behavior problems; 
reengaging those who have become disen-
gaged from instruction; providing learning 
accommodations and supports as necessary; 
using response to intervention in applying for 
special assistance; addressing external barri-
ers with a focus on prevention and early 
intervention).

•	 Supporting transitions (i.e., assisting students 
and families as they negotiate the many 
hurdles encountered related to reentry or ini-
tial entry into school, school and grade 
changes, daily transitions, program transi-
tions, accessing special assistance, and so 
forth).

•	 Increasing home and school connections and 
engagement (e.g., addressing barriers to home 
involvement, helping those in the home 

enhance supports for their children, strength-
ening home and school communication, 
increasing home support of the school).

•	 Responding to, and where feasible, preventing 
school and personal crises (e.g., preparing for 
emergencies, implementing plans when an 
event occurs, countering the impact of trau-
matic events, providing follow-up assistance, 
implementing prevention strategies; creating a 
caring and safe learning environment).

•	 Increasing community involvement and col-
laborative engagement (e.g., outreach to 
develop greater community connection and 
support from a wide range of resources -- 
including enhanced use of volunteers, devel-
oping a school-community collaborative 
infrastructure).

•	 Facilitating student and family access to spe-
cial assistance, first in the regular program 
and then, as needed, through referral for spe-
cialized services on- and off-campus.4

�Continuum + Domains = A 
Comprehensive and Unified System

Combining the continuum and the six domains of 
supports provide an intervention framework that 
can guide the development of a system that uni-
fies the resources a school devotes to addressing 
barriers to learning and teaching (e.g., 
student/learning supports), as well as braiding in 
community resources to fill critical gaps and 
strengthen the system. As illustrated in Fig.  3, 
operationalizing the third component in this way 
underscores why the component is an essential 
facet of a school‘s accomplishing its instructional 
mission and doing so with a focus on whole child, 
whole school, and whole community.

Using the framework to map and analyze 
resources provides a picture of system strengths 
and gaps. Strategically, given limited budgets, 
developing a comprehensive system involves 

4 Each of the six domains are discussed in detail in 
Adelman and Taylor (2019) and have been explored in a 
variety of venues across the country over the last decade 
(see http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/nind7.htm)
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Integrated Intervention Continuum (levels)
Subsystem for

Categories of 
Classroom 
and School-
wide Student/ 
Learning 
Support 
Domains

Classroom-based 
learning supports

Supports for 
transitions

Home involvement 
& engagement

Community 
involvement & 
collaborative 
engagement

Crisis response/ 
prevention

Promoting 
Healthy 
Development 
& Preventing

Problems

Subsystem for 
Early 

Intervention
Subsystem for 

Treatment
(“System of Care”)

Student & family 
special assistance

Accommodations for 
differences & disabilities

Specialized assistance 
& other intensified 
interventions

(e.g., Special Education 
& School-Based

(e.g., personalized 

instruction)

(e.g., special assistance in the 
classroom provided as soon as 
a problem arises)

(e.g., referral for specialist

assistance)

(e.g., welcoming 
newcomers & providing 
social/academic supports)

(e.g., when problems arise, using
them as teachable moments to 
enhance social-emotional 
development and learning)

(e.g., personalized supports 
for students returning to 
school from incarceration)

(e.g., outreach to attract and 
facilitate participation of 
hard-to-reach families)

(e.g., engaging families 
in problem-solving)

(e.g., support services to assist 
family in addressing basic 
survival needs)

(e.g., outreach to 
recruit volunteers)

(e.g., developing community 
links and connections to fill 
critical intervention gaps)

(e.g., outreach to reengage 
disconnected students and 
families)

(e.g., promoting 
positive relationships)

(e.g., immediate response 
with physical and 
psychological first-aid)

(e.g., referral for 
follow-up counseling )

(e.g., enhancing coping 
& problem solving 
capability)

(e.g., providing 
consultation,

triage, and referrals)

(e.g., ongoing management of 
care related to specialized 
services)

Fig. 3  Intervention framework for the third component*. 
*The above matrix provides a guide for organizing and 
evaluating a system of student and learning supports and 
is a tool for mapping existing interventions, clarifying 
which are evidence-based, identifying critical interven-
tion gaps, and analyzing resource use with a view to rede-
ploying resources to strengthen the system. As the 
examples illustrate, the framework can guide efforts to 
embed supports for compensatory and special education, 
English learners, psychosocial and mental health prob-

lems, use of specialized instructional support personnel, 
adoption of evidence-based interventions, integration of 
funding sources, and braiding in of community resources. 
The specific examples inserted in the matrix are just illus-
trative of those schools already may have in place. For a 
fuller array of examples of student/learning supports that 
can be applied in classrooms and schoolwide, see the set 
of surveys available at http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdf-
docs/surveys/set1.pdf. (Adapted from Adelman and 
Taylor (2018))

deploying, redeploying, and weaving together all 
existing resources used for student and learning 
supports. Priorities for filling gaps can then be 
included in strategic plans for system improve-
ment; outreach to bring in community resources 
can be keyed to filling critical gaps and strength-
ening the system.

Developing the system requires an operational 
infrastructure that is dedicated to enabling the 
learning supports component. Such an infrastruc-
ture calls for administrative and team leadership 

and workgroups that assume responsibility and 
accountability for the successful daily operation 
and continuous development of a unified, com-
prehensive, and equitable system of learning sup-
ports (see Adelman & Taylor, 2018).

Properly implemented, the component 
increases the likelihood that a school will be 
experienced as a welcoming, supportive place 
that accommodates diversity, prevents problems, 
enhances youngsters’ strengths, and is commit-
ted to assuring equity of opportunity for all stu-
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dents to succeed at school. This, of course, has 
relevance to concerns about enhancing a positive 
school climate (Ryberg et al., 2020).

�Appreciating That the Learning 
Climate at School Is an Emerging 
Quality

School and classroom climates range from hos-
tile/toxic to welcoming and supportive and can 
fluctuate daily and over the school year. A variety 
of studies indicate that a positive climate can 
have a beneficial impact on students and staff; a 
negative climate can be another barrier to learn-
ing and teaching (Thapa et al., 2013). Such stud-
ies suggest significant relationships between 
classroom climate and matters such as student 
engagement, behavior, self-efficacy, achieve-
ment, social and emotional development, princi-
pal leadership style, stages of educational reform, 
teacher burnout, and overall quality of school 
life. Research also suggests that the impact of 
classroom climate may be greater on students 
from low-income homes and on groups that often 
are discriminated against (Berkowitz et al., 2017; 
Bodovski et  al., 2013; Bradshaw et  al., 2014; 
Daily et al., 2019; Lombardi et al., 2019; Thapa 
et al., 2013).

Because of the correlational nature of school 
climate research, cause and effect interpretations 
remain speculative. The broader body of organi-
zational research does indicate the profound role 
accountability pressures play in shaping organi-
zational climate (Laratta, 2011; Schneider et al., 
2013). For example, pressing demands for higher 
achievement test scores and control of student 
behavior often contribute to a classroom climate 
that is reactive, over-controlling, and over-reliant 
on external reinforcement to motivate (McEvoy 
& Welker, 2000).

A positive school climate is described by the 
U.S.  Department of Education as “essential to 
providing a safe and supportive learning environ-
ment for students” (https://oese.ed.gov/resources/
safe-school-environments/school-climate/). A 
range of concepts have been put forth for consid-
eration in discussing school and classroom cli-

mate. These include social system organization; 
social attitudes; staff and student morale; power, 
control, guidance, support, and evaluation struc-
tures; curricular and instructional practices; com-
municated expectations; efficacy; accountability 
demands; cohesion; competition; “fit” between 
learner and classroom; respectful, trusting, and 
caring relationships; system maintenance, 
growth, and change; orderliness; and safety. Insel 
and Moos (1974) brought order to the work by 
grouping such concepts into three dimensions: 
(1) relationship (i.e., the nature and intensity of 
personal relationships within the environment; 
the extent to which people are involved in the 
environment and support and help each other); 
(2) personal development (i.e., basic directions 
along which personal growth and self-
enhancement tend to occur); and (3) system 
maintenance and change (i.e., the extent to which 
the environment is orderly, clear in expectations, 
maintains control, and is responsive to change).

School and classroom climate reflect the influ-
ence of the underlying, institutionalized values 
and belief systems, norms, ideologies, rituals, 
traditions, and practices that constitute the school 
culture. And the climate and culture at a school 
also are shaped by surrounding political, social, 
cultural, and economic contexts (e.g., home, 
neighborhood, city, state, country).

What research and theorizing have not articu-
lated well is that school and classroom climate 
are emerging qualities. That is, climate is a tem-
poral, fluid quality of the immediate setting, and 
it emerges from the complex transactions that 
characterize daily classroom and schoolwide life 
(Adelman & Taylor, 2005; Center for Mental 
Health in Schools, 2011).

The focus on enhancing student engagement, 
addressing barriers, and reengaging disconnected 
students are critical facets of improving school 
climate. Along with the systemic changes dis-
cussed above, we also recognize that schools and 
those at home must take greater advantage of the 
natural opportunities that occur each day and 
over the school year for promoting students’ per-
sonal and social growth and countering daily 
problems (Center for MH in Schools & Student/
Learning Supports, 2019).
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In sum, we stress that for a positive school cli-
mate to emerge, schools and classrooms must 
diligently enhance the quality of life for students 
and staff not only in the classroom but school-
wide. This includes supporting whole-child 
learning and wellness and pursuing a unified, 
comprehensive, and equitable approach to pre-
venting learning, behavior, emotional, and health 
problems.

A cautionary note: The Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) mandated that school 
accountability include a measure of school qual-
ity or student success. As of 2019, about 20 states 
were planning to use school climate measures for 
purposes of public accountability. However, 
researchers caution that existing measures have 
insufficient validation data to warrant their use in 
making comparisons among schools (Ryberg 
et al., 2020; Wang & Degol, 2016). This caution 
applies to all school climate surveys in current 
use, including the U.S. Department of Education’s 
(ED) School Climate Survey (EDSCLS).

�Recommendations for Moving 
Forward

Do not follow where the path may lead.
Go, instead, where there is no path and leave a 
trail. (Anonymous).

Fundamental and innovative change is essen-
tial to enhancing and maintaining student engage-
ment and a positive school climate (Adelman & 
Taylor, 2020b). The following are some steps 
recent research and development suggest should 
be taken.

First and foremost, schools need to expand 
their policy and practice framework for school 
improvement. As we have discussed, current pol-
icy appropriately improves two components of 
schooling: (1) instruction and (2) management/
governance. In doing so, however, it marginalizes 
efforts to transform student/learning supports. 
Ending the marginalization requires elevating 
such efforts by adopting a third primary and 
essential component that directly addresses barri-
ers to learning, development, and teaching. While 
it is desirable that such a three component policy 

be adopted at all levels (SEA, LEA, and schools), 
most schools can move forward once their dis-
trict enacts such a policy. Given the reality of 
sparse budgets, the initial emphasis is on map-
ping and effectively redeploying district funds 
already allocated for addressing barriers to learn-
ing and teaching, braiding in community 
resources to fill system gaps, and working col-
laboratively with other local schools to garner 
economies of scale.5

Second, in operationalizing the component, it 
is essential to develop a design document and a 
strategic plan. These are critical guides over the 
several years it takes to fully establish a unified, 
comprehensive, and equitable system of learning 
supports in classrooms and schoolwide (in-
person and online). Note that the design and stra-
tegic plans for the third component must be fully 
integrated with strategic plans for improving 
instruction and management at schools.

Third, the existing operational infrastructure 
needs to be reworked so that mechanisms are in 
place that are dedicated to the third component’s 
implementation, development, and sustainabili-
ty.6 Our prototype calls for assigning administra-
tive and team leadership and workgroups with 
responsibility and accountability for the success-
ful development and daily operation of a unified, 
comprehensive, and equitable system of learning 
supports. Examples of functions include aggre-
gating data across students and from teachers to 
analyze school needs, mapping school and com-
munity resources, analyzing resources, identify-
ing the most pressing program development 
needs at the school, coordinating and integrating 
school resources and connecting with community 
resources, establishing priorities for strengthen-
ing programs and developing new ones, planning 
and facilitating ways to fill intervention gaps, rec-
ommending how resources should be deployed 
and redeployed, developing strategies for enhanc-

5 For examples of policy statements and design and strate-
gic plans, see Sections A and B of our Center’s System 
Change Toolkit at http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/sum-
mit2002/resourceaids.htm
6 See Adelman and Taylor (2018) for a discussion of the 
operational infrastructure needed for and the problems 
associated with making sustainable system changes.
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ing resources, social marketing, and helping with 
enhancing personnel and stakeholder develop-
ment related to addressing barriers to learning 
and teaching.

Fourth, capacity building plans and their 
implementation must include a specific focus on 
developing a unified, comprehensive, and equi-
table system. Critical in this respect is personnel 
development. On the job opportunities and spe-
cific times must be allocated to enhance the capa-
bility of those directly involved in the learning 
supports component. More generally, all teach-
ers, administrators, other staff and volunteers, 
and community stakeholders need more develop-
ment related to how best to address barriers to 
learning and teaching.

Fifth, essential facets in the ongoing develop-
ment of a transformed system of learning sup-
ports involve (a) continuous monitoring of all 
factors that facilitate and hinder transformation 
progress and then (b) ensuring actions are taken 
to deal with interfering factors and facilitate sys-
tem development. As significant progress is made 
in developing the system, the monitoring expands 
to evaluate the impact on student outcomes with 
specific reference to direct indicators of the effec-
tiveness of learning supports (e.g., increased 
attendance, reduced misbehavior, improved 
learning).

None of the above recommendations is meant 
to detract from the fundamentals that permeate 
all efforts to improve schools and schooling and 
that should continue to guide policy, practice, 
research, and training. For example:

•	 The curriculum in every classroom must 
include a major emphasis on whole child 
development. This involves promoting all 
areas of human development and functioning.

•	 Every classroom must address student motiva-
tion as an antecedent, process, and outcome 
concern, with an emphasis on intrinsic 
motivation.

•	 To enhance the ability of teachers to enable 
learning, learning supports must be imple-
mented in the classroom, but only after per-
sonalized instruction is found insufficient. 
Such accommodations and special assistance 

must be designed to build on strengths and 
must not supplant the ongoing promotion of 
healthy development.

•	 Schools must have policy, leadership, and 
mechanisms for developing schoolwide 
enrichment programs before, during, and after 
school.

•	 Families of schools (e.g., feeder schools or a 
neighborhood cluster) need to work together 
with respect to shared concerns and to effect 
economies of scale.

•	 School-community connections are needed to 
capitalize on the many ways community 
resources can enhance instruction, enrich-
ment, and learning supports.

�Concluding Comments

As Andy Hargreaves and Dean Fink (Hargreaves 
& Fink, 2000) remind us:

Ultimately, only three things matter about educa-
tional reform. Does it have depth: does it improve 
important rather than superficial aspects of stu-
dents' learning and development? Does it have 
length: can it be sustained over long periods of 
time instead of fizzling out after the first flush of 
innovation? Does it have breadth: can the reform 
be extended beyond a few schools, networks or 
showcase initiatives to transform education across 
entire systems or nations?

From this perspective and in keeping with the 
type of changes we have discussed in this chap-
ter, we conclude by stressing that plans for 
enhancing student engagement and school cli-
mate should begin with a clear vision of what a 
classroom and school must do to effectively pro-
mote whole child development and equity of 
opportunity. Particular attention must be paid to 
engaging all students by personalizing instruc-
tion and providing a unified and comprehensive 
system for addressing barriers to learning and 
teaching. Transformative system changes must 
be implemented with integrity and commitment 
to the vision, replicated to scale across districts, 
and substantively sustained with creative renewal. 
Doing less contributes to an unsatisfactory status 
quo.

H. Adelman and L. Taylor
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Engaging High School Students 
in Learning

Marcia H. Davis, Crystal L. Spring, 
and Robert W. Balfanz

Abstract

Although increasing student engagement may 
seem to be a daunting task for schools and 
educators, several strategies have been shown 
to predict improved engagement and achieve-
ment. This chapter provides an overview of 
strategies that have been studied and sup-
ported with research evidence. First, we dis-
cuss why it is important for teacher teams to 
track engagement and implement multi-tiered 
response systems for students who have disen-
gaged from school. Next, we discuss the 
importance of increasing students’ sense of 
belonging through building positive adult and 
peer relationships, implementing nonpunitive 
behavior systems, connecting with parents 
and the community, and supporting social–
emotional skills. Then, we explore strategies 
for building student confidence, which should, 
in turn, lead to increased engagement. Finally, 

we overview the ways for school teams to sup-
port student agency through supporting auton-
omy in the classroom and making connections 
between school and students’ future postsec-
ondary success. We argue that schools and stu-
dents will likely see the most benefits if they 
implement several of these strategies in 
tandem.

�Engaging High School Students 
in Learning

A high school diploma should be seen not as the 
end of schooling, but as a necessary step toward 
postsecondary education and training. Securing a 
well-paying job now requires schooling past the 
twelfth grade, such as an occupational certificate, 
industry training, or a college degree. Those who 
graduate from high school with a high level of 
success are more likely to succeed in college or 
trade school. According to the US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (2009), the difference between 
the average weekly earnings of high school drop-
outs ($595) was somewhat lower than that of 
high school graduates ($742) but much lower 
than that of those with a bachelor’s or profes-
sional degree ($1248 and $1861, respectively). 
Unemployment among adults with less than a 
high school degree (5.4%) is also greater than 
among high school diplomas (3.7%), bachelor’s 
(2.2%), or professional degrees (1.6%).
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In the USA, high school success determines 
students’ trajectories toward decent employ-
ment. This success is largely dependent upon 
their level of motivation and engagement in 
school. We define motivation as the anticipation 
of potential enjoyment, challenge, or useful-
ness that causes people to invest effort in a par-
ticular experience. Students can be motivated 
for many different reasons. Some are just moti-
vated to “get through school” as a step toward a 
future job; others are motivated by high grades 
and recognition from teachers and parents, and 
still, others are motivated by learning new top-
ics and ideas. Motivations for school fall on a 
continuum of extrinsic motivation, based on the 
pressure from teachers, peers, and family mem-
bers, to intrinsic motivation, based on the inter-
nal drives to learn and do well. Students can 
experience motivation from multiple sources at 
once.

Engagement in school, however, is defined as 
students’ behavioral, cognitive, affective, and 
social involvement in instructional activities 
(Lutz et al., 2006) and can be considered a visible 
manifestation of their motivation (Skinner & 
Pitzer, 2012). We espouse Fredricks et  al.’s 
(2004) definitions of affective or emotional 
engagement as a physical display of emotion, 
behavioral engagement as active participation in 
academic activities, and cognitive engagement as 
a mental investment in learning. In addition, 
however, we include social engagement as a core 
dimension of the construct. As Guthrie and 
Wigfield (2000) have noted, the exchange of 
ideas about academic subject matters with peers 
in “communities of literacy” is an important 
aspect of school and learning.

Research indicates that both motivation and 
engagement decline in middle school and con-
tinue to decline throughout high school (Gnambs 
& Hanfstingl, 2016; Guthrie & Davis, 2003; 
Skinner et  al., 2008; Wang & Eccles, 2012; 
Wigfield, 1994). For example, in an examination 
of data from 23 Maryland public middle schools 
over three data collection waves at seventh, ninth, 
and eleventh grade, Wang and Eccles (2012) 
found that average growth trajectories of engage-
ment, measured by school participation, percep-

tion of school belonging, and self-regulated 
learning, decreased.

Since motivation and engagement are inextri-
cably linked, strategies to increase motivation 
should also improve engagement. According to 
the basic needs theory, which is a micro theory 
within the larger self-determination theory, stu-
dents are motivated by activities that support 
relationships, competence, and autonomy (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). We argue that interventions to 
increase student motivation, and thus engage-
ment, should address one or more of these basic 
needs. First, schools need to increase students’ 
sense of belonging in their school environments 
by increasing the relationships between adults 
and students, students and their peers, school 
staff and parents, and by reducing harsh and 
punitive punishments while increasing the use of 
positive behavior systems. Second, educators 
need to work together to increase students’ feel-
ings of competence in their schoolwork by 
matching instruction to students’ level, providing 
helpful feedback, and recognizing the progress 
made. Finally, interventions should focus on sup-
porting students’ autonomy by giving them a 
sense of control in their school and classroom 
and helping them feel in control of their futures 
through career exploration. According to self-
determination theory, humans need to feel related 
to others, competent, and autonomous to be ful-
filled in their natural psychological needs and 
flourish. By helping students become more 
engaged and motivated in school, schools can not 
only help students become better students and 
future employees, but also support their develop-
ment as human beings.

Supporting student engagement at school and 
with learning is a complicated process, but there 
are strategies that have been shown, individually, 
to correlate with improved engagement and 
achievement. Such strategies may be even more 
effective when implemented together. In this 
chapter, we cover the strategies listed in Table 1. 
First, we discuss why it is important for teacher 
teams to track engagement and implement multi-
tiered response systems for students who have 
disengaged from school. Next, we discuss the 
importance of increasing students’ sense of 
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Table 1  Interventions to Increase Engagement of High 
School Students

1. Tracking 
engagement

Using predictive indicators 
of engagement
Teacher teams focused on 
improving engagement
Using multi-tiered response 
systems

2. Building a sense of 
belonging

Building positive 
relationships with adults
Building connection with 
peers
Building communication 
with parents

3. Building student 
confidence

Matching the level of 
instruction to the student
Checks for understanding 
and helpful feedback

4. Giving students 
agency over learning

Student choice
Building connections to 
careers

belonging through building positive adult and 
peer relationships, implementing nonpunitive 
behavior systems, connecting with parents and 
the community, and supporting social–emotional 
skills. Then, we explore strategies for building 
student confidence, which should, in turn, lead to 
increased engagement. Finally, we overview 
ways for school teams to support student agency 
through supporting autonomy in the classroom 
and making connections between school and stu-
dents’ future postsecondary success.

�Tracking Engagement

A student’s decision to drop out is not often based 
on an unanticipated life event or a disinterest in 
graduation but on a gradual process of disengage-
ment that occurs over years prior to and during 
high school (Anderson et al., 2004; Fine, 1991; 
Orfield, 2004). Yet the many factors that enter 
into this decision, such as mobility, safety, peer 
influence, and family history, could make dropout 
prevention seem to be an impossible challenge. 
However, work in Chicago and Philadelphia has 
shown not only that this supposedly “intractable” 
problem of high school disengagement and drop-

out is something that can be tracked, but that 
interventions can be put in place to remove the 
barriers that deter students from graduation and 
postsecondary success (Allensworth, 2013; 
Allensworth & Easton, 2005; Davis et al., 2018). 
The following section summarizes the research 
on indicators used to track disengagement from 
school, schools’ use of teacher teams to track 
these indicators and develop student-level inter-
ventions, and multi-tiered response systems that 
provide the magnitude of response necessary for 
individual students.

�Using Predictive Indicators 
of Engagement

The identification of early warning indicators to 
predict graduation started with work by 
Allensworth and Easton (2005). They found that 
one indicator, sufficient credits to be promoted to 
10th grade, predicts high school graduation with 
80% accuracy and is thus more predictive than 
student test scores or background characteristics 
(Allensworth, 2012; Allensworth & Easton, 
2005). However, knowing whether students 
earned enough credits by the end of ninth grade 
does not help school staff intervene mid-year. Yet 
schools already track behavioral manifestations 
of disengagement, such as absenteeism, lack of 
attention and assignment completion, and misbe-
havior. Research on data from Chicago and 
Philadelphia schools shows that these disengage-
ment indicators (poor attendance, behavior, and 
course performance) not only predict failure to 
graduate (Allensworth & Easton, 2005, 2007; 
Balfanz & Herzog, 2005; Balfanz et  al., 2007; 
Neild & Balfanz, 2006) but can be used to inter-
vene mid-year (Mac Iver et  al., 2019). These 
indicators have been found to be predictive of 
non-graduation in other districts as well (Balfanz 
& Boccanfuso, 2007; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2010; 
Baltimore Education Research Consortium, 
2011; Mac Iver et al., 2009; Meyer et al., 2010; 
Silver et al., 2008).

Recent research has shown that high school 
graduation predictors, including attendance, 
behavior, and course performance, are also 
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predictive of college enrollment and persistence 
when different thresholds are used (Balfanz & 
Byrnes, 2019). In particular, findings from a study 
of Boston high school students show that good 
attendance (94% or above) and a strong GPA (2.7 
or above) are very predictive of earning a 4-year 
college degree (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2019). These 
findings also suggest that taking challenging 
courses, such as the sequence of qualifying 
courses for admission to the state university sys-
tem or college-level courses offered in high school 
(e.g., AP, dual enrollment), is also a key metric for 
being on track to postsecondary success.

In response to the predictive nature of early 
warning indicators, nationwide attention has 
focused on developing early warning systems 
(e.g., Dynarski et  al., 2008; Pinkus, 2008; 
Therriault et  al., 2013). A U.S.  Department of 
Education survey indicated that at least half of 
American high schools use a system that moni-
tors and flags students with early warning indica-
tors (2016). However, there is only minimal 
evidence that examining alone will have an effect 
on student outcomes. Of six studies reviewed by 
Rumberger et al. (Rumberger et al., 2017), only 
two found that examining data reduced student 
dropout rates.

�Teacher Teams Focused on Improving 
Engagement

Just tracking students’ engagement in school is 
not enough. Teachers and school staff must reach 
out to struggling students to focus on getting 
them engaged in school and on track to gradua-
tion. Interventions in the ninth grade are particu-
larly important since there is a documented drop 
in engagement and grades over the transition 
from middle to high school (Benner, 2011; 
Benner & Graham, 2009; Roderick & Camburn, 
1999; Seidman et  al., 1996; Simmons & Blyth, 
1987). Through interviews with teachers and stu-
dents, and observation of English and mathemat-
ics courses in eighth and ninth grade, Allensworth 
(2013) reported that the decrease in engagement 
was not aligned with increased academic rigor; 
many students reported less academic pressure in 

their ninth-grade classes. However, the study 
noted a decline in adult monitoring and support 
in ninth grade compared to eighth grade. This 
suggests that monitoring ninth-grade students’ 
engagement and effort and providing support for 
those falling behind is important to improve their 
likelihood of graduation from high school.

Grade-level teacher teams, which have long 
been a staple of successful middle-grade schools, 
are increasingly being used in ninth grade, espe-
cially in high-needs schools (Krone, 2019). The 
benefits of using teams have been acknowledged 
in business (e.g., Guttman, 2008) as well as edu-
cation (e.g., Clark & Clark, 1994). The term “dis-
tributed leadership” is used to describe how 
successful educational leadership can be exer-
cised through the relationships built among fac-
ulty and staff rather than a single individual, such 
as a principal or headmaster (Scribner et  al., 
2007). Research indicates that shared decision-
making is the impetus for school change (Preskill 
& Torres, 1999).

�Using Multi-tiered Response Systems 
to Increase Engagement

In an early warning response system, timely 
interventions in response to early warning indica-
tor data are the key to getting students back on 
track. Early warning teams should provide 
“intensive, individualized support to students 
who have fallen off track and face significant 
challenges to success” (Rumberger et al., 2017, 
p. 20). Further, an adult advocate should lead the 
support for each student. We suggest that inter-
ventions also be tiered so that teams develop 
interventions that are school or grade wide (Tier 
1), targeted interventions for small groups of stu-
dents with similar indicators (Tier 2), or intensive 
individual interventions for focus students (Tier 
3). Especially in recent years, such a tiered 
approach has been well documented and sup-
ported by research (Fredricks et  al., 2019; 
Reschly, 2020). Even when targeting particular 
sub-constructs of engagement, such multi-tiered 
frameworks may be employed (Cook et  al., 
2020). Of the eight studies that examined the use 
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of individualized supports for students who have 
fallen off the track to graduation and met the 
What Works Clearinghouse standards “without 
reservations,” Rumberger et  al. (Rumberger 
et  al., 2017) found that four of the studies 
indicated improvements in either attendance, 
behavior, or course performance of students.  
In addition, two of the three of these studies that 
examined high school graduation found signifi-
cant improvements in graduation outcomes.

Although many schools have a system of 
early warning identification (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016), many do not have an interven-
tion system in place to help struggling students. 
A recent randomized control study suggests that 
data monitoring and team meetings may not be 
sufficient to effect changes in student outcomes; 
an organized intervention plan is necessary for 
an early warning system to be effective (Davis 
et  al., 2018). Implementing and monitoring 
interventions for struggling students, and using a 
diversity of interventions, were the factors 
related to improved outcomes. Recent research 
using randomized control trials to evaluate two 
early warning and intervention systems that use 
teams, the “Early Warning Intervention and 
Monitoring System” (EWIMS, Faria et al., 2017) 
and the “Early Warning Intervention (EWI) 
Team Model” (Mac Iver et al., 2019; Davis et al., 
2018), confirm that these systems lead to 
improvements in student attendance and course 
performance.

Interventions should re-engage students who 
have fallen off the path to graduation. However, 
school teams often reuse the same interventions 
over and over (e.g., phone calls to parents or indi-
vidual tracking sheets that students carry to their 
classes), rather than trying new ideas. Our 
research shows that teams using a varied approach 
have better outcomes for attendance and grades 
than those that used only a few intervention types 
(Davis et  al., 2018). Schools may benefit from 
taking advantage of the growing literature on 
effective and promising interventions. For exam-
ple, the Peer Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS) 
intervention, designed to enhance academic 
engagement (Reschly, 2020), could be paired 
with the Establish-Maintain-Restore approach, 

which cultivates affective engagement through 
teacher–student relationships (Cook et al., 2020).

�Increasing Students’ Sense 
of Belonging

According to the basic needs theory (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000), which is a part of the larger self-
determination theory, students’ motivation will 
increase if their basic need for relationships is 
fulfilled. In the field of education, fulfillment of 
the need for relationships can be measured by 
students’ sense of connectedness to school. We 
define school connectedness as believing that one 
is welcome, wanted, cared about, and needed in 
school. Research on school belonging shows that 
students who are connected to their school are 
less likely to demonstrate negative behaviors 
such as drug use, violence, absenteeism, and 
risky activities that could lead to injury, such as 
drinking and driving (Blum et al., 2002; Resnick 
et  al., 1993); they also have greater school 
achievement (Booker, 2004; Hughes et al., 2015) 
than less-connected students. However, a recent 
national study found that only 39% of high school 
students reported feeling that they belonged in 
their school, only 36% reported having support-
ive relationships with adults in their school, and 
only 40% reported having supportive relation-
ships with their peers (Margolius et  al., 2020). 
The sense of belonging begins to decrease in 
middle school (Centre for Education Statistics 
and Evaluation, 2017).

�Building Positive Relationships 
with Adults

For students to feel that they belong and are wel-
comed in their school, they need to know that 
adults in the school not only want them there but 
also are actively trying to support their success 
both in school and in life. However, building con-
nections between adults and students takes work. 
Not only do the adults need to understand the dif-
ficulties students face in life and work comple-
tion, but they must actively reach out to students 
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in caring and thoughtful ways and be accepting 
and aware of students’ cultures.

Teacher–Student Relationships  The strength 
of relationships built between students and the 
adults in their school, especially with their teach-
ers, can influence student engagement (Pianta 
et al., 2012; see also Hoefkens & Pianta, chapter 
“Teacher-Student Relationships, Engagement in 
School, and Student Outcomes”, this volume; 
Scales et  al., chapter “Developmental Relation
ships and Student Academic Motivation: Current 
Research and Future Directions”, this volume). 
For example, Roorda et  al. (2011) used a meta-
analytic approach to examine correlations 
between student-teacher relationships and both 
engagement and achievement. From the 99 studies 
that matched their criteria, they found correlations 
between positive teacher–student relationships 
and both engagement and achievement, as well as 
negative associations between negative teacher–
student relationships and engagement and 
achievement. The associations for negative asso-
ciations were stronger than those for the positive 
associations, showing that it is even more impor-
tant for teachers to reduce any negative aspects of 
relationships than it is to increase positive aspects 
of these relationships. An interesting and unex-
pected finding was that teacher–student relation-
ships were even more important for older students 
than younger students. Further, in a more recent 
meta-analysis, Roorda et al. (2017) examined 189 
studies and found that engagement acts as a sig-
nificant mediator between affective student–
teacher relationships and student achievement. 
This finding held across grade levels, but the 
direct association between positive relationships 
and engagement was stronger in middle and high 
schools than in elementary schools.

Since the quality of teacher–student relation-
ships decreases as students get older (Furrer & 
Skinner, 2003), and teacher–student relationships 
are highly related to engagement and achievement 
for older students, teachers of adolescents and the 
school structures that support them have to work 
harder to build these relationships than do their 
elementary school counterparts. One challenge 
with teenagers is that getting along well with 

one’s teacher is not considered as “cool” as it is 
among younger children. Additionally, the time 
students have with each of their teachers decreases 
as they have different teachers for different 
classes. While some younger students may see 
one or two teachers during the day, older adoles-
cents can see six to ten teachers who may vary 
from one semester to the next. In addition to the 
shorter chunks of the time these teachers have to 
get to know their students, the sheer quantity of 
students—sometimes numbering in the hun-
dreds—may be daunting. Teachers of adolescents 
need to actively get to know their students person-
ally and model caring behavior, and interventions 
aimed at boosting these relationships must 
acknowledge and accommodate the significant 
constraints these teachers face.

Teacher support, demonstrated in a teacher’s 
caring, dependability, and friendliness, has an 
impact on students’ interest in and enjoyment of 
their schoolwork (Skinner & Belmont, 1993) and 
may play an even larger role in motivation for 
adolescents than for elementary school children. 
For example, Ryan and Patrick (2001) found that 
during the transition from seventh to eighth 
grade, students who perceived their teacher was 
supportive and promoted interactions and mutual 
respect had greater positive changes in motiva-
tion and engagement than students who did not 
perceive themselves as having a supportive 
teacher. Interactions between teachers and stu-
dents in a classroom can also make the difference 
between a friendly, safe space characterized by 
encouragement and recognition for trying, and an 
unpleasant negative space filled with criticism 
and insults (Anderson et al., 1988). Teachers can 
build personal relationships with students by 
sharing information about their hobbies and 
interests, or by seeing and connecting with stu-
dents and parents during school functions such as 
sports, academic competitions, or cultural events.

Positive Behavior Systems  Although many 
secondary schools focus on consequences for 
poor behavior, excessively harsh and punitive 
discipline policies decrease students’ connected-
ness to school (Hagan & Foster, 2012; Gregory 
et  al., 2016), which negatively affects their 
engagement in school and learning. This is espe-
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cially true for minoritized students who often 
experience harsher discipline policies than do 
white students for comparable offenses (Anyon 
et al., 2014; Ritter & Anderson, 2018; Rocque & 
Paternoster, 2011).

Positive behavior interventions and supports 
(PBIS) is a framework to improve school climate 
through strategies such as setting school-wide 
expectations for behavior, teaching expectations 
and rules to the students, acknowledging good 
behavior, using data for decision-making, and 
providing administrative and district support 
(Swain-Bradway et  al., 2015). Many districts 
around the country have adopted this framework 
in response to increased demand for evidence-
based practices (Kittelman et al., 2019). School 
teams in secondary schools can decrease the use 
of harsh punishments by using PBIS or other 
positive behavior systems and improving class-
room management. Supporting good classroom 
management is especially important since stu-
dents present fewer behavior issues when there 
are set routines and fair consequences for poor 
behavior (Blum et  al., 2002). When teachers’ 
response to poor behavior is both fair and pre-
dictable, students feel they have some control 
over how they are treated. Further, established 
school and classroom routines can make students 
feel secure in knowing what they can expect out 
of their school day. One important step a school 
team can take is to institute school-level class-
room management guidelines to be implemented 
across teachers and classrooms so that students 
do not face different behavior expectations in dif-
ferent classrooms.

While PBIS has been shown to reduce suspen-
sions and promote positive student outcomes 
(Bradshaw et  al., 2010, 2012), many scholars 
also caution against relying solely on 
PBIS. Without culturally responsive adaptations 
and proper teacher training to accompany PBIS, 
racial disparities may perpetuate themselves 
(McIntosh et al., 2014), and scholars recommend 
further research into which specific adaptations 
best reduce disparities and increase engagement 
(Gregory & Skiba, 2019).

Restorative Practices  Since the development of 
the Restorative Practices Intervention in 1999, 

there has also been a push for schools to use 
more restorative practices that focus less on dis-
cipline and more on building relationships and 
improving school climate. There are 11 “essen-
tial Elements” of restorative practices, with one 
being the use of a restorative “circle.” These 
circles can be large or small and are used to 
bring individuals (students, teachers, adminis-
tration) together to set expectations for behav-
ior, resolve conflicts, or respond to inappropriate 
behavior. Adults are also taught to reduce sham-
ing the students, using questioning to support 
students thinking about problems rather than 
reacting to them, and allowing for student input. 
In a study of 29 high school classrooms, Gregory 
et al. (2016) found that student-reported imple-
mentation of restorative practices related to 
higher perceived teacher respect and fewer mis-
conduct referrals issued to Latino-African 
American students. In a review of studies on 
restorative practices, Velez et  al. (2020) stated 
that although restorative practices offer a lot of 
potential and have shown to influence improve-
ments in teachers feeling more connected to stu-
dents and promote a sense of school belonging 
among students, implementing them can be 
complex and very dependent on the dynamics 
and interpersonal relations of particular schools. 
And as with PBIS, restorative practices without 
targeted attention to issues of racial inequity 
may perpetuate disparities and lessen the 
potential benefits of interventions (Gregory 
et al., 2018).

Positive Reinforcement  Teacher teams should 
also develop opportunities to positively reinforce 
good behavior and improvements in attendance, 
behavior, and grades over a set period. Extrinsic 
rewards can provide motivation for tasks students 
do not find motivating for their own sake 
(Cameron et al., 2001; Deci et al., 1999). In one 
of our own studies, students who reported liking 
receiving recognition (I feel proud when I am 
recognized as a good reader) and good grades for 
reading (Getting good grades in reading is impor-
tant to me) also reported more reading behavior 
and reading engagement (Davis et  al., 2020). 
However, extrinsic rewards could negatively 
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impact motivation in some circumstances, espe-
cially if rewards are seen as manipulative rather 
than informative (Cameron et al., 2005). Further, 
students who receive rewards or excessive praise 
for activities they would already do, such as 
receiving straight As or having perfect atten-
dance, may realize that what they did was extraor-
dinary compared to other students and may try 
less hard the following semester. Also, if students 
feel that the rewards are unattainable or given in 
an unfair way, motivation can decrease. 
Therefore, teacher teams need to think carefully 
regarding how and when to give out rewards or 
praise.

Small Learning Communities  Another strat-
egy to connect adults and students is to encour-
age small learning communities (SLCs). Creating 
smaller communities makes it easier for teachers 
who share students to monitor student engage-
ment and create personalized interventions to 
mitigate disengagement. By sharing their experi-
ences and successes with particular students, they 
can identify the teacher each student connects 
with most easily. Also, the teacher with the most 
connection with each student can share strategies 
that have worked well for that individual student. 
Further, after the best team member to be an 
advocate for each student is identified, that team 
member can check in regularly with the student 
to make sure he or she is keeping up with school-
work. In this way, an SLC becomes a smaller 
school within a school, encouraging higher qual-
ity relationships between adults and students. 
Since the optimal school size for increasing 
school connectedness is fewer than 600 students 
(Blum et  al., 2002), creating SLCs and ninth-
grade academies can give a large school a small-
school feel.

The use of small learning communities can 
have a positive effect on attendance, behavior, 
and course performance. Authors of the 
U.S. Department of Education report on prevent-
ing dropout in secondary schools (Rumberger 
et al., 2017) reviewed eight studies showing mod-
erate evidence for the impact of small learning 
communities on student outcomes. They found 

that SLCs decreased student dropout rates and 
had positive effects on high school graduation.

Report Card Conferences  Another strategy 
school teams can use to increase adult-to-student 
relationships in their schools, and one encour-
aged in the Early Warning System literature 
(Davis et al., 2018; Mac Iver et al., 2019), is the 
use of report card or progress report conferences. 
During these conferences, each student in a grade 
meets with an adult advisor who is not one of his/
her current teachers. In some schools, other 
school personnel volunteer as adult advisors 
(e.g., teachers from other grades or other school 
staff), while other schools bring in trusted com-
munity members, such as retired teachers, faculty 
from a nearby college, or adults from a local 
community center. The adult and student discuss 
the student’s grades to determine the next steps 
and goals. Ideally, schools try to have these con-
ferences three to four times a year, maintaining 
the same adult–student pairs each time. This 
ensures that all students in the target grade receive 
consistent encouragement. In our recent study of 
promotion coaches, we found schools that imple-
mented two or more report card conferences with 
ninth-grade students had significantly higher stu-
dent attendance than those that implemented one 
or less conferences (Davis, 2019).

�Building Connections with Peers

Not only do connections with adults in the school 
matter, but secondary students who feel sup-
ported by their peers feel more comfortable and 
connected to their school (Allen et  al., 2016; 
Juvonen et al., 2012), put in more effort (Wentzel 
et al., 2017), and have a greater academic achieve-
ment (Juvonen, 2006). As a part of feeling wel-
come at school, whether in person or online, 
students need to know that the students in their 
classes care whether they show up and encourage 
them to do well. Students who have many friends 
usually report feeling connected to their school, 
while those with few friends in school often feel 
disconnected (Juvonen et al., 2012). Peers have a 
strong influence on how students view school and 
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their affiliation with it (Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005). Socialization is even more important for 
adolescents than for younger students (Juvonen 
et  al., 2012). Students, especially shy or less 
social teenagers, may find it difficult to make 
these connections in classrooms, especially when 
they do not see the same peers throughout the 
day. It is important that students not only make 
friends in school, but also have positive experi-
ences with peers from other races, genders, and 
religions. Teams need to brainstorm ways to 
increase the amount of positive, supportive, and 
diverse peer relationships among students in their 
schools. More information on the importance of 
peer relationships for motivation and engagement 
with school can be found in this handbook 
(Knifsend et al., 2021).

Extracurricular Activities  One way to build 
student interactions is through shared interests 
and affiliations. Teacher teams can support these 
interactions through group structures such as 
sports teams, arts activities, student government, 
robotics clubs, and debate teams. If students are 
left to organize friendships and organizations 
without school support, there is a chance that 
some will be left out. Some educators may see 
these groups as secondary in importance to 
instruction or as taking up the energy and time 
that students should be investing in academic 
pursuits. However, we believe that as important 
as it is for students to focus on instruction and 
complete their schoolwork, they still need to feel 
a connection to their school and to their peers for 
instruction to be effective. These activities are 
particularly helpful to connect students to others 
with similar interests and life goals. For example, 
students in an art club for future artists will be 
able to connect with others who share similar 
goals. Students can encourage each other and 
share information, for example, regarding col-
leges or competitions.

Students who participate in extracurricular 
activities tend to perform better academically 
than those who do not. For example, Darling 
et al. (2005) examined data from six California 
high schools in a longitudinal analysis and found 
that students participating in extracurricular 

activities showed improved grades, attitudes 
toward school, and academic aspirations. 
Although extracurricular activities have been 
shown to improve student outcomes, teachers and 
administrators may view these activities as a 
reward for high performance or consider that 
only students who can handle their schoolwork 
have time to give to these activities. However, we 
argue that students who are struggling in school 
may also be suffering from low levels of belong-
ingness, and therefore may become more moti-
vated in their academics if they are given 
opportunities to build positive peer connections. 
In this way, students who teachers may be 
tempted to “bench” from extracurriculars may 
actually have more to gain from these activities 
than those who are doing well.

Many reviews have been written on outcomes 
of extracurricular activity involvement. Holland 
and Andre (1987), in a review of studies prior to 
1987, found that participation in extracurricular 
activities was correlated to greater self-esteem, 
involvement in political activities, academic abil-
ity and grades, educational aspirations, feelings 
of control, and lower delinquency rates. Feldman 
and Matjasko’s (2005) review found that school-
based structured activities, in contrast to unstruc-
tured activities, were associated with positive 
outcomes such as better academic performance, 
lower dropout rates, higher self-esteem, and 
reduced delinquent and antisocial behavior. 
However, research at that time also indicated that 
such participation could be related to poorer out-
comes if the number of activities or the amount of 
time invested exceeded a certain threshold. Farb 
and Majasko (Farb & Matjasko, 2012) built on 
the previous review to explore how breadth, 
intensity, and duration affect the benefit of extra-
curricular activities, specifically examining an 
“overscheduling” hypothesis. They found posi-
tive outcomes in proportion to the time spent in 
organized activities, up to a specific point at 
which there were diminishing returns.

Prosocial Skills  Students who are prosocial are 
more successful in school. In one of our own 
studies, we found that students in grades 5–8 who 
were more prosocial in regard to reading (e.g., “I 
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like to help my classmates understand what they 
have read”) were more likely to report higher 
reading behavior, engagement, and achievement, 
while those who reported being antisocial (“My 
friends and I laugh at classmates who do not read 
well”) were likely to report lower levels of read-
ing behavior, engagement, and achievement 
(Davis et al., 2020). Students, however, may not 
know how to interact with each other in these 
healthy ways. School teams need to determine 
how and when they can teach their student’s pro-
social skills such as conflict resolution, clear 
communication, negotiation, appropriate man-
ners, problem-solving in difficult situations, 
active listening, managing stress, and self-
control. Learning social competence can have 
positive long-term effects on school bonding.

This is important because secondary students’ 
motivation and engagement in school can be 
influenced, in part, by teachers’ and peers’ expec-
tations of prosocial behavior. For example, 
Wentzel et al. (2017) studied teachers’ and mid-
dle and high school students’ expectations for 
compliant and helping behavior. They found that 
perceptions of peer expectations for helping 
behavior and caring were related to effort to 
learn. If students receive consistent messaging 
that they should help one another and follow the 
class rules, they will expend more energy on their 
schoolwork.

Further, as adolescents near graduation, they 
start to think about possible future identities and 
consider how their future work will contribute to 
the world. Adolescents who understand how their 
schoolwork may lead to such purposeful work 
will be motivated to try harder. For example, 
Yeager and Bundick (2009) interviewed middle 
and high school students to determine the rela-
tionship between future work goals, purpose, and 
meaning. Work goals were categorized as either 
purposeful (i.e., students provided a reason for a 
particular work goal that would benefit the world) 
or self-oriented (i.e., students provided reasons 
that pertained to their own benefit from being in a 
particular career). Only 30% of students in their 
sample mentioned purposeful work goals during 
their interviews. Students’ responses were also 

evaluated regarding their sense of purpose in life, 
sense of meaning in life, and meaningfulness in 
their schoolwork. Students who stated purposeful 
work goals in the interviews reported higher 
scores on the three measures of purpose and 
meaningfulness than students who did not report 
purposeful goals, even when controlling for 
demographics and type of career. The authors’ 
conclusion was that students with purposeful 
work goals may be more mastery-oriented 
because they are seeking knowledge to help oth-
ers, rather than just grades.

Service Learning  Another way to foster both 
prosocial behavior and peer connection is through 
service-learning opportunities. Service learning 
is the combination of academic learning and 
community service (Baker, 2019) that has the 
dual goal of strengthening student character and 
increasing student learning (Pak, 2018; Rossi, 
2002). Students should not only participate in 
service-learning opportunities, both in school 
(peer tutoring, school beautification) and in their 
communities (environmental projects, assisted 
living facilities), but should also have time to 
reflect on what they learned during the 
experience.

Service learning that follows four recom-
mended practices of “(a) linking programs to 
academic and program curriculum or objectives, 
(b) incorporating youth voice, (c) involving com-
munity partners, and (d) providing opportunities 
for reflection” (Celio et al., p. 66) has been shown 
to relate to student gains in “attitudes toward self, 
attitudes toward school and learning, civic 
engagement, social skills, and academic perfor-
mance” in a review of 62 studies (Celio et  al., 
2011, p. 164).

Students also benefit from being asked to con-
tribute ideas about what they could do to solve a 
problem in their community. It is especially help-
ful for a group of students to be challenged to 
work together to improve their community; for 
example, by forming an environmental club. 
Service learning can teach valuable lessons such 
as empathy, kindness, and social responsibility. 
When matched appropriately to students’ per-
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sonal strengths, service-learning opportunities 
can also help them explore interests and possible 
careers.

�Building Communication 
with Parents

Parents and the community can influence stu-
dents’ success in ways that teachers and peers 
cannot. Parents are often the support system stu-
dents rely on for homework and those who set 
expectations for their children’s school success 
(Boonk et al., 2018; Shute et al., 2011). Parents 
can be involved in their child’s school experience 
in many ways including participation in educa-
tional activities at home (home-based: such as 
supporting homework), parents’ interactions 
with their children’s school (school-based: such 
as attending school events and parent-teacher 
conferences) and supporting their children’s aca-
demic success by communicating developmental 
strategies (academic socialization: such as com-
municating the value of education) (Hill & Tyson, 
2009). In addition to traditional conceptualiza-
tions of parental involvement, Huguley et  al. 
(2021) found that African American families 
often engage in racialized parenting strategies 
such as advocating for systematic change to 
counteract racial inequalities and poor school 
quality.

Parents have a significant influence on their 
child’s level of school engagement (Bempechat 
et  al., chapter “Parental Influences on Achie
vement Motivation and Student Engagement”, 
this volume; Bempechat & Shernoff, 2012; 
Reschly & Christenson, 2019). However, not all 
students have strong support at home, depending 
on family dynamics and circumstances. School 
teams should discuss how to connect with par-
ents, sharing strategies and information they can 
use at home to help their children succeed and 
making them aware of opportunities and 
resources.

Regular Contact  The first step in connecting 
with parents is to make school feel like a wel-
coming place for both students and their parents. 

This can be challenging as some parents have 
negative memories of their own high school 
experiences or school experiences related to dis-
crimination. Also, schools need to remove barri-
ers that prevent minoritized parents from visiting 
and participating at their children’s school (Kim, 
2009). To make school a welcoming place, school 
staff need to make regular contact with parents 
and respond promptly when parents reach out to 
them. The first contact from the school to a parent 
should be positive; teachers should not wait until 
there is a problem to reach out. Regular contact 
can be maintained through emails or calls home 
to report good behavior as well as what students 
can do to improve (Kraft & Rogers, 2015). 
Parents should be invited to visit the school, as 
their schedules permit, e.g., to assist in the class-
room or during school events or to attend after-
school events or celebrations; schools should 
encourage an active parent organization. When 
possible, information should be translated as 
needed for families that do not speak English. 
Finally, when parents reach out for help, school 
staff should try to provide the support the parent 
requests without making him/her feel like a bur-
den or less knowledgeable regarding his/her 
child’s needs (Smith et al., 2020).

Parental Academic Support  Parents’ school 
advice and support to their children is often based 
on their own school experiences many years ear-
lier. Some of these coping and learning strategies 
are not well adapted to current schooling (Räty, 
2007). Parents’ expectations for their children 
may be too high or too low, which can affect the 
level and quality of students’ engagement in 
classes. School teams can plan training work-
shops to provide parents with skills and strategies 
to create a supportive learning environment, help 
their children complete homework, develop stu-
dents’ time management skills, communicate 
with teachers, manage behavior, and support pro-
social practices at home (Ferlazzo & Hammond, 
2009). To make it easier for parents to attend 
these events, schools should provide babysitting 
and transportation. Parents should be invited to 
share their own viewpoints and cultural norms 
during these events. Due to the level of coordina-
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tion required to plan parental support activities 
and resources, the school may need to assign a 
staff member to serve as a parent and community 
liaison (Hill & Tyson, 2009).

Meeting Home Needs  Students and parents 
often need help beyond academic support. Many 
families need resources for dental health, food 
access, GED opportunities, childcare options, job 
placement, or substance abuse support. School 
teams need to be aware of the resources available 
in the community so they can provide this infor-
mation to parents as needed. Providing students 
with necessities like school breakfast and health-
care will increase their feelings of safety and 
belonging at school, which will lead to improved 
attendance (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Mhurchu 
et  al., 2013; Strolin-Goltzman et  al., 2014). 
School teams can also share information about 
students to identify reasons why students are 
struggling. One teacher may perceive a strug-
gling student as lazy and unfocused, while 
another may know more about what that student 
is going through at home and be more under-
standing. Discussing the student’s situation in a 
team meeting can provide an opportunity to meet 
the family’s resource needs and bring all team 
members to the same understanding of the issues 
facing the child.

�Building Student Confidence

According to basic needs theory, which is a part 
of the larger self-determination theory, compe-
tence is one of three basic needs that must be met 
for someone to be motivated (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). For students to be motivated to complete 
their schoolwork and engage in their classes, they 
need to feel like they can succeed if they try. Self-
efficacy, defined as a person’s perceived capabili-
ties for performing actions (Schunk & Mullen, 
2012), has a very strong relationship to both 
engagement and achievement (Schunk & Mullen, 
chapter “Self-Efficacy and Engaged Learners”, 
this volume). In one study, we found that students 
in grades 5–8 who reported higher levels of self-
efficacy (e.g., “I am one of the best readers in my 
class”) were likely to report higher reading 

behavior, engagement, and achievement, while 
students who reported that reading is challenging 
(e.g., “The books that teachers assign are often 
hard for me to read”) were likely to report lower 
levels of reading behavior, engagement, and 
achievement (Davis et al., 2020, p. 438).

However, building the confidence of adoles-
cents who may have spent many years in unsuc-
cessful attempts to achieve school success will be 
difficult. For many, doubts about their ability to 
succeed in school undermine their effort and 
engagement in academics (Anderman & Maehr, 
1994; Eccles & Midgley, 1989). Such students 
need a few big wins to believe that they have 
what it takes to succeed. They need both aca-
demic and emotional support. Teachers need to 
meet them where they currently are by matching 
instruction to the level of the learner, give them 
useful feedback they can use to improve, recog-
nize and praise their early wins, and provide sup-
ports such as tutoring and extra classes to bring 
them up to grade level learning.

�Matching the Level of Instruction 
to the Student

Matching the level of the instruction to the level 
of the student is a key component of Vygotsky’s 
“zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 
1978). This zone is that space between what stu-
dents can do on their own and what they can do 
with full support from another. This sweet spot 
will be different for different students in each 
classroom. School teams must decide how to 
meet students where they are at their varying lev-
els in learning. To meet this need for individual-
ized instruction, teams can establish structures 
enabling students to receive focused extra help 
and encourage teachers to reteach topics when 
necessary and give students opportunities to 
resubmit work.

Focused Extra Help  One way to match stu-
dents’ level of instruction is providing focused 
extra help outside the classroom. Many teachers 
provide one-on-one or small group assistance 
through coach classes during advisory periods or 
after school. In a meta-analysis study examining 
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the effectiveness of interventions to improve 
achievement of low SES students, tutoring, 
defined as intensive academic instruction, had the 
highest average effect size (0.36), compared to 
other interventions such as small-group instruc-
tion (0.24), computer-assisted instruction (0.11), 
and incentives (0.01; Dietrichson, 2017).

Second Chances  Another way to provide extra 
help and decrease the emotional impact of a poor 
grade is for teachers to allow students to resubmit 
coursework and quizzes if they fail the first 
attempt, and to provide an opportunity to submit 
late work. This aligns to the recent emphasis on 
standards-based grading, which reflects students’ 
mastery of skills rather than non-academic fac-
tors such as behavior and effort (Wisch et  al., 
2018). Teachers focusing on standards rather 
than traditional grades allow students to retake, 
revise, and redo assignments. Although some 
teachers strongly prefer one or the other extreme 
(traditional or standards-based grading), many 
fall somewhere in between. To examine the 
approaches teachers take and how these relate to 
their school policies, content area, and personal 
beliefs, Wisch et al. (2018) surveyed 429 teachers 
on mastery approaches to grading. They found 
that more than 90% of teachers implemented 
some redos or retakes in their classrooms; this 
occurred more often when teachers believed that 
a school-wide policy existed allowing late work 
and revisions.

�Checks for Understanding 
and Helpful Feedback

Students who want to improve cannot do so with-
out helpful feedback and support from their 
teachers. When students lack agency because 
they do not know how they can improve their 
learning and success, motivation and engagement 
will suffer. Helpful feedback not only tells stu-
dents what to do, but it also helps students fix 
errors and provides them with new strategies to 
accomplish a task. In a meta-analysis of the 
effectiveness of interventions to improve low 
SES students’ achievement, feedback and prog-

ress monitoring, including any intervention that 
provided either the teachers or students with 
information on development, had one of the high-
est average effect sizes (0.32); only tutoring had 
a greater effect (0.36; Dietrichson, 2017).

Grades  The most common feedback secondary 
students receive from their teachers is in the form 
of grades, which are very important predictors of 
engagement. In an examination of National 
Longitudinal Study data from students in the 
eighth grade, You and Sharkey (2009) found that 
the previous achievement was the strongest pre-
dictor of engagement (effect size = 0.356) com-
pared to other predictors such as gender, race, 
SES, parental expectations, self-concept, college 
aspiration, and having a friend drop  out. The 
grades students receive not only trigger emo-
tional reactions but also determine how much 
time and effort students will continue to invest in 
school. For instance, Poorthuis et  al. (2015) 
examined secondary school students’ reactions to 
fall report card grades and their engagement the 
following spring. Lower report card grades pre-
dicted lower levels of both emotional and behav-
ioral engagement. The authors concluded that 
grades were both the outcome of engagement and 
a motivator for continued engagement. They also 
found that the relationship between grades and 
engagement was mediated by positive and nega-
tive affective reactions to their first report cards: 
grades that produced a positive reaction were 
associated with an increase in emotional and 
behavioral engagement, but grades that produced 
a negative reaction were associated with 
decreased emotional engagement.

Feedback  Students are frustrated when they 
receive poor grades with little to no feedback 
from a teacher on what they did wrong or how 
they can improve. If students receive enough 
poor grades without feedback, especially if they 
tried hard to succeed in a particular task, they 
often conclude that they are just not competent 
enough to do well in a particular class; over time, 
they may decide that school is just too difficult. 
Hattie and Timperley (2007) reviewed 12 meta-
analyses examining the influence feedback has 
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on student learning and achievement and found a 
high average effect size (0.79) of feedback on 
achievement. However, they noted that studies in 
which the feedback focused on a specific task, 
providing information on how to do it more 
effectively, had larger effect sizes on achieve-
ment than feedback that merely praised, 
rewarded, or censured a student. They concluded 
that feedback needs to be clear, purposeful, 
meaningful, and prompt.

One reason that feedback is such a strong pre-
dictor of achievement is its impact on engage-
ment. In a large-scale observation of the UK 
primary classrooms, Apter et  al. (2010) found 
that student on-task behavior during lessons was 
related to the frequency with which their teachers 
provided positive feedback. Sutherland et  al. 
(2000) also examined the effect of praise on the 
engagement of students with emotional and 
behavioral disorders. Students’ on-task behavior 
increased proportionately to behavior-specific 
praise.

Teachers can also raise or undermine students’ 
self-efficacy through appraisals of their school-
work. Usher and Pajares (2006) examined social 
persuasion, defined as encouragement students 
receive from significant others, as a means of 
raising students’ self-efficacy in middle school 
students, finding that social persuasion accounted 
for 17% of the variance in self-efficacy for girls 
(though it was not a predictor for boys). This sug-
gests that adolescent girls are more attuned to the 
messages they receive from teachers and other 
trusted adults than boys.

�Giving Students Agency Over Their 
Learning

Students, especially adolescents, need to feel that 
they have some agency over their lives and their 
education (see also Reeve & Jang, chapter 
“Agentic Engagement”, this volume). In self-
determination theory, this feeling of agency is 
referred to as autonomy, which has been defined 
as “regulation by the self” and is compared to 
heteronomy, “regulation that occurs without self-

endorsement” (Ryan & Deci, 2006, p.  1557). 
According to the basic needs theory, which is a 
part of the larger self-determination theory, 
autonomy is one of three basic needs that must be 
met for someone to be motivated (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). In a recent study, we found that a prefer-
ence for autonomy, as it relates to reading, (e.g., 
“Choosing what I want to read is important to 
me”) was significantly related to reading behav-
ior, engagement, and achievement in grades 5–8 
(Davis et al., 2020). However, adolescents are not 
often given agency in their education. In a recent 
study of 3300 high school students in the USA., 
only 41% reported feeling that they have a voice 
or power in their schools (Margolius et al., 2020). 
Further, Guthrie and Davis (2003) found that 
autonomy support for literacy (e.g., “My teacher 
lets me decide what science topic I should read 
and write about”) was highest for third-grade stu-
dents, lower for fifth-grade students, and even 
lower for eighth-grade students.

�Student Choice

One way to increase autonomy is to allow stu-
dents to make choices related to their learning. 
When students are given a choice (e.g., which 
book to read in ELA class), they take ownership 
in the choice and are more motivated to try hard 
than students who are not provided a choice (e.g., 
told which book to read) (Beymer & Thomson, 
2015). The provision of choice relates to the out-
comes such as effort, task performance, perceived 
competence, and preference for the challenge 
(Patall et al., 2008). Schools with a high percent-
age of low-income students often offer students 
less choice in learning than schools in wealthier 
districts (Duke, 2000; Flowerday & Schraw, 
2000). Some teachers are reluctant to give their 
students choices for fear of losing control over 
the classroom (Flowerday & Schraw, 2000; 
Netcoh, 2017).

The provision of choice is one of the five com-
ponents of motivational support in the Concept-
Oriented Reading Instruction program (Guthrie 
et al., 2004). A study of this program found that 
support for motivation increased reading compre-
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hension, motivation, and strategy use compared 
to students who received only strategy instruction 
or traditional instruction. Further, in a study on 
homework completion, Patall et al. (2010) found 
that students given a choice of homework options 
reported higher levels of intrinsic motivation, 
competency levels, and achievement on the unit 
test, compared to students who did not have a 
choice.

The way choice is offered may determine how 
effective it is. For example, in a review of research 
on choice, Katz and Assor (2007) found that pro-
viding choice is more effective when the choice 
is relevant to students’ interests and goals, is not 
complex, does not offer too many options, and is 
congruent with the values of the student’s cul-
ture. In a meta-analysis of articles related to the 
provision of choice, Patall et al. (2008) found that 
the effect of choice on intrinsic motivation was 
stronger when certain conditions were met: when 
participants were given two to four options, were 
children, and were not also offered an extrinsic 
reward for completing the task.

Merely providing choice to students may not 
be as effective as using choice along with other 
strategies to support autonomy. In reviewing arti-
cles on support for autonomy, Patall and 
Zambrano (2019) found that in addition to pro-
viding choice, teachers must also give a rationale 
that helps students understand the value of learn-
ing activities and seek out and validate students’ 
perspectives during instruction. All three of these 
strategies increase students’ feelings of auton-
omy. For example, Patall et al. (2013) asked high 
school students and their teachers to report on 
teacher practices and autonomy need satisfac-
tion. Both the provision of choice and teacher 
attentiveness to students’ perspectives were cor-
related to higher autonomy need satisfaction.

It may also be that some students benefit from 
the provision of choice more than others. For 
example, Patall et al. (2014) found that students 
with high levels of confidence are more moti-
vated by choice than students with lower levels of 
confidence in a task. It may also be that those 
with low confidence, when provided a choice, 
will select the easier task. For example, Parkhurst 
(2011) examined if college students would select 

to either complete an assignment that was already 
started, but had 10 more problems to finish, or 
start a new assignment that would be slightly less 
work with only nine more problems to finish. 
Instead of feeling motivated to finish the original 
assignment as might have been expected from 
past research on assignment completion 
(Hawthorn-Embree et al., 2011), most students in 
the Parkhurst study (77.6%) elected to do the 
easier assignment, showing that college students 
may be more likely to take effort into account 
over the drive to finish a particular assignment. 
The selection of completing a task was positively 
related to students’ value of hard work; students 
who valued hard work were more likely to select 
to finish the higher effort assignment. Therefore, 
the provision of choice may benefit those with 
higher confidence and those who value hard work 
compared to those with less confidence and hold 
hard work in less value.

�Building Connections to Careers

Another way to build a student’s feelings of 
agency in school is by helping them explore 
future careers. This enables students to select 
courses that will help them in their life beyond 
high school, rather than taking courses just 
because their parents or counselors suggest them. 
In addition, when students have a career goal in 
view, their classwork becomes more meaningful 
as a steppingstone to their future success. 
Students become motivated to do well because it 
matters to their personal goals, rather than to 
please a teacher, parent, or other external influ-
encer. This can be seen in a study on work-based 
learning by Kenny et al. (2010), who found that 
students with “work hope,” defined as students 
with goals for future employment, a plan for 
obtaining it, and confidence that they will do well 
in it, had higher levels of academic efficacy, mas-
tery goals, and understanding of the relevance of 
school for future success.

Career preparation is significantly related to 
student engagement and grades for secondary 
students. Using structural equation modeling on 
survey responses of secondary students, Perry 
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et  al. (2010) found that career preparation (a 
combination of career decision-making self-
efficacy and career planning readiness) had a sig-
nificant direct effect on school engagement 
(defined in this study as identification with school 
and behavioral engagement) and a significant 
indirect positive effect on grades through school 
engagement. Further, Kenny et al. (2006) exam-
ined student engagement over time and found 
that higher levels of career planning and expecta-
tions at the start of ninth grade were associated 
with increased engagement (defined in this study 
as belonging and valuing) during the year. In our 
own study, we found that for ninth-grade stu-
dents, the amount of career focus in a school (e.g. 
“This school has really helped me understand the 
jobs or careers that fit me best.”) was related posi-
tively and significantly to interest in schoolwork 
(e.g., “I think that what we are learning in my 
classes is interesting”), self-efficacy for school-
work (e.g., “If I try hard, I believe I can do my 
schoolwork well”), and effort (e.g., “If I don’t 
understand my schoolwork, I keep trying until I 
do”; Davis et al., 2015). Career focus was nega-
tively correlated to disengagement (e.g., “I cut 
class or skipped school”) and giving up interest 
(e.g., “I don’t really care about school”).

Career Explorations and Experiences  In the 
mid-to late  1990s, the School-to-Work 
Opportunities Act (STWOA) provided funding to 
states and school districts for programs that 
would support high school students in job selec-
tion and preparation. However, since the act 
expired in 2002, many high schools have offered 
less career exploration, instead preferring to 
focus on academic study and college preparation. 
Some may have worried that presenting both 
vocational and college options might confuse stu-
dents who should be aspiring to attend college. 
Or perhaps they feel that vocational courses 
could pull lower performing students into low-
paying vocational tracks and away from higher 
paying career options. In any case, school coun-
selors do not have the time or resources to pro-
vide career exploration and experiences for all of 
their students. However, an examination of STW 
programs found that students in career explora-

tion programs, including job shadowing, mentor-
ing, and tech prep opportunities, were more likely 
to take college entrance and advanced placement 
exams than those not participating in these pro-
grams (Visher et al., 2004), indicating that these 
programs did not deflect students from applying 
to college. In addition, participating students 
were more likely to graduate from high school, 
enroll in college, and attend a 2-year rather than a 
4-year college; this strongly suggests that these 
programs encouraged students to attend college 
who would not have otherwise done so.

Use of Success Mentors  Adult and peer role 
models are necessary to help students develop 
career goals. In a study of ninth-grade urban stu-
dents, Kenny and Bledsoe (2005) found that 
social support from family, teachers, and peers 
contributed to career outcome expectations. 
Further, Perry et al. (2010) found that both paren-
tal career support and teacher career support had 
significant direct effects on career preparation 
and significant indirect effects on engagement, 
through career preparation.

College-educated adults serving as mentors 
help increase students’ aspirations for postsec-
ondary education and training. One recommen-
dation of the U.S.  Department of Education 
practice guide on helping students navigate the 
path to college by Tierney et al. (2009) is to “sur-
round students with adults and peers who build 
and support their college-going aspirations” 
(p. 26). Studies reviewed found that factors with 
the highest impact on college enrollment included 
mentoring services. In these programs, students 
regularly met one-on-one with college-educated 
adults who helped them with college guidance 
and preparation. The guide suggests that schools 
consider using near-peer mentors: recent high 
school graduates who were enrolled in college.

�Putting It All Together

In this chapter, we reviewed ways in which 
schools can track student engagement and actions 
they can take to get secondary students who have 
become disengaged in school back on track. 
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Student engagement in middle and high school is 
important for both their success in school, which 
leads to graduation, and their postsecondary suc-
cess. Those who become disengaged during their 
secondary schooling will limit their options for 
future careers and earning potential.

The first step in getting students back on track 
is to track engagement. Although it is very easy 
for teachers and administrators to focus on the 
students who are the most disruptive, only 
through tracking indicators, such as attendance, 
behavior, and course performance can educators 
see who needs support before they get too far 
behind. If data is tracked regularly and interven-
tions are assigned, they may be able to catch a 
student mid-quarter rather than at the end of the 
year when little to nothing can be done.

The next step is implementing interventions. 
We suggest interventions that have been used to 
successfully increase secondary student school 
engagement. Each set of recommended interven-
tions is based on one of the three basic needs 
from the self-determination theory. The first set 
of interventions are those that increase relation-
ships in their school. These interventions, such as 
those that strengthen teacher–student, peer–peer, 
and school–parent connections, have shown to 
increase student engagement. The second set of 
interventions are those that increase students’ 
feelings of competence and include matching the 
level of instruction to the student, afterschool 
tutoring, and informative adequate feedback. 
Finally, the last set of interventions are those that 
support student agency and autonomy over their 
own learning. These include providing student 
choice and helping students explore careers.

Interventions should be tiered in that they 
apply both individual student interventions (Tier 
3) such as a phone call home or discipline track-
ing sheet as well as interventions that apply to 
groups of students (Tier 2) such as tutoring 
groups, or interventions for whole-school reforms 
(Tier 1) such as changing disciplinary practices 
for the whole school or implementation of job 
explorations for a grade. Since there is only  so 
much a school can do, they will need to prioritize 
based on the school’s specific population and 
needs. For example, some schools may select one 

Tier 1 goal each month, such as building teacher–
student relationships or integrating into job 
explorations. However, this is a large undertaking 
for a school, especially those that are under-
resourced. Below are strategies we have used to 
make this work doable within a school.

We began this chapter by considering the 
importance of using school teams to track 
engagement and implement interventions. We 
then explored interventions that school teams can 
use to increase engagement. However, this is a 
large undertaking, especially for under-resourced 
schools. Below are strategies we have seen used 
to make this work doable in such schools.

Organizing a team  The work is too much for 
one individual. In our research, we have seen 
Early Warning Indicator teams used to track stu-
dent data, organize team meetings, and identify, 
implement, and monitor interventions (Davis 
et al., 2018; Mac Iver et al., 2019). School teams 
often consist of core teachers (math, science, 
English, and history) and an administrator. Some 
teams have included other school personnel, such 
as elective and special education teachers, school 
behavior specialists, guidance counselors, sports 
coaches, volunteers, and school nurses.

Community partners  School teams may need 
external help to begin or maintain the process. 
Teams can reach out to community organizations 
to help with report card conferences or as career 
mentors. Teams should create a list of partners 
that can help families with job placement, finan-
cial support, and other needs.

Networking  As more school teams focus on 
engagement, it is helpful for teams to meet and 
share information, strategies, and best practices. 
From our work with supporting districts and 
states in implementing early warning systems 
(Davis, 2012; Mac Iver & Balfanz, 2021; MDRC, 
2015), we have seen firsthand the power of con-
necting adults doing similar work in different 
schools, or even within schools to share learnings 
and work collectively to solve common problems 
of practice. Teachers are more often willing to 
adopt new practices when they hear from a peer 
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that it works. Participants in the multiple net-
works in the Everyone Graduates Center have 
organized a number of networks such as the net-
work of Diplomas Now schools and the ECHO 
EWS network in New Mexico. These groups 
report that networking enabled them to see that 
they were not alone, that they were not the only 
ones struggling with an issue or a challenge, and 
that they had good ideas to share with others, 
which increased their sense of agency in increas-
ing student engagement.

�Conclusion

In conclusion, as we have stated, although it takes 
a great deal of dedication and organization, 
school teams can both accurately track student 
engagement and effectively implement interven-
tions to get students back on track to graduation 
and postsecondary success. Interventions should 
focus on one or more of the three basic needs 
from the self-determination theory that are 
related highly to motivation and engagement: 
relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Schools 
and students will likely see the most benefits if 
they implement several interventions that align 
with each of these needs in tandem.
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The Role of Policy in Supporting 
Student Engagement

Cathy Wylie

Abstract

Student engagement in schools and learning 
needs research and evidence-informed policy 
to support schools and teachers. School lead-
ers and teachers can find their efforts thwarted 
by system policies such as tracking or 
punishment-focussed discipline, rigid curricu-
lum, and insufficient roles and time for teach-
ers and others to work together and continually 
improve. This commentary uses recent policy 
around engagement in one schooling system, 
Aotearoa New Zealand, to show how it can 
affect schools’ work to better engage 
students.

The chapters in this handbook provide rich 
research testimony to the importance of under-
standing student engagement in its different 
dimensions so that it can be nurtured in ways that 
benefit students, and those who work directly or 
live with them. Nurturing student engagement 
however often takes more than the individual 
knowledge or willingness of teachers and par-

ents. The context in which student engagement in 
school and learning occurs can be traced to wider 
social structures and forces and to long-standing 
associated cultural beliefs that enter school and 
teaching practices, as Galindo, Brown, and Lee, 
chapter “Expanding an Equity Understanding of 
Student Engagement: The Macro (Social) and 
Micro (School) Contexts”, this volume. There are 
encouraging signs that principals and teachers 
are now aware of unconscious bias and more 
focussed on using a lens of strengths rather than 
deficits. At the same time, such efforts can be 
undercut if the school or school system they work 
in continues with policies that discourage student 
belonging and motivation, such as tracking, or 
punishment-focussed discipline, and policies that 
tightly structure learning experiences, such as 
mandated curriculum and pacing calendars. 
Staffing policies also matter. For example, time 
for professional learning together, sharing what 
is working, and continually improving practice is 
not well-resourced as a regular part of school 
days. Few schooling systems resource schools 
sufficiently to provide a web of paraprofessionals 
or programmes that can make a difference for 
students starting to disengage or mired in disen-
gagement. Often research-based and well-
evaluated programmes that show improvements 
for such students are only funded for a limited 
time, or they become dependent on uncertain 
philanthropic funding.
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In this commentary, I hope to underline the 
importance of intentionally thinking about poli-
cies that can enhance individual schools’ work to 
improve student engagement: their attendance, 
their active emotional and cognitive participation 
in learning, their positive participation in school 
activities, seeing themselves as playing their part 
in a school community they value, and their moti-
vation to learn and achieve. Policy includes man-
dates and funding related to engagement in the 
sense of attendance and participation, and suffi-
cient staff in schools to work meaningfully with 
students. Policy also includes the framing of 
teaching and learning: qualifications, curriculum, 
and pedagogy, and how well these are included in 
teacher and leader preparation and professional 
development, so that students can be well 
engaged intellectually and motivated. How well 
are schools supported to do things differently 
where there is good reason to do so from research 
and evidence and changes in the social and cul-
tural contexts? How well are schools supported 
to make the most of human and other resources 
for student – and staff – benefit?

�What Does Policy Relating 
to Engagement Look Like 
with a System Lens? An Illustration

I had the opportunity to think about how policy 
can support student engagement when I co-edited 
the first version of this handbook, and again when 
reading several chapters for this second version. I 
come from a small country, Aotearoa New 
Zealand, a schooling system with 826,347 stu-
dents in mid-2021, in just over 2500 self-managing 
schools. Our policy settings around curriculum 
and school management tend to the permissive. 
The national curriculum provides high-level 
guidance rather than prescription. By comparison 
with other systems, schools also have more lati-
tude in how they run and use their resources, 
within national guidelines. Each school must 
report each year against their annual plan and 
goals, which invariably include academic 
achievement, student wellbeing, and some mea-
sure of engagement, usually attendance. But 

local Ministry of Education offices have not had 
a clear supportive role with schools, because they 
are self-managing. So, these annual reports are 
rarely used as input to ongoing work with a 
school. Another government agency, the 
Education Review Office (ERO) has notionally 
been the policy avenue to hold schools to account. 
ERO evaluated each school on a regular basis 
(most recently, on a cycle of every 3  years for 
most schools; 1–2  years for struggling schools 
and 4–5  years for schools deemed to be doing 
well). It has now changed this model of short vis-
its to schools that schools often approached in a 
spirit of impression management and compliance 
because it had become clear that periodic evalua-
tion on its own does not contribute to schools’ 
ongoing capability to keep improving.

So much of what students experience depends 
on the quality of school leadership, teaching prac-
tices, and community engagement and resources 
at their individual schools. The cost of a policy 
framework centred on self-managing schools has 
become apparent: too much variability between 
schools, and insufficient progress in tackling the 
inequities apparent in lower rates of indigenous 
Māori and other disadvantaged students’ engage-
ment and achievement (Tomorrow’s Schools 
Independent Taskforce, 2018; Wylie, 2012).

A change of government in late 2017 led to a 
major review of our schooling system 
(Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce, 
2019). The government has largely accepted its 
recommendations as the basis for significant 
change (Ministry of Education, 2019). Somewhat 
disrupted by COVID, work is now underway to 
develop more of an ecosystem, with closer rela-
tions between individual schools and a more sup-
portive and local education government agency, 
and mutual work together to tackle local issues 
and share learnings with the central government 
so that other geographical areas can benefit. The 
changes will also see more staffing and resources 
going to schools serving disadvantaged students. 
As a back-stop to support a fair process, indepen-
dent local panels will be set up to resolve learner 
or parent issues with schools relating to enrol-
ment, discipline, and discrimination, including 
racism.

C. Wylie
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�Policy Relating to Behaviour

Policy interest in student engagement – or rather 
disengagement  – has not been lacking over the 
years. It has been spurred by schools and others 
expressing concern about student engagement 
and behaviour, and it was best-resourced under a 
Prime Minister’s Youth Mental Health package.

Pivotal to a more supportive policy was the 
2-day Taumata Whanongo behaviour summit in 
2009, hosted by the then Special Education sec-
tion of the Ministry of Education, with the active 
involvement of the national teacher unions and 
other education organisations, keynote speeches 
from international and local researchers, and dis-
cussions. The then Minister for Education from a 
National government said:

This summit is about developing an action plan to 
address the whole range of behaviours that can 
impede learning, and at their worst, threaten stu-
dent and teacher safety….
If a student is going to make the most of their edu-
cation, they have to be interested in learning, be in 
a positive learning environment, and, of course 
they have to attend school.
Positive environments need the type of leadership 
that ensures schools are free of student bullying 
and harassment. They need good relationships 
between teachers and students. They need informed 
and involved parents, whānau and communities 
involved with student learning. (Tolley, 2009).

The Minister for Education also referred to Ka 
Hikitia, the government’s strategy to improve the 
performance of the education system so that 
Māori would succeed:

What works for learners is recognition of their lan-
guage, culture and identity, personalised teaching 
and learning, the concept of teacher as learner. 
When dealing with behaviour issues, similar things 
make a difference  – providing individualised 
responses, getting alongside the person with the 
issue to tackle problems together, and working 
within a person’s culture.

But she also pointed to limited resources.
What came out of this summit was a greater 

sense of shared commitment to improve practice 
and support, a desire to use research-based prac-
tices with good evidence, and to ensure that they 
worked well for Māori and in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. That led to a suite of professional learn-
ing and development as well as more targeted 
support for individual students, under the Positive 
Behaviour for Learning banner (PB4L).

Some whole-school approaches to student 
engagement within Aotearoa New Zealand, 
existed, particularly the significant Te Kotahitanga 
work, which focussed on culturally responsive 
pedagogy and relationships of trust and respect 
(Alton Lee, 2015; Bishop et al., 2014; Wearmouth 
& Berryman, 2012). But these had less evidence 
of their efficacy at the time than some longer run-
ning American approaches that specifically tar-
geted behaviour that impeded learning.

PB4L Schoolwide started in 2010, building on 
Positive Behavioural Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS). Incredible Years Teachers (IYT) and 
Incredible Years Parents (IYP) programmes were 
trialled and then offered, using the IYT and IYP 
training and accreditation processes. There was 
some criticism that the videos and examples used 
were not reflective of the local context. A 
Restorative Practices programme was added, and 
again with some criticism that local work in this 
area using Māori frameworks was not built on. 
Check & Connect programmes were added to 
PB4L in a few locations  as a trial through the 
Youth Mental Health project. Other supports that 
were funded were a small increase in school 
health nurses for schools in disadvantaged areas, 
and a trial of the Friends programme to counter 
anxiety and depression.

Evaluation ran alongside the PB4Lsupports 
for several years, with the intention to identify 
implementation issues as well as to check that 
overseas approaches worked well in the local 
context. The New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research (NZCER), where I worked, 
undertook some of these evaluations. There were 
positive gains from PB4L School-Wide, though it 
often took some years for the approach to bed in, 
and it needed ongoing leadership support and 
focus (Boyd & Felgate, 2015). Taking part in the 
Incredible Years Teachers’ professional develop-
ment generally had a positive impact on teaching 
practice, and as a result, on student engagement 
in classwork, with more focus on their learning 
work, better self-regulation and problem-solving 
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skills, and less disruptive behaviour (Wylie & 
Felgate, 2016a). Check & Connect worked well 
where youth workers were well chosen and sup-
ported, and were seen by schools as part of their 
team (Wylie & Felgate, 2016b).

For a few years, there was a real sense of edu-
cation sector ‘ownership’ of PB4L. Annual con-
ferences from 2012 to 2017 were organised by 
the Ministry and sector groups working together. 
Evaluation findings were shared and discussed. 
International and local experts shared their latest 
research and thinking. Presentations from schools 
describing their own development changed ways 
of working, and evidence of improvement in stu-
dent engagement became more prevalent.

NZCER runs periodic national surveys of 
principals and teachers to get a picture of what is 
happening in schools and classrooms. Analysis 
of the 2016 primary (elementary) school data 
showed that principals and teachers whose 
schools had worked with the PB4L School-Wide 
framework and external advisors reported more 
systematic support for students’ positive 
behaviour.

However, a policy focus on well-being that 
produces some gains for student engagement can 
be undercut by other education policies. Much to 
the dismay and opposition of the primary teach-
ing profession, National Standards for reading, 
writing, and mathematics for each primary year 
of schooling were hastily mandated from 2010 
after the government changed in the 2008 national 
elections. Schools were tasked with measuring 
student performance against these standards each 
half-year and giving an annual account. The 
National-led government set a goal for each 
school of 85% of students performing ‘at or 
above’ the standard: a goal which was not met 
nationally or by many schools, especially those 
in disadvantaged areas. Principals were most 
likely to report that a focus on literacy and math-
ematics was taking attention away from other 
curriculum aspects when they had only one or no 
well-embedded practice to support student well-
being. Principals least likely to be distracted by 
the National Standards were those who had many 
well-embedded practices to support student well-
being (Boyd et al., 2017). The National Standards 

came to an end with the change to a Labour-led 
government in late 2017.

The 2018 secondary school survey data 
showed that just over half were currently part of 
PB4L School-Wide, most for more than 3 years, 
and 42% were part of the Restorative Practices 
work. At the same time, 40% of the principals 
also used other restorative practices. PB4L 
School-Wide practices can also be found in sec-
ondary schools whose leaders do not want to be 
part of the Ministry of Education programme. So 
national policy to support student engagement 
can have some influence on school practices 
beyond those who directly participate in activi-
ties that have some additional government 
resourcing, where school leaders encounter con-
vincing evidence of gains.

In 2018, there were some promising signs that 
secondary schools were more confident in their 
work around student behaviour. External exper-
tise to help improve student behaviour was not 
needed by 38% of the secondary principals in 
2018, almost double the 20% who said this in 
2015. Fewer saw student behaviour as a major 
issue for their school (22% compared with 33% 
in 2009).

But at the same time, responses related to stu-
dent wellbeing and mental health indicated more 
concern than previously, with 27% of secondary 
principals saying they could not readily access 
external expertise to keep improving student 
well-being compared with 8% in 2015. Student 
mental health was much more of a concern: 62% 
could not readily access external expertise to sup-
port students with mental health issues, a marked 
increase from 36% in 2015. Student mental 
health as a barrier to engagement in learning is 
much more to the fore, in both primary and sec-
ondary schools. Policy that can make a positive 
difference here lies at the intersection of social 
provision more generally, including health, hous-
ing, employment, and income sufficiency, as well 
as education.

A system-level focus on student behaviour 
and well-being using evidence-based approaches 
that were centrally funded and which gave a 
sense of shared ownership of the work and learn-
ings from it, bringing different parties together, 
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did make a positive difference for student engage-
ment and for many schools’ and teachers’ under-
standing of what they could change in their 
practices. But such a system-level focus needs to 
be sustained if it is to reach all schools.

�Policy Encouraging Student 
Engagement in Learning

School attendance in New Zealand has been slip-
ping in recent years – though it did increase in 
late 2020 after COVID lockdowns enhanced 
awareness of the value of schools for wellbeing 
as well as stimulation (Ministry of Education, 
2020). The slip in attendance is noticeable across 
schools in all socioeconomic areas, though it 
mostly affects those in the most disadvantaged 
areas. Despite the system-level attention to ineq-
uities for Māori and other students, attendance is 
lowest for Māori students in schools teaching the 
English language (the majority of state-funded 
schools in Aotearoa New Zealand). The overall 
trend raises questions about possible reasons, 
including the role of digital experience as it 
extends further into children’s and young peo-
ple’s lives.

Concern about student attendance also con-
tributes to a growing interest among educators in 
curriculum design to motivate learning and to 
develop student agency. There is an increased 
understanding of the linkages between these dif-
ferent facets of student engagement, and the need 
to tackle attendance in more depth than simply 
having students physically (or digitally now) in 
class.

At the policy level, there has been a recogni-
tion that the well-received NZ Curriculum, with 
its vision of Confident, connected, actively 
involved, lifelong learners published in 2007 and 
made mandatory in 2010, needed refreshing, not 
least because it was not leading to richer curricu-
lum and more engaging learning opportunities 
within all schools. A major Curriculum Refresh 
has now begun. More guidance will be provided 
about how to weave through capabilities such as 
agency and critical thinking into different curric-
ulum areas, and pedagogy that engages students 

well. Key knowledge and understanding will be 
identified, including Matauranga Māori, and 
Aotearoa New Zealand Histories, in a long-
overdue commitment to a bicultural curriculum 
that lives up to the commitments made to Māori 
in the country’s founding document, Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi. If the Curriculum Refresh is done well, 
schools should be able to focus more on ‘rich’ 
and deeper learning that engages more students 
cognitively and emotionally.

However, this essential work has been compli-
cated and potentially put at risk because curricu-
lum design expertise has been run down in the 
Ministry of Education. Perhaps this is because 
the 2007 New Zealand Curriculum was seen as a 
completed project, rather than an ongoing 
national responsibility, and there were other 
pressing calls on education funding. But if indi-
vidual schools are to fully engage their learners, 
they need curriculum frameworks, resources, 
materials, guidance (knowledgeable people, not 
simply digital postings), and suitable assess-
ments: these are a policy responsibility.

Secondary school qualification and assess-
ment policy also frames students’ motivation, as 
well as their learning opportunities. Aotearoa 
New Zealand school-leavers do not sit one final 
examination or leave with a grade point average 
to signal the level of their school academic 
achievements to tertiary institutions and employ-
ers. The country has an unusual three-level sec-
ondary school qualification, the National 
Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), 
that frames the final 3  years of schooling. 
Students can gain credits at each level by meeting 
teacher-assessed and externally examined stan-
dards. Achieving a given number of credits at 
Level 1 is needed to tackle Level 2, and a Level 2 
pass is needed to tackle Level 3. This modular 
system originally aimed to give parity between 
‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ subjects and simply 
signal achievement. But students, teachers, and 
parents thought that a simple pass/fail for each 
standard was insufficiently motivating for stu-
dents to do their best. The policy changed to 
allow standards, and then courses, to be achieved 
with merit or excellence from 2007.

The Role of Policy in Supporting Student Engagement



592

The previous National-led government set a 
goal of 85% of students at a school as well as at 
the national level achieving a Level 2 NCEA 
qualification. Schools increasingly focussed on 
standards that their students did well on, and stu-
dents focussed their attention on work that would 
gain them credits. More students gained credits – 
but teaching and learning both narrowed. Policy 
that relies on such targets to motivate schools and 
students comes at a high price. Assessment domi-
nated and intensified the work of students and 
teachers, resulting in a loss of motivation for 
deeper learning (and experiences to build strength 
and confidence for such learning), and increased 
student and teacher stress. These costs were 
among the prime reasons for a major review of 
NCEA in 2018–2019.

Framing the secondary school qualification in 
terms of credit accumulation also fostered some 
‘pick and mix’ of subject areas, resulting too 
often in qualifications that were not coherent or 
sound for employers or tertiary education provid-
ers, and often precluded students from pursuing 
the further education or work that they thought 
would be open to them (Hipkins & Vaughan, 
2019). A school could do this with the best of 
intentions in terms of wanting to engage students. 
Schools have also continued to timetable in ways 
that limit subject choice based on the subject 
hierarchies, and perceptions of student ability: 
tracking by another means.

Many schools also continue timetables that 
curtail more innovative integration of new and 
traditional curriculum areas and continue to run 
disciplines in separate streams, such as ‘the arts’ 
and ‘sciences’. This limits opportunities to 
engage students living in a much more fluid 
world with challenges such as climate change 
that engage them, and that need multidisciplinary 
understanding.

The NCEA review should provide a clearer 
framework for schools, by identifying ‘big ideas’, 
and fewer standards for each curriculum area, 
and involving post-school educators and employ-
ers in the work. It needs to be coherent with the 
Curriculum Refresh work to make a tangible dif-
ference to student learning opportunities that 
really will nourish deep engagement. One con-

cern is that the NCEA Review and identification 
of new standards has started ahead of the 
Curriculum Refresh, with the potential for the 
standards to limit the Curriculum Refresh and 
confuse.

Policy decisions on what is taught, the sup-
ports provided for teaching and learning, and the 
frameworks used for assessment and end-of-
school qualifications all have a strong bearing on 
student engagement. They matter as much as 
attendance and behaviour policies, and the sup-
ports and programmes that are associated with 
them.

�Whose Voices Are Heard to Ensure 
Policy Supports Student Engagement 
Equitably?

The change in government in late 2018 led to a 
new momentum in education, identifying through 
a wide range of Education Conversations what 
was most important to students, parents, educa-
tors, and the wider community, and where the 
system had become stuck. Student voices played 
a powerful role, particularly where they spoke of 
being ignored, treated as dumb, not recognised 
for who they were and what they brought to 
learning, and not being given opportunities to 
flourish, and confined to ‘cabbage’ (easy or lim-
ited)  classes (Office of the Children’s 
Commissioner and New Zealand School 
Trustees’ Association, 2018). Research has 
shown that teachers’ expectations make a differ-
ence to how teachers engage the students in their 
classes, and the opportunities students have for 
learning (Rubie-Davies, 2015). Currently, there 
is real momentum around a campaign to stop 
streaming of students by ability, and grouping 
students within classes, supported by research 
that shows the advantages of mixed-ability 
grouping (Anthony & Hunter, 2017, who note the 
role played by a government-funded mathemat-
ics professional learning programme that sug-
gested benefits from ability grouping; Tokona Te 
Raki, 2021).

What the Aotearoa New Zealand schooling 
system is grappling with is distinct in some ways, 
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but far from unique. Every country has some 
compulsory schooling. Every school system 
grapples with students who do not want to be in 
school, who sit in class but with minds and hearts 
elsewhere, and who do the minimum needed to 
stay under the radar or act out their frustrations at 
feeling cut out or unable to achieve.

Student engagement is now better understood 
in many ways than it was and is increasingly 
given weight as something that has to be actively 
nurtured. But individual teachers’ and schools’ 
work to nourish engagement can only flourish if 
it is well-framed and supported in policies by the 
system responsible for it. The policies that will 
make a positive difference to student engagement 
are not just those directly addressed to attendance 
and behaviour, but just as importantly  – some-
times I think more so – what students experience 
in classes: the curriculum their teachers can 
share, and how they teach and assess it. The 
COVID pandemic has highlighted the impor-
tance of teaching in ways that build and enhance 
student well-being, at the same time as their 
knowledge, skills, and understanding. 
Researchers of student engagement have much to 
offer those who work on policies that affect the 
way schools work, and what students 
experience.
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The Measurement of Student 
Engagement: Methodological 
Advances and Comparison of New 
Self-report Instruments

Jennifer A. Fredricks

Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to describe 
advances in the measurement of student 
engagement. First, different methods used to 
assess engagement are outlined including stu-
dent self-report surveys, teacher ratings, 
observations, administrative data, experience 
sampling methods, and real-time measures. 
Benefits, limitations, and methodological con-
siderations of each of these methods are 
described. Next, 13 self-report measures that 
have been developed since 2009 are presented. 
These measures are compared on a variety of 
dimensions including what is measured (scale 
name and items), samples, and the extent of 
reliability and validity of information. Finally, 
ongoing challenges with the measurement of 
engagement and future directions are 
discussed.

�Student Engagement and Positive 
Youth Development

There has been an explosion of interest in the 
construct of student engagement by researchers, 
practitioners, and policymakers. Increasing stu-

dent engagement is seen as a mechanism to both 
promote positive developmental outcomes and 
reduce involvement in negative behaviors. Youth 
who are engaged in school build a stronger con-
nection to the institution, which helps them to 
develop the skills, values, and mindsets that are 
critical to academic achievement and a successful 
transition to adulthood. Engagement also can 
serve as a protective factor that helps students 
cope more effectively with the challenges they 
face in school, bounce back from setbacks and 
failures, and constructively re-engage with aca-
demic tasks (Skinner et  al., 2009). In contrast, 
youth who are disengaged have fewer opportuni-
ties to develop academic and social skills, result-
ing in them becoming more alienated from their 
teachers, peers, and academic norms. In turn, this 
lack of participation and devaluing of school may 
lead youth to seek solace in problem behaviors.

A growing body of research demonstrates the 
positive relations between student engagement 
and indicators of adjustment. Student engage-
ment is associated with higher grades, test scores, 
and school completion rates (Christenson et al., 
2012; Fredricks et al., 2004; Wang & Holcombe, 
2010). Student engagement is also correlated 
with favorable mental health outcomes (Li & 
Lerner, 2011; Marraccini & Brier, 2017) and is a 
protective factor that can buffer students from 
risky behaviors, including substance use, delin-
quency, and problem behaviors (Henry et  al., 
2012; Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Fredricks, 
2014). These relations between engagement and 
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indicators of adjustment are reciprocal, with ini-
tial differences in engagement and disengage-
ment being magnified over time (Hughes et al., 
2008; Wang & Fredricks, 2014).

The goal of this chapter is to update the origi-
nal chapter on the measurement of student 
engagement for the first edition of the Handbook 
of Research on Engagement (Fredricks & 
McColskey, 2012). First, an overview of defini-
tions of engagement and different reasons for 
measuring this construct are presented. Second, 
different methods for assessing engagement are 
discussed, paying particular attention to method-
ological advances since the last review. Third, 
self-report survey measures that have been devel-
oped since 2009 are presented and compared on 
several dimensions. Finally, ongoing limitations 
with the measurement of student engagement and 
suggestions for how to address each of these 
challenges are discussed.

�What Is Engagement?

The most prevalent conceptualization of student 
engagement is that it is a multidimensional con-
struct that includes three distinct, yet interrelated 
dimensions: behavior, emotion/affective, and 
cognitive engagement, though there has been 
variation in how each of these components has 
been defined and measured. A multidimensional 
conceptualization of engagement provides a 
richer picture of how students act, feel, and think 
in school than research on any single dimension 
can offer. Behavioral engagement focuses on stu-
dents’ involvement in and participation in learn-
ing and school contexts; positive conduct; and 
absence of disruptive behaviors (Fredricks et al., 
2004). Emotional engagement focuses on posi-
tive and negative reactions to teachers, class-
mates, academics, or school; sense of belonging; 
and identification with school or subject domains 
(Finn, 1989; Voelkl, 1997). Finally, cognitive 
engagement is defined in terms of students’ cog-
nitive investment in learning and includes being 
self-regulated and use of deep rather than surface 
learning strategies (Fredricks et al., 2004). Some 
scholars have included a fourth component of 

engagement including academic (Appleton et al., 
2006; Appleton et al., 2008), social engagement 
(Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Wang et al., 2019), and 
agentic engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011), 
though more research is necessary to determine 
whether these are additional unique dimensions 
of engagement.

Disengagement is also considered to be multi-
dimensional, though there are different perspec-
tives about how engagement relates to 
disengagement. In most studies, engagement and 
disengagement are viewed on a single contin-
uum, with lower levels of engagement indicating 
disengagement. More recently, others have begun 
to view engagement and disengagement as sepa-
rate and distinct constructs with different indica-
tors that are associated with different learning 
outcomes (Skinner et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2015; 
Wang et al., 2019).

�Reasons to Measure Engagement

Scholars are increasingly including engagement 
as a construct in educational research. This work 
has emerged out of a variety of theoretical and 
disciplinary traditions. Motivational scholars 
have used self-determination, self-regulation, 
flow, goal theory, and expectancy-value theories 
to examine the links between contextual factors, 
patterns of engagement, and academic outcomes. 
One prominent model is self-determination the-
ory, which links contextual factors (i.e., class-
room structure, autonomy support, and 
involvement) to patterns of engagement (i.e., 
engagement versus disaffection), through self-
system processes, or an individual’s appraisals of 
how well the context meets their needs for com-
petence, autonomy, and relatedness (Skinner 
et al., 2008).

Other scholars have used sociological theories 
to examine the role of engagement in the process 
of dropping out of school. For example, the 
participation-identification model (Finn, 1989) 
assumes that early forms of participation (e.g., 
behavioral engagement) lead students to experi-
ence academic success, which in turn leads to 
increased identification with school (e.g., emo-
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tional engagement) and ongoing participation. 
Conversely, the failure to participate in school 
and class activities leads students to feel alien-
ated from school, disengaged, and can eventually 
lead to school withdrawal.

Engagement data also play a key role in the 
identification, design, and evaluation of interven-
tions (Fredricks et al., 2019b). Many schools col-
lect data on student engagement and 
disengagement to help identify those students 
who are in need of additional support, as well as 
using this data to determine the types of and lev-
els of this support. In multi-tiered systems, 
increasingly intensive interventions serve a 
smaller population of disengaged students 
(MacIver & MacIver, 2010; Reschly & 
Bergstrom, 2009). Universal interventions (Tier 
1) are given to all students to support engagement 
and performance at school. Engagement can then 
be monitored among these students to assess if 
they are in need of more intensive intervention 
supports (Tier 2 and 3). Engagement data can 
also be used to differentiate students who have 
begun to show signs of disengagement and need 
additional intervention supports to reduce the 
risk of negative outcomes (Tier 2) from students 
with chronic and severe disengagement who need 
immediate and intensive interventions (Tier 3) 
(Hofkens & Ruzek, 2019).

Increasing student engagement is a key goal 
of many prevention and intervention efforts 
(Christenson et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2019b). 
Some examples of interventions to increase 
engagement include whole-school reforms, 
project-based learning, social and emotional 
learning programs, individualized counseling, 
family support, mentoring, and extracurricular 
activities (Fredricks et  al., 2019b). Collecting 
data on engagement can help to inform how well 
an intervention is working, for whom, and 
whether these effects vary across student and 
school characteristics. This information can help 
schools, districts, and communities select the 
interventions with the strongest evidence base 
and which aligns with the needs of their particu-
lar context.

Engagement is an important construct for 
practice because it is easily understood by practi-

tioners and describes the conditions that they see 
in many of their classrooms and schools 
(Fredricks, 2014). Student disengagement is 
rated by teachers as one of the biggest stressors 
they experience in the classroom and one of the 
factors responsible for high rates of teacher burn-
out (Chang, 2009; Fredricks, 2014). Teachers can 
monitor their students’ engagement both within 
and across different instructional contexts (i.e., 
whole class, small group, seatwork, large discus-
sions) and across different subject areas. Teachers 
can use data on variations in engagement to make 
adjustments to their instruction, as well as help-
ing to identify the individual and contextual fac-
tors that either help to increase or decrease 
student engagement.

�Methods for Measuring 
Engagement

In this section, I review methods that have been 
used to measure engagement, outlining benefits, 
limitations, and methodological considerations 
of each method. Particular attention is paid to 
advances in methodologies over the past decade.

�Student Self-report Surveys

The most common method of assessing student 
engagement is self-report surveys because they 
are low cost and easy to administer to large and 
diverse groups of students in classroom settings. 
Self-report surveys allow researchers to track 
changes in engagement over time, compare 
results within and across schools, and test the 
relations between contextual factors and engage-
ment. Furthermore, this methodology captures 
students’ subjective perceptions and how they 
make meaning of their classroom experience. As 
a result, it may be a more valid way of under-
standing emotional and cognitive engagement 
than other methods that can be highly inferential 
(Appleton et al., 2008).

There are methodological considerations 
when using self-report measures to assess 
engagement. These measures are more likely to 
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be worded broadly to reflect engagement at either 
the school or class level as opposed to worded to 
reflect engagement in a specific subject area or 
task. Additionally, self-report surveys are based 
on the assumption that engagement is static and 
can be measured outside of students’ actual 
involvement in learning tasks (Greene & 
Azevedo, 2010). When responding to survey 
questions, students need to reflect on their experi-
ences across multiple tasks to assign an aggregate 
level of engagement. As a result, self-report 
methods often do not align with actual or real-
time behaviors or strategy use (Greene, 2015; 
Winne & Perry, 2000). Surveys also are subject 
to concerns about social desirability, with the 
potential for students to either over-report or 
under-report certain behaviors. Finally, self-
report surveys do not work well for younger stu-
dents who have lower reading comprehension 
levels.

�Teacher Ratings

Another way to assess engagement is to have 
teachers rate students on a variety of indicators. 
Some of these rating scales include items for 
behavioral engagement (Rimm-Kaufman et  al., 
2015; Pagani et  al., 2010), and some include 
items for both behavioral and emotional engage-
ment (Skinner et  al., 2009), while still others 
include items that reflect a multidimensional 
model of engagement (i.e., behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive) (Wang et al., 2016; Wigfield 
et  al., 2008). Teacher surveys are cost-effective 
and relatively easy to administer. One teacher can 
report on the engagement of a large number of 
students either during instruction or outside of 
instructional time. They also may be more appro-
priate than self-report survey methods for 
younger children due to their limited literacy 
skills. In addition to use in research studies, 
teacher ratings have been extensively used by 
practitioners to screen children for social and 
behavioral problems to help inform intervention-
related decisions (Kilgus et al., 2016).

There are also methodological considerations 
when using teacher ratings of student engage-

ment. Teachers tend to be more accurate report-
ers of behavior than of emotional and cognitive 
indicators because behavior is directly observ-
able. Students can hide their emotions and 
thinking. As a result, teachers need to infer their 
level of emotional and cognitive engagement 
based on the behavioral indicators (Skinner 
et  al., 2009). There are also concerns about 
biases in teacher ratings both as a result of stu-
dent characteristics (e.g., disability, gender, and 
socioeconomic status) and teacher characteris-
tics (e.g., knowledge of disability and prior 
experience) (Mason et al., 2014).

�Observational Measures

There are a growing number of observational 
measures of engagement. Many of these mea-
sures use prespecified observational categories 
and focus on whether behavioral indicators, such 
as on- and off-task behavior, participation in 
learning activities, asking and answering ques-
tions, listening, and behavioral disruptions, are 
present or absent during a defined period of time 
(e.g., Rimm-Kaufman et  al., 2015; Volpe et  al., 
2005). Behavioral engagement can be observed 
among individual students or groups of students 
in classrooms. Some studies score the average 
engagement of students in a class (e.g., Pianta 
et  al., 2007), while others aggregate individual 
measures of behavioral engagement to form a 
single global indicator of behavioral engagement 
at the classroom level (e.g., Briesch et al., 2015). 
Other studies have used narrative and discourse 
analysis to assess engagement (Engle & Conant, 
2002; Gresalfi, 2009; Ryu & Lombardi, 2015). 
These studies have observed the quality of 
instructional discourse between the individual 
and the group in a specific course and have 
assessed teacher questioning and the develop-
ment of student argumentation as evidence of 
cognitive engagement.

Observational methods can provide a rich 
description of both engagement and classroom 
context. These observations can enhance our 
understanding of how engagement emerges and 
changes over time, as well as identify individ-
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ual and contextual triggers of engagement and 
disengagement (Renninger & Bachrach, 2015). 
Observations may be more amenable to admin-
istrators and teachers because this methodology 
tends to be less disruptive because it can hap-
pen during instructional time. An additional 
benefit is that observations are grounded in 
practice. Thus, they are particularly useful to 
practitioners because they can provide deep 
insight into a particular case (Renninger & 
Bachrach, 2015).

Despite these benefits, this technique does 
have some methodological challenges. First, 
because of variations in the types of observations 
and indicators of engagement, scholars who use 
this technique will need to make decisions about 
how often to measure, over what periods of time 
(e.g., continuous, momentary time sampling, par-
tial recordings, or whole-interval recording), 
with what unit of analysis (individual students, 
groups, or whole classrooms), and in what set-
tings (e.g., whole class, small group work, seat 
work). Additionally, we do not know how much 
the presence of a video camera changes instruc-
tion, teacher–student interactions, or students’ 
engagement in class. Furthermore, collecting 
observational data can require extensive training 
to support and maintain validity. For example, the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 
(Pianta et al., 2007), a widely used observational 
measure that includes a global measure of stu-
dent engagement, requires a two-day training 
(Rimm-Kaufman et  al., 2015). Finally, since 
observations can be time-consuming to conduct 
and analyze, they tend to include a smaller num-
ber of students. This raises questions regarding 
the generalizability of findings to students with 
different backgrounds or schools in different 
social and cultural contexts (Waxman et  al., 
2004).

�Administrative Data

Another way to assess student engagement and 
disengagement is through the use of administra-
tive data, which is already being collected by 

schools. For example, schools collect data on 
attendance, truancy, problem behaviors, credit 
earned, graduation rates, and course enrollment 
and completion (Appleton et  al., 2008; 
Mandernach, 2015). The majority of these indi-
cators are measures of behavioral engagement 
and disengagement. A significant advantage of 
using administrative data to assess engagement is 
that it is collected regularly on all students across 
school systems and throughout the academic year 
allowing school personnel to monitor and track 
changes over time.

Indicators like attendance, problem behaviors, 
and course enrollment tend to be meaningful, 
easily understood, and valued by practitioners 
and are often aligned with district and school pri-
orities. Furthermore, many school districts col-
lect data on indicators of student disengagement 
(e.g., problem behaviors, absenteeism, course 
failure) as part of an early warning system to 
identify students who are struggling earlier in 
their school career and to use these data to direct 
students to appropriate tier of interventions 
(Balfanz & Brynes, 2019; Balfanz et  al., 2007; 
Heppen & Bowles, 2008). There are several case 
studies of how schools have used this data to 
identify students in need of intervention support 
and facilitate discussions around the district and 
school-wide responses to disengagement 
(Appleton, 2012; Appleton & Silberglitt, 2019; 
Hofkens & Ruzek, 2019).

Despite these benefits, there are a few con-
cerns with using administrative data to assess 
engagement. One concern is that there is often 
not a clear demarcation between indicators and 
outcomes of engagement, such as grades, disci-
pline, and number of credits. This lack of clear 
demarcation between indicators and outcomes 
makes it more difficult to explore the conse-
quences of engagement (Lam et  al., 2012). 
Additionally, there are concerns about potential 
biases in reporting of some indicators of disen-
gagement (e.g., suspensions, problem behavior) 
by student characteristics (e.g., race, socioeco-
nomic status, special education status) (Skiba 
et  al., 2002). Finally, variations in how schools 
collect data on indicators like suspension, course 
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marks, and attendance can make it more difficult 
to compare this data across different school con-
texts (Balfanz & Brynes, 2019).

�Experience Sampling Methods

Experience sampling methods (ESM) is another 
technique for assessing student engagement. 
ESM techniques grew out of research on “flow,” 
a high level of engagement where individuals are 
so deeply absorbed in a task that they lose aware-
ness of time and space (Shernoff & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). In this methodology, 
students are randomly contacted throughout the 
day as they go about their daily lives. In response 
to ESM signals, they fill out short surveys with a 
series of questions about their location, activities, 
behaviors, and cognitive and affective responses.

One benefit of ESM methods is that it offers a 
time- and context-dependent measure of stu-
dents’ subjective experiences. This allows 
researchers to collect data on engagement as it is 
happening, which reduces problems with recall 
failure and answering in socially desirable ways 
(Hektner et  al., 2007; Zirkel et  al., 2015). 
Additionally, this technique can be used to com-
pare engagement levels within individuals over 
time and across contexts. There are also statisti-
cal advantages to using ESM techniques. The 
repeated nature of ESM data increases the data 
reliability, offers greater statistical power, and 
allows researchers to include participants with 
variable response rates (Zirkel et al., 2015).

There are several methodological consider-
ations with this methodology. Data collection 
requires a high level of commitment from partici-
pants who are often asked the same questions on 
multiple occasions. This leads to concerns about 
participant fatigue, hasty completion, exaggera-
tion, and deliberation falsification (Shernoff 
et al., 2003; Zirkel et al., 2015). Additionally, it is 
very labor-intensive for researchers and can be 
expensive, though new technologies have helped 
to reduce both the cost and labor. Since the data 
collected through this technique is relatively lim-
ited, it also provides limited insight into individ-
ual characteristics and aspects of classroom 

context that may help to explain variations in 
engagement. Furthermore, there are concerns 
that the multidimensional nature of engagement 
may not be adequately captured by the small 
number of items included in ESM studies 
(Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). For example, in 
a series of studies, Shernoff and his colleagues 
(e.g., Shernoff, 2013, 2016; Shernoff et al., 2003) 
measured engagement with only three items: 
enjoyment, concentration, and interest.

�Real-time Measures

One of the biggest advances in methods to assess 
engagement since the 2012 review is the increase 
in the use of real-time measures to capture the 
dynamics of and fluctuations of engagement. 
Unlike other measurement techniques, real-time 
measures collect fine-grained data at time scales 
ranging from seconds to a few minutes and focus 
on discrete and objective indicators. For exam-
ple, some scholars have assessed engagement 
with log files, or the electronic interactions that 
occur as students work in online learning envi-
ronments (Azevedo et al., 2010; D’Mello et al., 
2017; Gobert et  al., 2015). Some examples of 
indicators of behavioral and cognitive engage-
ment collected through log files include: (1) 
number of posts to a discussion board, (2) num-
ber of pages viewed in an online resource, (3) 
number of edits made to a writing task, and (4) 
number of times reading a text (Fredricks et al., 
2019a). Other studies have used log files to mea-
sure the amount of time students are off task and 
the presence of behaviors that indicate a desire to 
finish quickly instead of doing well on the task 
(Azevedo et al., 2010; Gobert et al., 2015; Henrie 
et al., 2015).

Eye-tracking techniques is another method 
used to collect data on engagement in real-time. 
In this methodology, an eye-tracking machine 
records the pattern of eye movements over text 
and images, including whether a student fixates 
on a work or object, whether a student looks back 
and forth over a text, how much time they spend 
looking at different objects on a page, and how 
much information they miss (Boucheix et  al., 
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2013; Duchowski, 2007; Miller, 2015). The 
assumption is that people look longer at some 
words or images because they are thinking more 
deeply about these objects, or are more cogni-
tively engaged (Miller, 2015).

Others have measured facial expressions and 
body language during online learning as indica-
tors of students’ emotional and behavioral 
engagement (D’Mello & Graesser, 2012; 
D’Mello et al., 2017). For example, researchers 
have used the Baker-Rodrigo Observation 
Monitoring Protocol (BROMP) (Occumpaugh 
et al., 2015) to make online observations of stu-
dents’ boredom, frustration, engaged concentra-
tion, and confusion based on their interactions 
with peers and teachers, body movements, ges-
tures, and facial expression. These observational 
data are synchronized to log data files, and then 
data mining algorithms are used to determine 
patterns of engagement.

Researchers have also begun measuring 
engagement with physiological data. Engagement 
is associated with physiological changes, such as 
an increase in heart rate, perspiration, muscle 
tension, or rapid respiration (Kim, 2018). One 
such technique to measure these physiological 
changes is a galvanic skin response, a technique 
in which the conductance of the skin is measured 
through one or two sensor(s) attached to a part of 
the hand or foot. Galvanic skill response tech-
niques have been used to assess affective pro-
cesses and emotional arousal as indicators of 
emotional engagement (Arroyo et al., 2009; Kim, 
2018; McNeal et  al., 2014; Poh et  al., 2010). 
Another method to measure engagement is an 
electroencephalogram (EEG), a neurological 
technique where electrodes are placed on the 
scalp during learning tasks to assess cognitive 
effort (Antonenko et al., 2010). Others have used 
galvanic skin response techniques in combina-
tion with blood pressure and electroencephalog-
raphy to measure emotional engagement (Shen 
et al., 2009).

There are several benefits to using real-time 
measures to assess engagement. First, these 
measures are more precise and provide rich 
information on how engagement occurs in real-
time in the context of discrete activities. This 

allows researchers to collect large amounts of 
data over short periods of time allowing them to 
model changes in engagement during and across 
tasks and learning environments. Another bene-
fit of this methodology is that a student does not 
need to stop the activity to respond to survey 
questions (Miller, 2015). These measures can 
also provide insights into aspects of engagement 
that are difficult to observe or report, are objec-
tive, and therefore not suspect to social desir-
ability. There also are potential practical 
applications to using these techniques. For 
example, scientists are using facial recognition 
and physiological data on emotional engage-
ment to build adaptive learning systems that can 
apply behavioral strategies and emotional sup-
ports to support learning (Kapoor et  al., 2007; 
Shen et al., 2009).

Despite these benefits, there are several limita-
tions and many unanswered methodological 
questions with these new methods. First, data 
using real-time measures tend to be collected 
with well-structured laboratory tasks and as part 
of small studies because of the cost, privacy/ethi-
cal considerations, and technical expertise 
required to use the technology (Antonenko et al., 
2010; D’Mello et  al., 2017; Miller, 2015). 
Devices used to collect this data can be expen-
sive, complex, and more difficult to use in the 
classroom or school settings. Additionally, the 
physiological phenomena they are measuring are 
affected by other physiological processes, like 
sweating or movement (Henrie et al., 2015). Data 
on nervous system arousal can also be difficult to 
interpret without supplemental self-report or 
observational information that indicates whether 
the physiological arousal detected is indicative of 
positive or negative emotions (Henrie et  al., 
2015).

Because these methods are relatively new, 
there are also questions about the appropriate 
sampling frequency, time between observations, 
and the level of granularity. The data collected 
through these methods can be complex and diffi-
cult to analyze, and there are questions about how 
to ensure accurate data collection, manage the 
large amount of data that is produced, and inter-
pret the results in a way that is accurate and 
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usable for schools (Henrie et  al., 2015). As a 
result, it is not clear whether, and if so, how this 
technique can be used to assess engagement in 
more complex and less structured learning envi-
ronments and tasks.

�Comparison of Self-report 
Measures

The goal of this chapter is to update the review of 
self-report measures of engagement described in 
the first edition of this handbook (Fredricks & 
McColskey, 2012). This earlier review compared 
11 self-report measures that were developed from 
1979 to 2009. Table 1 includes the list of mea-
sures identified in this review. In addition, several 
methodological issues were noted in this review. 
The first was definitional clarity. They noted vari-
ation in how defined and measured within and 
across the different dimensions of engagement. 
For example, similar items were sometimes used 
to assess different dimensions of engagement 
(e.g., class participation as an indicator of both 
behavioral and cognitive engagement and 
students’ valuing of school was used as an indi-
cator of both emotional and cognitive engage-
ment). Second, the majority of measures assessed 
general engagement rather than engagement in 
specific subject areas. These items were rarely 
worded to reflect specific situations or tasks. 

Finally, there was a large variation in the psycho-
metric support for these 11 measures, with only a 
few examples of the surveys having been vali-
dated across different subgroups of students.

As a first step toward identifying self-report 
surveys published since the 2009 review (See 
Table 1), a literature search was conducted using 
terms that were broad enough to capture both 
subject-specific and general measures of student 
engagement. PsycARTICLES and ERIC data-
bases were searched for citations between 
January 2009 and July 2020 using the terms stu-
dent engagement or school engagement and the 
terms instrument or survey. First, all citations 
were screened for entries that included a self-
report survey that measured either engagement or 
a related motivational construct. A large number 
of the citations were excluded at this stage 
because either the article did not include any 
form of data collection or the data was collected 
using other methods than self-report surveys. The 
remaining citations were screened for the inclu-
sion of an engagement self-report survey admin-
istered to kindergarten to twelfth-grade students. 
Citations were excluded for the following rea-
sons: (1) developed for college-age samples, (2) 
measured another construct (e.g., school belong-
ing, school climate, self-concept, parent involve-
ment, goal orientation), (3) developed for a 
non-academic area (e.g., music, physical educa-
tion), (4) included in 2012 review (see Table 1), 

Table 1  Overview of 11 Instruments from Fredricks and McColskey (2012)

Instrument name Availability
Attitude Towards Mathematics Survey (ATM) Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran, and Nichols (1996)
Engagement versus Disaffection with Learning – 
Student Report (EvsD)

Skinner et al. (2009) or www. pdx.edu/psy/ellen-skinner-1

High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) www.indiana.edu/~ceep/hssse/
Identification with School Questionnaire (ISQ) (Voelkl, 1997)
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ)

Pintrich and DeGroot (1990)

Motivation and Engagement Scale (MES) www.lifelongachievement.com
Research Assessment Packages for Schools (RAPS) irre.org/sites/default/files/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 Profile (SSP) www.schoolsuccessprofile.org
Student Engagement Instrument (SEI) Appleton et al. (2006)

J. A. Fredricks
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(5) used measures developed prior to 2009, (6) 
not available in English, and 7) did not have 
enough published information.

�What Is Measured?

This screening process resulted in 13 new self-
report measures. The measures are listed in 
Table  2 and include a citation where one can 
access the full scales, the subscales/domains 

measured, and sample items for each of the 
subscales.

The surveys were compared in terms of what 
was measured, samples, and psychometric infor-
mation. First, the surveys differed in terms of 
whether they focus on general engagement or 
subject-specific engagement. Ten of the survey 
measures include items worded to reflect general 
engagement in school or in class, while three of 
the surveys are worded to reflect engagement in a 
subject-specific area [Math and Science 

Table 2  Measures and sample items

Instrument name Citation Sample items
Agentic 
Engagement

Reeve and 
Tseng 
(2011)

Agentic Engagement (5 items)
During class, I ask questions
Behavioral Engagement (5 items)
I listen carefully in class
Cognitive Engagement (8 items)
When doing schoolwork, I try to connect what I am learning with my own 
experiences
Emotional Engagement (4 items)
I enjoy learning new things in class

Classroom 
Engagement 
Inventory

Wang et al. 
(2014)

Affective Engagement (5 items)
I feel excited
Behavioral Engagement: compliance (3 items)
I complete my assignments
Behavioral Engagement: effortful class participation (5 items)
I work with other students and we learn from each other
Cognitive Engagement (8 items)
I search for information from different places and think about how to put it 
together
Disengagement (3 items)
I am “zoned out”, not really thinking or doing class work

Delaware 
School 
Engagement 
Survey

Yang et al. 
(2020)

Cognitive-Behavioral Engagement (5 items)
I follow the rules in school
Emotional Engagement (5 items)
I like most of my teachers

Math and 
Science 
Engagement 
Scales

Wang et al. 
(2016)

Behavioral Engagement in Math/Science (8 items)
I put effort into learning science/math
Cognitive Engagement in Math/Science (8 items)
I think about different ways to solve a problem
Emotional Engagement in Math/Science (10 items)
I look forward to science/math class
Social Engagement in Math/Science (7 items)
I try to understand people’s ideas in science/math class

Motivation and 
Engagement 
Survey

Lee et al. 
(2016)

Affective Engagement in Science (5 items)
My science classroom is a fun place to be
Behavioral Engagement in Science (5 items)
I pay attention to all of the learning activities in my science class
Cognitive Engagement in Science (7 items)
I look for extra information (books or internet) to learn more about things we do 
in science

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

Instrument name Citation Sample items
School 
Engagement

Wang et al. 
(2011)

Behavioral Engagement: attentiveness (3 items)
How often do you get schoolwork done on time?
Behavioral engagement: school compliance (4 items)
How often have you skipped class (reverse coded)?
Cognitive Engagement: Self-regulated learning (4 items)
How often do you try to figure out problems and planning how to solve them?
Cognitive Engagement: Cognitive strategy use (4 items)
How often do you try to plan what you have to do for homework before you get 
started?
Emotional Engagement: School belonging (3 items)
I feel happy and safe at school
Emotional Engagement: Valuing of school education (5 items)
I have to do well in school if I want to be a success in life

School 
Engagement 
Inventory

Salmela-
Aro and 
Upadyaya 
(2012)

Energy (Emotional engagement) (3 items)
At school I am bursting with energy
Dedication (Cognitive engagement) (3 items)
I find the schoolwork full of meaning and purpose
Absorption (Behavioral engagement) (3 items)
I feel happy when I am working deeply at school

School 
Engagement 
Scale

Wang et al. 
(2019)

Behavioral Engagement (4 items)
I always try my best in school
Behavioral Disengagement (8 items)
I don’t follow school rules
Cognitive Engagement (5 items)
I plan out how to finish my homework
Emotional Engagement (5 items)
I have fun at school
Emotional Disengagement (4 items)
I feel worried at school
Social Engagement (5 items)
I help my peers when they are struggling
Social Disengagement (4 items)
I don’t feel like people notice me at school

Student 
Engagement 
Instrument: 
Elementary 
Version

Carter et al. 
(2012)

Teacher Student Relationships (affective engagement) (9 items)
Teachers at my school care about students
Peer Support for Learning (affective engagement) (6 items)
I have friends at school
Family Support for Learning (affective engagement) (4 items)
My family/guardians are there when I need them
Future Goals and Aspirations (cognitive engagement) (5 items)
I plan to go to college after I graduate from high school

Student 
Engagement in 
Math (SEMS)

Leis et al. 
(2015)

Cognitive Engagement in Math (5 items)
Today in math class I worked as hard as I could
Emotional Engagement in Math (5 items)
Math class was fun today
Social Engagement in Math (4 items)
Today I talked about math with other kids in the class

Student 
Engagement in 
School

Lam et al. 
(2014)

Affective Engagement (9 items)
I am very interested in learning
Behavioral Engagement (12 items)
I try to do well in school
Cognitive Engagement (12 items)
When I study, I try to understand the material better by relating it to things I 
already know

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

Instrument name Citation Sample items
Student 
Engagement in 
School-Four-
Dimensional 
Scale 
(SES-4DS)

Veiga and 
Robu 
(2014)

Agency
I make suggestions to my teachers about how to improve classes
Affective Engagement (5 items)
My school is a place where I make friends easily
Behavioral Engagement (5 items)
I absent from school without a valid reason (reverse coded)
Cognitive Engagement (5 items)
I spend a lot of my free time looking for more information on topics discussed in 
class

Student School 
Engagement 
Measure 
(SSEM)

Hazel et al. 
(2013)

Aspirations (4 items)
Being successful in school will help me in the future
Belonging (6 items)
I am proud to be a student at this school
Productivity (12 items)
I look for more information about things I am learning in school

Engagement Scales (Wang et  al., 2016), 
Motivation and Engagement Survey (Lee et al., 
2016) & Student Engagement in Math (Leis, 
Schmidt, & Rimm-Kaffman (Leis et al., 2015)].

The self-report measures differed in whether 
and how they conceptualized disengagement. 
The majority of the measures assume that a low 
engagement score indicates disengagement. 
Many of the scales include reverse coded items 
that are indicators of disengagement (e.g., get in 
trouble, doing just enough to get by, do not care 
about learning, class is boring, give up easily). 
Two of the measures include separate subscales 
for disengagement [Classroom Engagement 
Inventory (Wang et al., 2014); School Engagement 
Scale (Wang et  al., 2019)]. Additionally, the 
School Engagement Inventory (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2012) builds on a separate prior mea-
sure of student disengagement (School Burnout 
Inventory; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009).

Finally, a few of the scales blurred the lines 
between indicators, which describe what engage-
ment looks like in a setting, and facilitators, 
which are contextual factors that influence 
engagement (Sinclair et  al., 2003: Hofkens & 
Ruzek, 2019). For example, the Student 
Engagement Instrument (SEI): Elementary 
Version (Carter et  al., 2012) measures engage-
ment with scales about students’ relationships 
with teachers and peers and support for learning 
from families. Additionally, the Student School 

Engagement Measure includes both indicators 
(e.g., I am proud to be at school) and facilitators 
(e.g., teachers help me to be successful at school) 
in the same scale (Hazel et al., 2013). In contrast, 
other self-report measures include separate scales 
for the aspects of classroom or school context 
that are assumed to influence or be related to 
engagement.

All of the measures considered engagement as 
a multidimensional construct, though they dif-
fered in both the number and conceptualization 
of engagement. Two of the measures include two 
dimensions of engagement [The Delaware 
School Engagement Survey (Yang et  al., 2020) 
and the Student Engagement Instrument: 
Elementary Version (Carter et al., 2012)]. Five of 
the surveys include three dimensions: behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement [Classroom 
Engagement Inventory (Wang et  al., 2014); 
Motivational and Engagement Survey (Lee et al., 
2016), School Engagement Inventory (Salmela-
Aro & Upadyaya, 2012; School Engagement 
(Wang et  al., 2011), and School Student 
Engagement in School (Lam et al., 2014)]. Two 
others include three dimensions: (1) The Student 
Engagement in Math (cognitive, emotional, and 
social engagement) (Leis et  al., 2015) and (2) 
The Student School Engagement Measure 
(SSEM) (aspirations, belonging, and productiv-
ity) (Hazel et al., 2013). Finally, four of the mea-
sures include four different dimensions of 
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engagement: agentic engagement (Reeve & 
Tseng, 2011; Veiga & Robu, 2014) and social 
engagement (Wang et  al., 2016; Wang et  al., 
2019)]. Below we describe the subscales and 
items found across the 13 instruments by each of 
the dimensions of engagement.

�Behavioral Engagement
Nine of the self-report measures have scales 
either by the subscale name or sample items that 
include indicators of behavioral engagement (see 
Table 2). Across the various behavioral engage-
ment scales/subscales, students are asked to 
report on their effort, attention, concentration, 
participation in class, participation in school-
based activities, persistence, asking questions, 
working with peers, attendance, adherence to 
classroom rules, and absence of risk behaviors. 
The two behavioral disengagement subscales ask 
students to report zoning out, lack of effort, not 
completing work, and problem behaviors.

�Emotional/Affective Engagement
All of the self-report measures, either by subscale 
name or items, have indicators that reflect 
emotional/affective engagement. Some subscales 
assess emotional reaction to class or school, 
while others assess the quality of students’ rela-
tionships with peers and teachers as an indicator 
of emotional engagement. Across the various 
emotional/affective engagement scales/sub-
scales, students are asked about positive emo-
tions such as happiness and pride; liking school 
and class; enjoying learning new things; experi-
encing interest and fun; having supportive or 
positive relations with peers and teachers; mak-
ing friends; school belonging; feeling safe at 
school; having family support for learning; and 
school value. In addition, the emotional disen-
gagement scale includes items about negative 
emotions including worry, anxiety, and 
frustration.

�Cognitive Engagement
All of the self-report measures either by subscale 
name or by items have indicators measuring cog-
nitive engagement. Across these various scales, 
students are asked about their use of deep learn-

ing strategies (e.g., connecting material to what 
already know, planning how to study, making up 
own examples), going beyond what is required in 
a class, thinking deeply, searching additional 
sources for information, persisting when faced 
with difficulties, asking questions, participating 
outside of class, effort, paying attention, enthusi-
asm for learning, school value, and learning from 
mistakes.

�Additional Subscales
In addition to the tripartite conceptualization of 
engagement, some surveys include additional 
dimensions of engagement. These include agen-
tic engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Veiga & 
Robu, 2014) and social engagement (Leis et al., 
2015; Wang et  al., 2016, 2019). The agentic 
engagement scales include items about express-
ing one’s preferences, offering input, asking 
questions, and communicating what one is think-
ing and needing from their teacher. The social 
engagement subscale includes items about enjoy-
ing time with peers, working with and learning 
from peers, sharing with and discussing ideas 
with peers, helping others who are struggling, 
and being open to making friends.

As noted above and similar to the earlier 
review, there is a large variation in how each of 
the constructs is defined and measured (see 
Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). Similar items are 
sometimes used as indicators of different dimen-
sions of engagement. For example, asking ques-
tions is included as an indicator of behavioral, 
cognitive, and agentic engagement. Feeling sup-
ported by peers is included as an indicator of both 
emotional and social engagement. Persistence, 
effort, attention, and participation are included as 
indicators in both behavioral and cognitive 
engagement subscales. Finally, students’ valuing 
of school is included as an indicator in both emo-
tional and cognitive engagement subscales.

�Samples

Another way to compare the 13 self-report mea-
sures is to examine variations in the samples. The 
self-report measures have been administered to 
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students in the elementary school years (third 
through fifth grades) through the high school 
years, with the majority of the surveys adminis-
tered to middle and high school students. As seen 
in Table 3, the majority of measures have been 
used with ethnically and economically diverse 
samples.

One of the advances in the last decade is the 
large involvement of international scholars in the 
measurement of engagement. A large number of 
these measures were developed and validated in 
English and non-English speaking countries 
throughout the world. The most ambitious of 
these international efforts is a 12-country collab-
oration of the International School Psychology 
Association that included scholars from Austria, 
Canada, China, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Malta, 
Portugal, Romania, South Korea, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. This project was 
designed to investigate the personal (e.g., demo-
graphic factors, emotions, academic perfor-
mance) and contextual antecedents (i.e., teacher, 
parents, and peer support; instructional practices) 
of student engagement. This international col-
laboration resulted in the development of the 
Student Engagement in School Survey, a scale 
that could measure affective, behavioral, and 
cognitive dimensions of engagement across these 
countries (Lam et al., 2014).

�Psychometric Support

One of the limitations noted with the prior 
review of self-report measures was variation in 
the amount and type of psychometric support 
(Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). One exception 
is the Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; 
Appleton et al., 2006). This measure was identi-
fied in the first review as one of the earliest mea-
sures of student engagement and has strong 
psychometric support. In a series of studies, 
researchers have demonstrated the reliability, 
factor invariance, and convergent, divergent, 
and predictive validity of the SEI (Appleton 
et  al., 2006; Betts et  al., 2010; Fraysier et  al., 
2020; Lovelace et  al., 2014; Reschly et  al., 
2014).

One of the advances over the past decade is 
increased evidence of psychometric support. All 
of the developers presented technical information 

Table 3  Self-report measures and samples

Measures Samples
Agentic 
Engagement

Original sample: 369 high school 
students from Urban high school 
in Taiwan
Versions used with American high 
school students with disabilities, 
Italian high school students, Israel 
high school students, Korean high 
school students, Turkish middle 
school students; college students

Classroom 
Engagement 
Inventory

Original sample: 3925 students 
from fourth to twelfth grades in 
medium sized city (84.5% white)
Version used with Turkish high 
school students

Delaware School 
Engagement 
Survey

Original sample:16,237 students in 
sixth to twelfth grade from 43 
secondary public schools in 
Delaware
Version used with Chinese 
students in elementary, middle, 
and high schools; Brazilian public 
schools

Math and 
Science 
Engagement 
Scales

Original sample 3883 students in 
sixth through twelfh grades, 
economically diverse, 38.2% 
qualify for free or reduced lunch
Version used with Chinese middle 
school students

Motivation and 
Engagement 
Survey

Original sample: 2094 middle 
schools, ethnically and 
economically diverse sample

School 
Engagement

Multiple studies using a large 
longitudinal sample which 
followed students from seventh 
grade to 3 years post high school, 
56% African American (Wave 
1–1452 students)
Version used with high school 
students in Jordan

School 
Engagement 
Inventory

Multiple studies using a large 
longitudinal tracking student of 
ninth grades students from all 
comprehensive schools in a city in 
Finland
Version used with Spanish 
12–16 years old

School 
Engagement 
Scale

Original sample: large racially and 
ethnically diverse sample of fifth 
through twelfth grade students 
(N = 3632)

(continued)
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Table 3  (continued)

Measures Samples
Student 
Engagement 
Instrument: 
Elementary 
School Version

Original sample: 1493 students in 
third through fifth grade in a large 
diverse urban school district

Student 
Engagement in 
Math

Original sample: 387 fifth grade 
students
Version used with Australia sixth 
to tenth grade students and Turkish 
secondary school students

Student 
Engagement in 
School

Original sample: 3420 in seventh 
to ninth grades in schools in 12 
countries (Austria, Canada, China, 
Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Malta, 
Portugal, Romania, South Korea, 
the United Kingdom, and United 
States).
Version used among high school 
students in Italy

SES-4DS Original sample: 377 Portuguese 
students between 13 and 17 years 
of age and 365 ninth and tenth 
grade Romanian students

Student School 
Engagement 
Measure 
(SSEM)

Original sample: 396 eighth 
grades in urban district, 80% of 
students Hispanic

Table 4  Reliability information

Measure
Cronbach’s 
alphas

Agentic Engagement 0.72–0.87
Classroom Engagement Inventory 0.84–0.91
Delaware School Survey 0.84–0.88
Math and Science Engagement Scale 0.73–0.93
Motivation and Engagement Survey 0.76–0.83
School Engagement 0.70–0.78
School Engagement Inventory 0.80–0.87
School Engagement Scale N/A
Student Engagement Instrument: 
Elementary Version

0.64–0.82

Student Engagement in Math 0.74–0.91
Student Engagement in School 0.80–0.89
SES-4D 0.69–0.87
Student School Engagement Measure 0.83–0.92

to support both the reliability and validity of 
these new self-report surveys.

Internal consistency is the extent to which 
individuals 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 the engagement scales/subscales was 
reported for all but one measure. A Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.70 or higher for a set of items is con-
sidered acceptable (Leary, 2004). The reliabili-
ties of these scales range from 0.62 to 0.92, with 
most scales in the range of 0.70–0.80 (see 
Table 4).

All of the developers used either exploratory 
and/or confirmatory factor analyses techniques to 
examine how the survey items loaded onto the 
engagement subscales. However, because of the 
variation in the number of items (ranging from 10 
to 42 items), indicators, and subscales (ranging 
from 2 to 8 subscales) it is difficult to compare 
the results from these analyses. Two examples 

illustrate this variation and challenge with com-
parisons across different studies where research-
ers define and name factors differently. For 
example, Wang and his colleagues (Wang et al., 
2016) used confirmatory factor analysis with 33 
items on the Math and Science Engagement scale 
with a sample of 3883 sixth through eighth grade 
students. These analyses confirmed four sub-
scales: behavioral engagement, cognitive engage-
ment, emotional engagement, and social 
engagement. Hazel et  al. (2013) conducted an 
exploratory factor analysis with 50 items on a 
sample of 396 eighth graders. After removing 
items with low loading, confirmatory factor anal-
yses on the remaining 22 items confirmed three 
subscales: aspirations, belonging, and 
productivity.

As noted by Fredricks and McColskey 
(2012), one limitation with prior self-report 
measures is we do not know if the engagement 
can be measured similarly for all groups of 
students.

To address this concern, five of the developers 
tested for measurement invariance in the models 
by race, gender, age, and/or SES. For all five of 
these measures [Classroom Engagement 
Inventory (Wang et al., 2014), Delaware School 
Engagement Survey (Yang et  al., 2020), Math 
and Science Engagement Scale (Wang et  al., 
2016), School Engagement (Wang et al., 2011), 
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and School Engagement Scale (Wang et  al., 
2019)], the engagement scales were found to 
operate similarly across the sub-groups. This 
finding suggests that most of the engagement 
items were perceived or interpreted similarly 
across the different demographic groups.

The majority of the developers provided evi-
dence to support the construct validity of the 
newly developed measures. For example, the 
three engagement scales in the Student 
Engagement in School Survey (Lam et al., 2014) 
were positively correlated with teacher support, 
peer support, and family support. Additionally, 
all four scales of the Classroom Engagement 
Inventory (Wang et  al., 2014) were correlated 
positively with teacher behavior and motivational 
constructs (self-efficacy, interest, mastery, per-
formance goals). Evidence of related validity or 
the extent to which a measure is associated with a 
key behavior or outcome (Leary, 2004) also was 
documented on the majority of measures. In 9 out 
of 13 self-report measures, correlations between 
engagement and indicators of academic adjust-
ment including GPA, achievement, suspensions, 
disciplinary referrals, and educational aspirations 
were documented in the expected direction.

A few of the developers used qualitative meth-
ods to further validate their scales (Fredricks 
et  al., 2016; Wang et  al., 2019). For example, 
Wang and his colleagues (Wang et al., 2019) used 
a mixed-method methodology to both develop 
and validate their School Engagement Scale. 
First, they conducted semi-structured interviews 
with a racially diverse sample of middle and high 
school students to learn how they thought about 
engagement and disengagement and what termi-
nology they used in describing these dimensions. 
Potential indicators of school engagement that 
emerged from these interviews were then subject 
to an expert validation process. Finally, they used 
a cognitive pretesting procedure with students to 
enhance the cognitive validity of the scales and 
see if students understood the question in the way 
that was intended by the researcher.

In sum, the psychometric information on these 
measures suggests that student engagement can 
be reliably measured through self-report meth-
ods. The results of exploratory and confirmatory 

factor analyses demonstrate the variability in the 
different conceptualizations of engagement. 
Additionally, there is some evidence of the mea-
surement invariance across different demo-
graphic groups. This allows researchers to make 
more appropriate comparisons in engagement 
between certain groups such as boys and girls 
and those from different cultural groups (Wang 
et  al., 2011). Furthermore, the measures of 
engagement relate to both contextual variables in 
expected directions. Finally, evidence that 
engagement has been shown to positively relate 
to indicators of academic adjustment demon-
strates that it could serve as a worthwhile inter-
mediate outcome to assess.

�Future Research

In sum, this review describes advances in the 
measurement of engagement since our last review 
(Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). Highlights 
which are described in more detail below include 
(1) the development and validation of 13 new 
self-report measures, (2) the increase in the use 
of methods to assess engagement in real-time, 
and (3) the increase in the use of engagement 
data to inform policy and practice.

In this chapter, the strengths and limitations of 
these different approaches to assessing engage-
ment are presented. These measures vary in the 
extent to which they can accurately capture how 
students behave, think, and feel in school. The 
use of multiple methods is recommended to give 
a fuller picture of engagement and capitalize on 
the strengths of these different methodologies. 
Unfortunately, to date, there are few examples of 
how to triangulate data on engagement collected 
from different methods, as well as how to recon-
cile when these methodologies and different 
reporters provide discrepant and sometimes con-
tradictory information about students’ engage-
ment levels (Fredricks et al., 2019a). For example, 
prior research has shown only moderate correla-
tions between teachers’ and students’ reports of 
engagement (Rimm-Kaufman et  al., 2015; 
Skinner et al., 2009). Although students may be 
more accurate reporters of internal states like 

The Measurement of Student Engagement: Methodological Advances and Comparison of New…



612

emotion and cognition than either outside observ-
ers or teachers, students may also not always be 
aware of them. As a result, combining self-report 
data with teacher, observer, or physiological data 
can help obtain a more holistic and accurate 
assessment of engagement levels (Hofkens & 
Ruzek, 2019).

One of the biggest advances in the last decade 
has been the development of new methodologies 
like log files and physiological data to assess 
engagement in real-time. These methods have 
some advantages over traditional methods in that 
they allow researchers to collect fine-grained data, 
are more precise, and assess engagement in real-
time in the context of real-learning activities. In 
contrast, traditional methods like student self-
reports are much easier to administer but often 
measure engagement outside of a learning context 
and fail to capture the dynamic and fluctuating 
nature of engagement across different contexts 
(Fredricks et al., 2019b). Despite the benefits of 
real-time methods, there are significant questions 
about the practicality of using these methods, as 
well as unanswered methodological questions 
about the appropriate time frames and temporal 
sequences for collecting these types of data.

Definitional clarity is one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing research on engagement (Azevedo, 
2015; Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). 
Unfortunately, our review of new self-report 
measures shows that variation in the operational-
ization of engagement still remains a concern. 
There was a large variation in how researchers 
defined engagement both within and across dif-
ferent dimensions. Although there is a general 
understanding that engagement is a multidimen-
sional construct, the measures varied in both the 
number and conceptualization of each dimen-
sion. Similar items were often used to assess 
different indicators of engagement, which makes 
it difficult to compare and meaningfully interpret 
findings across different studies. In future 
research, scholars need to articulate with clarity 
how they define engagement, describe how their 
conceptualization is similar or different from 
other conceptualizations of engagement, and out-
line similarities and differences with other related 

motivational and cognitive constructs. 
Furthermore, it is critical that both theory and 
research questions drive the choice of methods, 
as opposed to the assessment technique deter-
mining the theoretical perspective and question 
(Azevedo, 2015; Sinatra et  al., 2015; Fredricks 
et al., 2019a).

Finally, another advance over the past decade 
is an increase in the use of engagement data to 
inform policy and practice. Many schools use 
engagement data as part of early warning systems 
to identify students most in need of intervention 
support (Balfanz & Brynes, 2019). Additionally, 
schools are collecting data on engagement to help 
determine the effectiveness of different class-
room and school-wide reforms. For example, 
Hokfens & Rusek (Hofkens & Ruzek, 2019) 
present three case studies of how school districts, 
researchers, organizations, and educators have 
measured engagement including (1) chronic 
absenteeism in Connecticut, (2) Advancement 
Via Individual Determination (AVID) interven-
tion, and (3) engagement in Chicago public 
schools.

Unfortunately, the different surveys and meth-
ods for assessing engagement are often not acces-
sible in a way that allows schools to compare 
these methodologies and decide which can be 
most easily adopted for use in policy and prac-
tice. For example, although there are benefits to 
developing differentiated sub-scales of engage-
ment for use in research, schools may benefit 
more from a single global measure of engage-
ment. More research is needed to determine in 
which situations a global measure or a more dif-
ferential measure of engagement is more appro-
priate. Finally, in order for data on engagement to 
inform practice, educators will need time, oppor-
tunities to collaborate with their peers, and pro-
fessional development related to collecting, 
analyzing, and using engagement data (Fredricks 
et al., 2019a).

In sum, this chapter outlines the wide range of 
options available to scholars, practitioners, and 
policymakers to assess student engagement. 
Although significant progress has been made 
over the past decade in the measurement of this 
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construct, this review also notes ongoing chal-
lenges which need to be addressed in future 
research for the potential of engagement as a con-
struct to be fully realized.
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Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the 
use of observational methods to assess student 
engagement. These observational measures 
range from standardized rating scales of 
behavior to qualitative studies of classroom 
context and student engagement. Benefits, 
limitations, and methodological consider-
ations with observational methods are 
described. Next, nine observational instru-
ments with indicators of student engagement 
are presented. These instruments are com-
pared on a variety of dimensions including 
what is measured, uses, samples, and the 
extent of reliability and validity of informa-
tion. Finally, ongoing challenges with the use 
of observational methods of student engage-
ment are discussed.

Engagement is a multidimensional construct that 
describes the quality of involvement in an activ-
ity or learning context. The most prevalent con-
ceptualization of student engagement is that it 
consists of three distinct, yet interrelated dimen-
sions: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 

engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004). Behavioral 
engagement includes indicators of involvement 
in classroom and school contexts such as atten-
tion, participation, and effort; positive conduct; 
and the absence of disruptive behaviors (Fredricks 
et al., 2004). Emotional engagement focuses on 
positive and negative reactions to teachers, peers, 
academics, and school; a sense of belonging; and 
identification with school or subject domains 
(Finn, 1989; Voelkl, 1997). Finally, cognitive 
engagement is defined in terms of students’ cog-
nitive investment in learning and includes indica-
tors such as being self-regulated and using deep 
learning strategies (Fredricks et  al., 2004). 
Additionally, some scholars have added a fourth 
component of engagement including academic 
(Appleton et  al., 2006, 2008), social (Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012; Wang et  al., 2019), and agentic 
engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011).

Scholars, practitioners, and policymakers 
have used a variety of methods to assess these 
different dimensions of student engagement. 
These methods include self-report surveys, 
teacher rating scales, observations, administrator 
data (e.g., attendance, suspensions), experience 
sampling methods, and a new group of real-time 
measures that collect fine-grained data at time 
scales ranging from seconds to a few minutes 
(e.g., computer log files, galvanic skin responses). 
A detailed description of these different method-
ologies, including information on the benefits 
and limitations of these methods, is outlined in 
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other sources (See Fredricks, 2021; Fredricks, 
Hofkens, & Wang, 2019a, for more details).

In this chapter, I focus specifically on measur-
ing engagement using observational techniques. 
First, I review the different reasons to use obser-
vational techniques to assess engagement, outline 
the benefits and limitations of this methodology, 
provide an overview of different types of obser-
vational measures, and describe questions to con-
sider when using observational methods to assess 
engagement. Next, nine observational instru-
ments that have been used to assess engagement 
are presented and compared on several dimen-
sions. These observations range from tools with 
standardized rating scales to studies that use 
qualitative techniques to describe the classroom 
context and level of student engagement. On one 
end of the continuum are systematic direct obser-
vation techniques which measure a specific target 
behavior(s) using standardized coding schemes 
(Hintze et al., 2002; Volpe et al., 2005). On the 
other end of the continuum are studies that have 
assessed engagement using narrative discourse 
analysis to examine how students engage in and 
experience classrooms over time (Engle & 
Conant, 2002; Gresalfi, 2009; Ryu & Lombardi, 
2015). This chapter concludes with a discussion 
of unanswered questions with observational 
methods.

�Why Use Observational Techniques

There are a variety of reasons to use observa-
tional methods to assess engagement. Educational 
psychologists have developed observational 
instruments to assess variations in teacher effec-
tiveness and the quality of the classroom environ-
ment (Pianta & Hamre, 2009). For example, the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System for 
Secondary School Students (CLASS-S) is an 
observational tool that includes student engage-
ment as an indicator of teaching effectiveness 
(Pianta et  al., 2007). Data collected on engage-
ment using classroom observational measures 

can be used to identify a teacher’s strengths and 
weaknesses and inform professional develop-
ment efforts (Stulman et al., 2021). Observational 
techniques also have been used to capture the 
dynamic interactions by which students come to 
engage in groups, activities, and communities. 
This research is grounded in sociocultural theory 
and focuses on how engagement evolves in a dia-
lectical relationship between the individual and 
the social context over time (Corno & Mandinach, 
2004; Ryu & Lombardi, 2015). For example, 
Ryu and Lombardi (2015) used both critical dis-
course analysis and social network analysis to 
describe the process by which elementary stu-
dents both individually and collectively engage 
in scientific argumentation.

Other studies have used observational tools to 
monitor the effectiveness of educational inter-
ventions (Volpe et  al., 2005). For example, 
researchers have used observation techniques to 
examine the impact of instructional reforms, dis-
ciplinary interventions, peer modeling, and 
socioemotional interventions on changes in stu-
dent engagement (Fredricks, Reschly, & 
Christenson, 2019b). It is common in these stud-
ies to restrict observations to those students with 
the highest levels of problem behavior to increase 
the likelihood of documenting change (Briesch 
et al., 2015).

Finally, observational measures play a key 
role in practice. School psychologists have used 
direct observations of student behavior to screen 
students for academic, emotional, and behavioral 
problems and determine appropriate interven-
tions (Volpe & McConaughy, 2005). Direct 
observational techniques allow practitioners to 
quantify behavior with standardized procedures 
at the time and place the behavior occurs (Christ 
et al., 2009; Hintze et al., 2002). For example, the 
Behavioral Assessment for Children: Student 
Observation System (Reynolds & Kampaus, 
2015) is used in conjunction with rating scales to 
identify behavioral problems, eligibility for spe-
cial education, and aid in the development of 
intervention plans.
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�Benefits and Limitations 
of Observational Methods

There are several benefits to using observational 
methods to assess behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive engagement. First, observers are able to 
collect information on all three types of engage-
ment in real-time as opposed to asking students 
to report retroactively on classroom context and 
their engagement levels (Fredricks & McColskey, 
2012). As a result, this methodology has the 
potential to overcome bias or inaccurate assess-
ments that are a concern with self-report method-
ologies. Moreover, observational methods may 
be more amenable to administrators and teachers 
than using surveys to assess engagement because 
it does not result in loss of instructional time. 
Another benefit of observational methods is that 
they can provide a rich description of variations 
in engagement and classroom context. Studies 
using observational methods can enhance our 
understanding of the factors that explain both the 
antecedents of and variations in engagement over 
time. Because observations are grounded in prac-
tice and provide detailed information on a spe-
cific case, they also can be very useful to 
practitioners (Renninger & Bachrach, 2015).

Systematic direct observational techniques 
also have several benefits. These techniques are 
low inference, objective, and can be used to con-
duct sequential analyses and test for quantitative 
differences in behavioral engagement across 
individuals, time periods, and settings (Hamre 
et al., 2009; Hintze et al., 2002). There is also a 
large degree of flexibility in these observational 
instruments in terms of observable behaviors, 
sampling period, and the duration of ratings 
(Ferguson et al., 2018; Hintze et al., 2002). A fur-
ther benefit of data collected from these measures 
is that they can be used to inform placement deci-
sions and progress monitoring.

Despite these benefits, there are several limita-
tions to observational methods. First, most obser-
vational measures focus on a limited number of 
behavioral indicators of engagement and fail to 
capture the multidimensionality of the engage-
ment construct. As a result, these tools can pro-
vide valuable information on the frequency of 

and variations in student behaviors, but limited 
information on emotional or cognitive engage-
ment and the quality of this behavioral engage-
ment (Fredricks et al., 2004). Self-report survey 
methods may be a more valid way to assess emo-
tional and cognitive engagement than observa-
tions, which require an observer to infer what 
students are thinking and feeling from their 
observed behaviors (Appleton et al., 2008). The 
large variability in observational tools in terms of 
the number of behavioral targets (one student 
versus a larger number of students), time sam-
pling (15  seconds versus 1  minute), behavioral 
indicators, observational length, and the number 
of observations makes it difficult to compare 
findings using different tools (Ferguson et  al., 
2018). Furthermore, there is limited information 
on the predictive validity of these observational 
techniques, and the relation between these indi-
cators and achievement-related outcomes 
(Fredricks & McColskey, 2012).

Another limitation is the large number of 
resources that are necessary to train observers, 
collect, and analyze interview data. Because of 
the costs and time investments, studies usually 
include only a small number of participants, 
which raises concerns about the generalizability 
of the findings to other settings. Furthermore, 
collecting observational data can require exten-
sive training to support and maintain validity. 
Finally, indicators of engagement are culturally 
determined, as differences in rules around speak-
ing, listening, and taking can impact engagement 
ratings and may result in some ethnic groups 
being mislabeled as disengaged (Bingham & 
Okagaki, 2012).

�Methodological Considerations

In this section, I describe the different method-
ological decisions related to the use of observa-
tions. First, there are several decisions related to 
the timing of observations including how often to 
observe, in what contexts (e.g.,  whole group, 
small group, and individual subject areas), and 
over what periods of time (e.g., continuous, 
momentary time sampling, partial recordings, or 
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whole-interval recording) (Waxman et al., 2004). 
The frequency of observations will also vary 
depending on whether it is a higher frequency 
(e.g., on-task behavior) versus a low-frequency 
behavior (e.g., aggression) (Kamphaus & Dever, 
2016).

Another consideration is whether to use a mea-
sure that collects data on the frequency of discrete 
behaviors or includes more holistic and global 
measures of behavioral engagement (Hamre et al., 
2009; Stulman et  al., 2021). One advantage of 
global measures of student engagement is that the 
data collected can be more meaningful than 
discrete behaviors measured in isolation and may 
be more appropriate for examining differences 
between classrooms and teachers. On the other 
hand, observational instruments with more global 
indicators require an observer to make more infer-
ences, which can reduce the reliability of these 
methods. Additionally, an instrument that mea-
sures the frequencies of certain behaviors may be 
more appropriate for measuring the effectiveness 
of an intervention (Stulman et  al., 2021). For 
example, researchers used the Behavioral 
Observational System (Shapiro, 2011) to compare 
participants in a class-wide peer tutoring program 
to students in a control group on indicators of 
behavioral engagement (e.g., active and passive 
engaged time) (Volpe et al., 2012).

Another important factor in deciding on an 
observation tool is information on the psycho-
metric properties of the instrument (Stulman 
et al., 2021). One important question is whether 
the measure has information on the reliability of 
the instruments in terms of the consistency in rat-
ings across observers, or interrater reliability, and 
the stability of observations across different chil-
dren and time periods. Another important crite-
rion to consider is whether the instrument has 
information on validity or the extent to which the 
observational measures are related to teacher and 
student outcomes in the expected direction 
(Stulman et  al., 2021). To date, there is limited 
published information on the psychometric prop-
erties of these measures.

Finally, one needs to decide who will conduct 
the observations. Teachers’ expertise and knowl-

edge of their students can help them to notice and 
interpret student behavior, but these experiences 
may also color their perceptions and can lead to 
biased observations. Furthermore, it may be dif-
ficult for teachers to observe at the same time 
they are delivering instruction and managing 
classroom dynamics. On the other hand, outside 
observers have less knowledge of the students but 
may have broader and less biased perspectives 
(Hofkens & Ruzek, 2019).

�Review of Measures

In this section, nine observational instruments of 
student engagement are presented. These instru-
ments were chosen because they have been used 
extensively in either research or practice, include 
indicators of more than just on-task behavior, and 
include at least some information on the psycho-
metric properties of the instrument. The list of 
instruments is presented in Table 1. These instru-
ments were compared in terms of what is mea-
sured, uses, samples, psychometric properties, 
and uses.

What Is Measured?  All nine instruments 
included indicators of behavioral engagement. 
Additionally, three of the instruments [BROMP 
(Ocumpaugh et al., 2015); Collective Engagement 
(Reeve et  al., 2004); and Observed Child 
Engagement Scale (Rimm-Kaufman, 2005)] also 
included indicators of emotional/affective 
engagement. Two of the instruments [(BOSS 
(Shapiro, 2011) and (CLOCK) (Volpe & Diperna, 
2010)] differentiate between active (e.g., reading 
aloud) and passive behavioral engagement (e.g., 
silently reading). Eight instruments [BROMP 
(Ocumpaugh et  al., 2015); BASC-3 SOS 
(Reynolds & Kampaus, 2015); BOSS (Shapiro, 
2011); CISSAR-MS (Greenwood et  al., 1991); 
CLOCK (Volpe & Diperna, 2010); COS 
(Waxman & Padron, 2004); Collective 
Engagement (Reeve et al., 2004); and Observed 
Child Engagement Scale (Rimm-Kaufman, 
2005)] include indicators of behavioral 
disengagement.
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Table 1  List of observational measures

Instrument name Citations Sample indicators
Baker Rodrigo 
Ocumpaugh 
Monitoring 
Protocol 
(BROMP)

Ocumpaugh 
et al. (2015)

On-task behavior 
(e.g., on-task 
conversation, 
on-task help 
seeking, on-task 
giving/receiving 
answers)
Off-task behavior 
(e.g., aggression, 
off-task social, 
off-task supplies)
Gaming the system
Affective 
categories (e.g., 
boredom, 
confusion, delight, 
engaged 
conversation, 
frustration, 
surprise)

Behavior 
Assessment 
System for 
Children–Third 
Edition: Student 
Observation 
System 
(BASC-3 SOS)

Reynolds 
and 
Kampaus 
(2015)

Adaptive behavior 
(e.g., responds to 
teacher/lesson, 
works on school 
subjects, transition 
movements)
Inappropriate 
behavior (e.g., 
inappropriate 
interaction, 
inappropriate 
movement, 
inattention)

Behavioral 
Observation in 
Schools (BOSS)

Fredricks 
et al. (2011), 
Shapiro 
(2011)

Active engaged 
time (e.g., writing, 
reading aloud)
Passive engaged 
time (e.g., listening 
to a lecture, silently 
reading)
Off-task motor
Off-task verbal
Off-task passive

(continued)

Table 1  (continued)

Instrument name Citations Sample indicators
Code for 
Instrumental 
Structure and 
Student 
Academic 
Response- 
Mainstream 
Version 
(CISSAR-MS)

Fredricks 
et al. (2011), 
Greenwood 
et al. (1991)

Academic 
responding 
(positive 
engagement 
behaviors) (e.g., 
engaged in writing, 
playing an 
academic game, 
asking or 
answering an 
academic question, 
reading aloud or 
silently)
Task management 
(neutral 
engagement 
behaviors) (e.g., 
raising a hand to 
ask for help, 
looking for 
materials)
Inappropriate 
behaviors/
competing 
behaviors (being 
disruptive, talking 
inappropriately, not 
paying attention)

Classroom 
Assessment 
Scoring 
System-
Secondary 
Schools 
(CLASS-S)

Pianta et al. 
(2012)

Behavioral 
indicators of 
engagement (i.e., 
responding, asking 
questions, 
volunteering, active 
listening, and lack 
of off-task 
behavior)

Cooperative 
Learning 
Observation 
Code for Kids 
(CLOCK)

Volpe and 
DiPerna 
(2010)

Active engagement
Passive 
engagement
Positive social 
interaction
Nonphysical 
aggression
Interference

(continued)
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Table 1  (continued)

Instrument name Citations Sample indicators
Collective 
Engagement

Reeve et al. 
(2004)

Attention 
(dispersed vs. 
focused attention)
Effort (passive, 
slow, minimal 
effort vs. active, 
quick, intense 
effort)
Verbal participation 
(verbally silent vs. 
verbally 
participating)
Persistence 
(students give up 
easily vs. persist)
Positive emotion 
(flat vs. positive 
emotion tone)
Voice

Classroom 
Observation 
Schedule (COS)

Waxman and 
Padron 
(2004)

On-task
Waiting for teacher
Disruptive
Distracted

Observed Child 
Engagement 
Scale

Rimm-
Kaufman 
(2005)

Participation in 
learning 
opportunities 
(involvement in 
activities, duration, 
interest)
Disruptive behavior 
(learning 
disruptions)
Positive affect 
(happiness, verbal 
expression)
Self-reliance 
(self-management, 
response to 
intrusions, 
initiative)

Behavioral Engagement  All nine observational 
instruments include indicators of behavioral 
engagement (see Table  1). Examples of behav-
ioral indicators include being on-task, respond-
ing to teacher/lessons, giving and receiving 
answers, writing, volunteering, reading aloud, 
listening to a lecture, talking to a teacher, playing 
an academic game, asking for help, positive 
social interaction, effort, attention, persistence, 
self-reliance, initiative, and verbal participation. 
Examples of indicators of behavioral disengage-
ment include aggression, distracted, off-task 

behavior, being disruptive, talking inappropri-
ately, inattention, inappropriate interactions, and 
interference.

Affective/Emotional Engagement  Three of the 
observational instruments include indicators of 
affective/emotional engagement and disengage-
ment [BROMP (Ocumpaugh et  al., 2015); 
Collective Engagement (Reeve et  al., 2004); & 
Observed Child Engagement Scale (Rimm-
Kaufman, 2005)]. Indicators of affective/emo-
tional engagement include happiness, delight, 
surprise, engaged conversation, verbal expres-
sion, and positive emotion, and indicators of 
affective/emotional disengagement include bore-
dom, confusion, frustration, and flat emotional 
tone.

Uses  Another way to compare the nine observa-
tional measures is to examine variations in the 
purposes and uses (See Table 2). Six of the mea-
sures [(BOSS) (Shapiro, 2011); CLASS-S 
(Pianta et  al., 2012); CISSAR-MS (Greenwood 
et al., 1991); CLOCK (Volpe & Diperna, 2010); 
COS (Waxman & Padron, 2004) & Collective 
Engagement (Reeve et al., 2004)] have been used 
in evaluations of the effectiveness of a variety of 
disciplinary, social, and instructional interven-
tions. For example, the CLOCK was used in an 
evaluation of the effectiveness of a positive 
behavioral program on student engagement and 
learning (Diperna et al., 2016) and the Collective 
Engagement Scale (Reeve et al., 2004) was used 
to evaluate the effectiveness of an intervention 
aimed to increase teachers’ autonomy support. 
The CLASS-S (Pianta et al., 2012) has been used 
both to monitor engagement at the teacher, 
district, and school level, and with professional 
development for teachers.

Six of the observational measures [(BROMP 
(Ocumpaugh et  al., 2015); CLASS-S (Pianta 
et al., 2012); CLOCK (Volpe & Diperna, 2010); 
COS (Waxman & Padron, 2004): Collective 
Engagement (Reeve et  al., 2004); & Observed 
Child Engagement Scale (Rimm-Kaufman, 
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Table 2  Observational uses, samples, and psychometric information

Instrument name Uses Samples Psychometric information
Baker Rodrigo 
Ocumpaugh Monitoring 
Protocol (BROMP)

Research on engagement 
of students in range of 
classroom activities (both 
with technology and more 
traditional activities)
Educational data mining 
to develop and refine 
automated models of 
student engagement for 
commercial systems

Wide range of samples in 
United States, India, 
Philippines, United 
Kingdom, United Arab 
Emirates and Mexico
Kindergarten to 
undergraduate to 
populations

Observers are trained and 
certified; to be certified, 
observed must achieve a 
Kappa of 0.6
Predictive validity- 
relationship between 
engagement and 
disengagement and 
achievement in expected 
direction

Behavior Assessment 
System for Children–
Third Edition: Student 
Observation System 
(BASC-3 SOS)

Individual clinical 
assessment by school 
psychologists
Identification of 
behavioral problems and 
development of 
individualized education 
plans
Autism related research

Ages 2–21 Published reliability and 
validity information for 
teacher and parent ratings 
scales; no published 
psychometric specific to the 
observation

Behavioral Observation 
in Schools (BOSS)

Individual clinical 
assessment by school 
psychologists
Research on the 
effectiveness of 
educational interventions

Developed for use with 
pre-kindergarten to grade 
12 students
Ethnically diverse groups 
of both typically 
developing and special 
needs
Most published studies 
have used with elementary 
school students

High interrater reliability 
after training (90–100%)
Discriminant validity: 
Evidence that measure can 
differentiate between 
children with ADHD and 
typically developing students

Code for Instrumental 
Structure and Student 
Academic Response- 
Mainstream Version 
(CISSAR-MS)

Individual clinical 
assessment by school 
psychologists
Research on effectiveness 
of educational 
interventions

Developed and validated 
for both elementary and 
middle school students in 
both regular and special 
educational classes

Interrater reliability at 80% 
of higher after training
Construct validity: academic 
responding is correlated with 
academic achievement

Classroom Assessment 
Scoring System-
Secondary Schools 
(CLASS-S)

Data on teacher 
effectiveness at school and 
district level
Professional development 
with teachers
Research on teacher 
student interactions and 
engagement
Research on the 
effectiveness of 
educational interventions

Secondary classrooms in 
United States, Norway, 
Sweden

With training, fair interrater 
reliability [Exact or adjacent 
agreement (76.6%)]
Predictive validity: 
engagement related to 
achievement outcomes
Concurrent validity: 
evidence of association 
between CLASS and teacher 
self-ratings

Cooperative Learning 
Observation Code for 
Kids (CLOCK)

Research on the 
effectiveness of 
educational interventions
Research on classroom 
context, motivation, and 
engagement

Elementary school 
students

Concurrent validity: 
moderate correlation 
between engagement and 
teacher ratings

Collective Engagement Research on effectiveness 
of educational intervention

High school Interrater reliability ranged 
from 0.63 to 0.92

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

Instrument name Uses Samples Psychometric information
Classroom Observation 
Schedule (COS)

Research on effectiveness 
of educational 
interventions
Research on classroom 
instruction and student 
behavior
Professional development 
with teachers

Diverse samples of 
elementary and middle 
school students

High interrater reliability 
(over 0.95)
Discriminant validity 
evidence that can 
differentiate between 
resilient and non-resilient 
students

Observed Child 
Engagement Scale

Research on classroom 
quality, teacher-student 
interactions and 
engagement

Kindergarten and first 
grade classrooms

Concurrent validity: 
correlation between 
behavioral engagement and 
duration of time engaged
Behavioral engagement 
associated with indicators of 
classroom quality and 
achievement in expected 
direction
High interrater reliability

2005) have been in used in research on classroom 
context, motivation, and engagement. Another 
common usage of observational measures by 
school psychologists is in the diagnosis and mon-
itoring of behavioral, social, and emotional prob-
lems (Shapiro & Heick, 2004). Three of the 
observational measures included in this review 
[BASC-3 (Reynolds & Kampaus, 2015; BOSS 
(Shapiro, 2011); CISSAR-MS (Greenwood et al., 
1991)] were used primarily for child and adoles-
cent individual assessments. Finally, the BROMP 
has been used to develop and refine automated 
models of student engagement for commercial 
systems such as the Cognitive Tutor and the 
Reasoning Mind (Baker et al., 2018; Mulqueeny 
et al., 2015).

Samples  The observational instruments were 
used with a range of populations from early 
childhood samples to undergraduate student 
populations, with the majority administered to 
elementary school students. As seen in Table 2, 
these observations have been used with both 
typically developing and special needs students. 
Two of the observation instruments have been 
used in international studies [BROMP 
(Ocumpaugh et al., 2015) & CLASS-S (Pianta 
et  al., 2012)]. For example, the BROMP has 
been used in samples in India, Philippines, the 

United Kingdom, United Arab Emirates, and 
Mexico (Baker et al., 2018).

Psychometric Support  The final way to com-
pare these nine observational instruments is the 
extent of psychometric support. Information on 
both reliability and validity is presented in 
Table 2. Eight of the instruments included some 
published information on interrater reliability or 
the degree to which two or more raters assign 
consistent ratings for the same behavior [BROMP 
(Ocumpaugh et  al., 2015); BOSS (Shapiro, 
2011); CLASS-S (Pianta et  al., 2012); 
(CISSAR-MS (Greenwood et  al., 1991); COS 
(Waxman & Padron, 2004); Collective 
Engagement (Reeve et  al., 2004); & Observed 
Child Engagement Scale (Rimm-Kaufman, 
2005)]. All report at least moderate agreement 
between raters, with an increase in interrater reli-
ability with training.

In contrast, there is much less detailed infor-
mation on the validity of these measures. Four of 
the instruments include some published evidence 
that engagement is associated with indicators of 
achievement either concurrently or over time 
[BROMP (Ocumpaugh et  al., 2015; CLASS-S 
(Pianta et  al., 2012), CISSAR-MS (Greenwood 
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et al., 1991) & Observer Child Engagement Scale 
(Rimm-Kaufman, 2005)]. Additionally, three of 
the developers provide evidence of concurrent 
validity or the extent to which the instrument cor-
relates with previously validated measures 
[CLASS-S (Pianta et al., 2012), CLOCK (Volpe 
& Diperna, 2010), and Observed Child 
Engagement Scale (Rimm-Kaufman, 2005)]. 
Finally, two of the instruments [BOSS (Shapiro, 
2011) and COS (Waxman & Padron, 2004)] 
included published information on discriminant 
validity or the extent to which the measure can 
differentiate between the type of students. For 
example, BOSS (Shapiro, 2011) has been shown 
to differentiate the behavioral engagement of stu-
dents with ADHD from their typically develop-
ing peers.

�Unanswered Questions

Despite the increased use of observational tech-
niques to assess student engagement, several 
unanswered questions remain. One question con-
cerns the number of observations that need to be 
completed to adequately sample classroom-level 
processes. We know from prior research that 
there is both stability and variability in engage-
ment across time and different contexts (Azevedo, 
2015; Fredricks et al., 2004; Lawson & Lawson, 
2013). This is an important question because 
classroom observations are expensive and time-
consuming to conduct. Furthermore, there are 
questions about the scalability of these measures 
for research due to the necessary investments in 
training and coding classroom videos. Advances 
in the automated coding of videos may help to 
reduce these costs. For example, a few scholars 
have captured observational behavior data using 
computer system such as intelligent tutoring and 
learning management systems (Baker et  al., 
2012; Henrie et al., 2015; Morris et al., 2005).

As noted in this review, the extent of informa-
tion on the reliability and validity of these mea-
sures is limited. This makes it more challenging 
for both researchers and practitioners to choose 
an appropriate instrument for their population 
and target use (Stulman et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

it is important to validate these observational 
measures across culturally and linguistically 
diverse samples of students because variations in 
the type of and frequency of behaviors may lead 
to differences in the interpretation of student 
engagement (Bingham & Okagaki, 2012; 
Kamphaus & Dever, 2016). Moreover, there are 
tensions between the feasibility of collecting 
data, the ability to establish reliability and valid-
ity, and the degree of information obtained from 
these measures. On one hand, standardized and 
defined observational rating scales require less 
training to obtain a high degree of reliability but 
provide much more limited information on 
engagement. On the other hand, more holistic 
and qualitative measures provide a more compre-
hensive picture of engagement and disengage-
ment but require more training and are more 
difficult to establish the reliability and compare 
across contexts.

Finally, as noted in this chapter, observational 
measures have both strengths and limitations in 
the amount and types of data collected. One of 
the biggest challenges with this methodology is 
the cost in terms of time and labor. The cost is 
even greater if numerous observations are 
required to establish reliability and validity 
(Kamphaus & Dever, 2016). As a result, observa-
tions are rarely used in used isolation for research, 
diagnosis, or outcome assessment. In sum, obser-
vations that are paired with other techniques to 
assess student engagement (e.g., surveys, real-
time measures, interviews) will provide the most 
comprehensive and complete picture of student 
engagement.
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Abstract

In the last decades, student engagement has 
captured the attention and curiosity of 
researchers across the world, because of its 
importance in promoting positive develop-
ment outcomes. This chapter highlights the 
role of culture in student engagement at 
school. The first section of this chapter offers 
definitions of culture, multiculturalism, multi-
cultural psychology, cross-cultural research, 
and student engagement at school to establish 
a shared understanding of these constructs. 
The second section of the chapter describes 
the similarities and differences regarding the 
conceptualization of student engagement 
across races and ethnicities in the United 
States and internationally across countries 
around the world. Next, the chapter contrib-
utes a review of current student engagement 
measures that have been validated for use with 
diverse cultural populations around the world. 
The fourth section summarizes relevant 
research about how student engagement pro-

motes positive outcomes for students across 
cultures. This chapter concludes with the 
implications for future empirical research 
incorporating cross-cultural considerations in 
understanding student engagement in schools.

�Introduction

Amidst the increasingly diverse populations of 
children and families in many communities 
throughout the United States and around the 
world, it is imperative that scholars and profes-
sionals focused on understanding and advancing 
student engagement at school are knowledgeable 
of multicultural and cross-cultural consider-
ations. The American Psychological Association 
emphasizes the importance of diversity and mul-
ticultural considerations in the Multicultural 
Guidelines: An Ecological Approach to Context, 
Identity, and Intersectionality (APA, 2017; i.e., 
APA Multicultural Guidelines). The APA 
Multicultural Guidelines (APA, 2017) highlights 
the importance of, and encourage professionals 
to consider, how knowledge and understanding 
of cultural identities develops and the implica-
tions for scholarship and professional practice. 
Central to this understanding is an approach that 
incorporates developmental and contextual ante-
cedents of cultural identity and how these ante-
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cedents can be acknowledged, addressed, and 
embraced to engender more effective models of 
scholarship and professional engagement (APA 
Multicultural Guidelines, 2017). Furthermore, it 
is important to incorporate broad reference group 
identities (e.g., Black/African American/Black 
American, White/White American, and Asian/
Asian American/Pacific Islander) to acknowl-
edge within-group differences and the role of 
self-definition in identity, as well as intersec-
tional considerations (APA Multicultural 
Guidelines, 2017). The APA Multicultural 
Guidelines (APA,  2017) provide a valuable 
framework from which to consider the under-
standing of diversity and its considerations within 
the practice, research, consultation, and educa-
tion to directly address how development unfolds 
across time and intersectional experiences and 
identities and to recognize the highly diverse 
nature of individuals and communities in their 
defining characteristics. Table 1 provides a sum-
mary of considering the multicultural guidelines 
relevant to understanding and advancing student 
engagement in school scholarship and practice. 
Considering the importance of these topics in our 
scholarship and practice, this chapter begins with 
a brief definition of key terms invoked through-
out this chapter.

For purposes of this module we are going to define 
culture as patterns of learned and shared behavior 
that are cumulative and transmitted across genera-
tions. … Patterns emerge from adapting, sharing, 
and storing cultural information. Patterns can be 
both similar and different across cultures. … 
Behaviors, values, norms are acquired through a 
process known as enculturation that begins with 
parents and caregivers, because they are the pri-
mary influence on young children. … Humans 
cooperate and share knowledge and skills with 
other members of their networks. The ways they 
share, and the content of what they share, helps 
make up culture. … Cultural knowledge is infor-
mation that is “stored” and then the learning grows 
across generations. … Passing of new knowledge 
and traditions of culture from one generation to the 
next, as well as across other cultures is cultural 
transmission. In everyday life, the most common 
way cultural norms are transmitted is within each 
individuals’ home life. (Worthy et  al., 2021, 
pp. 10–11)

Table 1  Multicultural Guidelines Relevant to 
Understanding and Advancing Student Engagement in 
Schools Scholarship and Practice

Guideline 1. Recognize and understand that identity 
and self-definition are fluid and complex and that the 
interaction between the two is dynamic. Thus, scholars 
and practitioners working to understand and advance 
student engagement at school need to appreciate that 
intersectionality is shaped by the multiplicity of the 
individual’s social contexts.
Guideline 2. Recognize and understand that as cultural 
beings, scholars and practitioners hold attitudes and 
beliefs that can influence their perceptions of and 
interactions with others as well as their clinical and 
empirical conceptualizations. As such, in our efforts to 
understand and advance student engagement at school, 
we must strive to move beyond conceptualizations 
rooted in categorical assumptions, biases, and/or 
formulations based on the limited knowledge about 
individuals and communities.
Guideline 3. Recognize and understand the role of 
language and communication through engagement that 
is sensitive to the lived experience of the individual, 
family, group, community, and/or organizations with 
whom they interact. Scholars and practitioners must 
seek to understand how they bring their own language, 
communication, and conceptualizations to these 
interactions and implications for understanding and 
advancing student engagement at school.
Guideline 4. Be aware of the role of the social and 
physical environment in the lives of students and 
families, as the implications for student engagement at 
school.
Guideline 5. Recognize and understand historical and 
contemporary experiences with power, privilege, and 
oppression that influence student engagement at 
school. As such, in understanding and advancing 
student engagement at school, scholars and 
practitioners must address institutional barriers and 
related inequities, disproportionalities, and disparities 
of law enforcement, administration of criminal justice, 
educational, mental health, and other systems as they 
seek to promote justice, human rights, and access to 
quality and equitable mental and behavioral health 
services.
Guideline 6. Develop and promote culturally adaptive 
supports, interventions and advocacy within and 
across systems, including prevention and early 
intervention in order to promote understanding and 
advance student engagement at school.
Guideline 7. Examine the profession’s assumptions 
and practices within an international context, whether 
domestically or internationally based, and consider 
how this globalization has an impact on the definition, 
purpose, role, and function of student engagement at 
school.

(continued)
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Table 1  (continued)

Guideline 8. Develop awareness and understanding of 
how developmental stages and life transitions intersect 
with the larger sociocultural contextual influences, 
how identity evolves as a function of such 
intersections, and how these different socialization and 
maturation experiences influence worldview and 
identity to further understand and promote student 
engagement at school.
Guideline 9. Conduct culturally appropriate and 
informed research, consultation, assessment, 
interpretation, diagnosis, dissemination, and 
evaluation of efficacy in understanding and advancing 
student engagement at school, addressing the first four 
levels of the Layered Ecological Model of the 
Multicultural Guidelines.
Guideline 10. Take a strength-based approach when 
working with individuals, families, groups, 
communities, and organizations that seeks to build 
resilience, decrease trauma within the sociocultural 
context, and promote student engagement at school.

Note: Adapted from the APA Multicultural Guidelines 
(2017)

Multiculturalism is the quality or condition of a 
society in which different ethnic and cultural 
groups have equal status and access to power but 
each maintains its own identity, characteristics, 
and mores. Multiculturalism also refers to the pro-
motion or celebration of cultural diversity within a 
society. Also called cultural pluralism. (American 
Psychological Association, 2021a)

Multicultural education is a progressive approach 
to education that emphasizes social justice, equal-
ity in education, and understanding and awareness 
of the traditions and language of other cultures and 
nationalities. Multicultural programs involve two 
or more ethnic or cultural groups and are designed 
to help participants define their own ethnic or cul-
tural identity and to appreciate that of others. The 
purpose is to promote inclusiveness and cultural 
pluralism in society. (American Psychological 
Association, 2021b)

Multicultural psychology is an extension of gen-
eral psychology that recognizes that multiple 
aspects of identity influence a person’s worldview, 
including race, ethnicity, language, sexual 
orientation, gender, age, disability, class status, 
education, religious or spiritual orientation, and 
other cultural dimensions, and that both universal-
and culture-specific phenomena should be taken 
into consideration when psychologists are helping 
clients, training students, advocating for social 
change and justice, and conducting research. 
(American Psychological Association, 2021b)

Cross-cultural research is the systematic study of 
human psychological processes and behavior 
across multiple cultures, involving the observation 
of similarities and differences in values, practices, 
and so forth between different societies. Cross-
cultural research offers many potential advantages, 
informing theories that accommodate both indi-
vidual and social sources of variation, but also 
involves numerous risks, notable among them the 
production of cultural knowledge that is incorrect 
because of flawed methodology. Indeed, there are a 
host of methodological concerns that go beyond 
monocultural studies, including issues concerning 
translation, measurement, equivalence, sampling, 
data analytic techniques, and data reporting. 
(American Psychological Association, 2021c)

As educational professionals aim to promote 
“school engagement” in an effort to enhance stu-
dent outcomes, it is important that a shared defini-
tion is established and appropriate measures are 
clarified. Thus, based on this review of the litera-
ture, it is suggested that school engagement is a 
multifaceted construct that includes affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive dimensions. Furthermore, 
in measuring this multifaceted construct the pri-
mary contexts include: a) academic performance, 
b) classroom behavior, c) extracurricular involve-
ment, d) interpersonal relationships and e) school 
community. (Jimerson et al., 2003, pp. 11–12)

The extant research has consistently shown that 
student engagement plays an important role in 
the development of positive student outcomes, 
including academic achievement (e.g., 
Christenson et al., 2012; Lee, 2014) and social–
emotional and behavioral wellbeing (e.g., Bond 
et al., 2007; Christenson et al., 2012; Li & Lerner, 
2011). The significance of student engagement 
has attracted researchers in the past decades to 
develop measures that quantify the construct, and 
use the findings to inform interventions. It is 
important that we consider cultural and contex-
tual factors relevant to measuring, understanding, 
and promoting student engagement at 
school (Gordon et al., 2017). In this chapter, we 
describe cultural and contextual considerations 
salient to measuring student engagement and dis-
cuss the construct in a culturally responsive con-
text. The chapter explores the question of “does 
student engagement look the same in students 
across different cultural backgrounds?” A review 
of cross-cultural measures of student engagement 
that have been validated among different races/
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ethnicities and among different countries informs 
this discussion. The chapter also explores the 
question “does student engagement have the 
same impact on student outcomes across differ-
ent cultures?” by reviewing cross-cultural 
research on student engagement and student out-
comes. Overall, this chapter aims to guide and 
challenge the readers to explore some of the 
foundational questions of student engagement 
considering broader cultural and contextual 
factors.

�Student Engagement Theory 
and Conceptualization

Student engagement is generally used to describe 
the quality of meaningful relationships between 
students and school (Christenson et  al., 2012; 
Lam et al., 2014; Skinner et al., 2009). The con-
cept of student engagement first emerged in the 
late 1980s. It was initially viewed as the degree of 
students’ active involvement in their academic 
tasks to understand school dropout and comple-
tion (Finn, 1989; Jimerson et  al., 2003; 
Christenson et  al., 2012). However, academic 
engagement is not enough to fully conceptualize 
the purpose of students’ goals of schooling, 
which goes beyond academic engagement and 
also includes social–emotional and behavioral 
engagement. Thus, recent researchers have 
argued that student engagement shall not be con-
ceptualized solely as students’ academic attri-
butes but rather a multidimensional construct 
including affective, behavioral, and cognitive 
aspects (Christenson et al., 2012; Jimerson et al., 
2003).

Early research conceptualized student engage-
ment as a two-dimensional construct comprised 
of behavioral and affective/emotional dimensions 
(Finn, 1989; Finn & Voelkl, 1993; Jimerson et al., 
2003; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994). The behav-
ioral dimension includes students’ observable 
actions or performance, such as participation in 
extracurricular activities (e.g., sports, clubs), 
completion of homework, as well as grades, 
grade point averages, and scores on achievement 
tests (Jimerson et al., 2003). The affective dimen-

sion includes students’ feelings about the school, 
teachers, and/or peers (e.g., positive feelings 
toward teachers and other students (Jimerson 
et al., 2003). In recent decades, researchers have 
incorporated a third dimension, namely, cogni-
tive dimension. The cognitive dimension includes 
students’ perceptions and beliefs related to self, 
school, teachers, and other students (e.g., self-
efficacy, motivation, perceiving that teachers or 
peers care, aspirations, and expectations) 
(Jimerson et al., 2003). A considerable amount of 
literature in recent years describes student 
engagement as a construct that includes these 
three interrelated dimensions, namely, cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral engagement (e.g., 
Christenson et  al., 2012; Fredricks et  al., 2004; 
Jimerson et  al., 2003; Lam et  al., 2014; Wang 
et al., 2011). It is also worth noticing that some 
researchers have attempted to develop a fourth 
dimension, which is academic engagement, into 
the student engagement construct (Appleton, 
Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006). Although 
the consensus among the authors in defining the 
concept of student engagement has long been 
elusive, the nonuniformity of the definition 
reflects the multidimensional nature of the con-
struct (Ciric & Jovanovic, 2016; Jimerson et al., 
2003). During the past decade, increasing yet 
limited research has started to pay more attention 
to quantifying student engagement in a cross-
cultural context.

For those who are not familiar with the litera-
ture in this area, it is also important to note that 
there are other terms that have been used across 
the decades related to the discussion of student 
engagement including school bonding, belong-
ing, school community, affiliation, school mem-
bership, motivation, and school attachment (see 
Jimerson et al., 2003 for a full discussion). Each 
of these terms is used to describe various aspects 
of what is delineated in this chapter as student 
engagement. For instance, a popular notion 
regarding school bonding is that it reflects the 
degree of closeness or attachment to teachers and 
commitment to conventional school goals, 
although the measurement of school bonding 
varies considerably in the literature (Jimerson 
et al., 2003). Commitment is another aspect that 
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is frequently invoked in articles addressing 
school bonding and appears to reflect both behav-
ioral and cognitive dimensions. Relatedly, 
belonging, affiliation, and school membership 
are frequently characterized by feelings of con-
nectedness to school or community, or feelings of 
inclusion and support in the school social envi-
ronment. Similar to school bonding, these terms 
include affective and cognitive dimensions in 
their definitions. School community involves a 
more reciprocal relationship between student and 
community in which the needs of both are 
satisfied.

Herein, we explore whether it is practical and/
or beneficial for student engagement to be repre-
sented as the same construct for students across 
different countries and diverse cultural back-
grounds. If yes, what are the similarities and dif-
ferences of student engagement cross-culturally 
and/or cross-nationally? This chapter addresses 
these two questions by discussing some recent 
cross-cultural and/or cross-national measurement 
studies conducted. Although most researchers 
have reached an agreement upon student engage-
ment being considered as a multidimensional 
construct with different facets interrelated with 
each other, differences in the multidimensionality 
and the types of student engagement dimensions 
included in the definition of student engagement 
vary across research. Therefore, the descriptions 
of the scholarship herein use the definitions of 
student engagement based on the individual cited 
research. The following section provides a gen-
eral framework for cross-cultural research in 
understanding the role of race and ethnicity on 
student engagement locally in the United States 
and the role of cultural values on student engage-
ment internationally across countries.

Berry (2013) described three putative stages 
of the development of cross-cultural psychology. 
The first stage involves an initial use of the 
imposed etic approach (i.e., research that studies 
cross-cultural differences) that aims to transport 
findings obtained in Western cultures to other 
cultures. The second stage involves an emic 
search (i.e., research that studies solely one cul-
ture with no cross-cultural focus) for local phe-
nomena. In the third stage, the approaches in the 

previous two stages are synthesized to create a 
global psychology. This chapter highlights the 
importance of the third stage, advocating the 
advantages of a more comprehensive perspective 
by looking for both cultural differences and 
similarities.

�Contextual Considerations 
and Student Engagement in Schools

Researchers and educators are eager to learn more 
about contextual factors influencing student 
engagement in schools. The understanding of 
these contextual factors is essential for developing 
suitable interventions to promote student engage-
ment. Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 
ecological systems theory, human development 
occurs within a set of nested systems. Thus, with 
the interplay of families, peers, and schools, in 
communities around the world, student engage-
ment develops in an intricate web of reciprocal, 
dynamic, and mutually influencing systems. 
Among the most immediate and salient systems 
in which student engagement develops are the 
family and the school. Within these microsys-
tems, important agents of socialization (e.g., 
teachers, peers, and parents) exert a direct impact 
on student engagement. For instance, research 
reveals that the quality of instruction and teacher–
student relationship are positively associated with 
student engagement (Dotterer & Lowe, 2011, 
Hofkens & Pianta, chapter “Teacher-Student 
Relationships, Engagement in School, and 
Student Outcomes”, this volume). Reinke et al., 
chapter “Student Engagement: The Importance  
of the Classroom Context”, this volume). 
Furthermore, peer support in school has also been 
documented as a strong predictor of student 
achievement (Cowie & Fernandez, 2006). As for 
family context, research indicates that parental 
support contributes to student academic perfor-
mance (Waanders et al., 2007, Bempechat et al., 
chapter “Parental Influences on Achievement 
Motivation and Student Engagement”, this 
volume).

The extant literature reveals that support from 
teachers, peers, and parents facilitates student 
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engagement in school. Nevertheless, with a few 
exceptions (e.g., McInerney, 2008; McInerney 
et  al., 1998), most of the studies about these 
agents of socialization have been conducted in 
the West. Thus, it is uncertain to what extent the 
results of these studies can be applied to non-
Western contexts. Although some studies about 
the effects of contextual factors on student 
engagement have been conducted in Eastern 
countries, it is common for such studies to be 
published in their vernacular languages and 
in local journals (e.g., Kim & Lee, 2012). Thus, 
whether the impact of contextual factors on stu-
dent engagement is culturally universal or not is 
largely unknown.

The broader culture and economy in which an 
individual is situated are macrosystems that have 
undeniable influences on human development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). However, they are often 
neglected in the scientific research regarding 
human development, and as Henrich, Heine, and 
Norenzayan (Henrich et  al., 2010) previously 
noted, most of the psychological literature is built 
on studies from Western, Educated, Industrialized, 
Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) societies. Thus, 
to have a comprehensive understanding of the 
contextual antecedents of student engagement, 
there is a pressing need to investigate how sup-
port from teachers, parents, and peers in the 
microsystems functions in macrosystems with 
different cultures.

There are contextual considerations related to 
individualistic versus collectivist societies. For 
instance, Markus and Kitayama (1991) described 
that many Asian countries endorse collectivism 
and insist on the fundamental relatedness of 
individuals to each other. In contrast, many 
Western countries advocate individualism and 
autonomy. Markus and Kitayama argued that this 
contrast has important consequences for cogni-
tion, emotion, and motivation. However, little 
research has been conducted to examine directly 
how the pursuit of collectivism or individualism 
moderates the association between support in the 
microsystems and student engagement (Castella 
et  al.,  2013). Socioeconomic development is 
another prominent factor within the macrosys-

tem. There has been a paucity of scholarship 
examining student engagement in schools across 
developed and developing countries (Lam et al., 
2016; Salili et al., 2007). It is important to inves-
tigate whether the associations between support 
in the microsystems and student engagement are 
the same, stronger, or weaker in developed coun-
tries than in developing countries. Further cross-
cultural studies are warranted to examine the 
moderating effects of culture and socioeconomic 
development on the associations between student 
engagement and support from important agents 
of socialization (e.g., teachers, peers, and 
parents).

�Cross-Cultural Measurement 
of Student Engagement in Schools

�Cross-Racial/Ethnic Comparisons 
of Student Engagement in Schools

While the content of academic achievement dif-
ferences among racial and ethnic groups have 
been examined in numerous studies, the similari-
ties and differences of student engagement 
among different groups and the underlying 
mechanisms of how student engagement func-
tions across different racial and ethnic groups 
warrant further emphasis. In the context of cross-
racial/ethnic research, various researchers have 
categorized races and ethnicities differently. 
Thus, race and ethnicity defined in one study 
might be very different from how it was repre-
sented in another study. It is also important to 
acknowledge that there is great diversity within 
each ethnic group label. For example, the label of 
“Asian” is usually comprised of people from 
Asian countries who have huge differences in 
their cultural values (Truong et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, in this chapter, we intend to use the 
definitions of ethnicities, according to the indi-
vidual cited research. However, we also aim to 
use the most inclusive language. For example, in 
this chapter, we use “Latinx” instead of “Latino” 
or “Latina” and use “Black” instead of “African 
American.”

S. R. Jimerson and C. Chen



635

Cultural Context  Sociocultural differences 
between racial/ethnic groups and within each 
group are important to consider (Lam, Wong, 
et  al., 2012). One study conducted by Uekawa 
et al. (2007) used a student engagement measure 
in National Science Foundation’s Urban 
Systemic Initiative (USI) to compare student 
engagement levels in math and science class 
across high school students from four different 
ethnic groups (i.e., White, Black, Asian, and 
Latinx). Student engagement in this study was 
measured using self-report from students (e.g., 
attention, listening, motivation level, boredom, 
enjoyment, focused, and interest). Uekawa and 
colleagues found that Black, White, and Asian 
students reported relatively higher levels of stu-
dent engagement on average, while Latinx stu-
dents reported the lowest level of engagement. 
When examining engagement in different set-
tings, they found Asian students were the only 
group who reported to be significantly more 
engaged in individual work than lecture, whereas 
White students favored lecture to individual 
work, which was also unique to this group. 
Importantly, Uekawa and colleagues also con-
sidered the location of the cities when interpret-
ing the within-group differences in Latinx 
students’ engagement. They revealed significant 
differences in engagement level between Latinx 
students in El Paso and those in Chicago, with 
students in El Paso endorsing higher engage-
ment levels on average. One explanation pro-
posed is the wide differences in the percentage 
constitution of Latinx students in each city, with 
El Paso having a large percentage of Latinx stu-
dents in the school (69%) vs. the schools in 
Chicago that constitute only 13% of Latinx stu-
dents. At the same time, their engagement level 
in different classroom activities (i.e., group, lec-
ture, and individual) varies significantly across 
Latinx students in three different cities (i.e., 
Chicago, El Paso, and Miami). These data fur-
ther reflect the importance of considering racial/
ethnic, as well as cultural and contextual consid-
erations when investigating and interpreting 
studies of student engagement.

However, when reviewing cross-racial/ethnic 
studies on student engagement, it became evident 
that very few studies [e.g., Delaware Student 
Engagement Scale- Student (DSES-S; Bear et al., 
2014) and Student Engagement Scale in the 
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 
(NELS:88; Glanville & Wildhagen, 2007)] have 
conducted invariance testing of the student 
engagement measure that they used before they 
compared the means of diverse racial/ethnic 
groups (see summary in Table  2). In detail, 
DSES-S has been validated across White, Black, 
Asian, and multiracial/multiethnic student groups 
from elementary to high school (Bear et al., 2014). 
Furthermore, the Student Engagement Scale in 
NELS:88 has been proven to be culturally valid to 
use across White, Black, Latinx, and Asian eighth-
grade students (Glanville & Wildhagen, 2007). 
One potential problem underlying the lack of 
measurement invariance is that it is not possible to 
know whether the dimensions of engagement 
operate similarly across races/ethnicities. Without 
such invariance testing, the interpretation of some 
measures of student engagement is not clear. 
Therefore, it is important that future research 
examining race/ethnicity should consider con-
ducting measurement invariance of the measures 
used since rigorous comparisons of student 
engagement cannot be achieved without estab-
lishing measurement invariance. For further dis-
cussion, see Lam et al. (2014).

Social Justice Lens  Besides factoring in cul-
tural factors to explain statistical differences in 
student engagement across students of diverse 
races/ethnicities, it is also important to consider 
potential underlying reasons for differences 
through a social justice lens (García-Vázquez 
et al., 2020). Previous race and ethnicity research-
ers have argued that “race and ethnicity research 
must be contextualized within the milieu of histo-
ries of oppression, power, and resistance” (Omi 
& Winant, 2014). For example, student engage-
ment among Asian American populations, which 
is comprised of several diverse cultures, still 
remains as one of the most under-researched 
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Table 2  Summary of cross-cultural research related to student engagement measures

Measure Item Domains
Cross-Cultural 
Groups

Measurement 
Invariance 
Validation Citation

Across Races and Ethnicities
Student Engagement Scale 
in the National Science 
Foundation’s Urban 
Systemic Initiative (USI):
(a) I was paying attention, 
(b) I did not feel like 
listening, (c) My motivation 
level was high, (d) I was 
bored, (e) I was enjoying 
class, (f) I was focused more 
on class than anything else, 
(g) I wished the class would 
end soon, and (h) I was 
completely into class.

Engagement in Math and 
Science Classroom

White, Black, 
Latinx, and Asian

No Uekawa et al. 
(2007)

Delaware Student 
Engagement Scale- Student 
(DSES-S)

Cognitive-Behavioral 
Engagement; Emotional 
Engagement

White, Black, 
Hispanic/ Latinx, 
Asian, and other 
race/ethnicity 
including multirace/
multiethnicity

Yes Bear et al. 
(2014)

Questionnaire not indicated; 
Data from the Educational 
Longitudinal Study 
(ELS) – Student and Teacher 
Report

Cognitive Engagement; 
Behavioral Engagement; 
Emotional Engagement

Native American, 
Black, White, Asian, 
and Latinx

No Sciarra and 
Seirup (2008)

Engagement Scale (Shernoff 
et al., 2003)

Engagement (i.e., 
concentration, interest, 
and enjoyment)

White, Black, Asian, 
and Latinx

No Shernoff and 
Schmidt (2008)

Student Engagement Scale 
in the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 
(NELS:88)

Behavioral Engagement; 
Psychological 
Engagement; Time Spent 
of Homework

White, Black, 
Latinx, and Asian

Yes Glanville and 
Wildhagen 
(2007)

Across Countries
Student Engagement in 
Schools Questionnaire 
(SESQ; Lam et al., 2014)

Affective Engagement; 
Behavioral Engagement; 
Cognitive Engagement

Austria, Canada, 
China, Cyprus, 
Estonia, Greece, 
Malta, Portugal, 
Romania, South 
Korea, the United 
Kingdom, and the 
USA

Yes Hart et al. 
(2011), Lam 
and Jimerson, 
(2009), Lam 
et al. (2012a, b, 
2014, 2016), 
Nelson et al. 
(2020)

Delaware Student 
Engagement Scale- Student 
(DSES-S)

Cognitive-Behavioral 
Engagement; Emotional 
Engagement

China, the USA Yes Bear et al. 
(2018)

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

Measure Item Domains
Cross-Cultural 
Groups

Measurement 
Invariance 
Validation Citation

Student Engagement 
Instrument Brief Version 
(SEI; Appleton et al., 2006)

Affective Engagement: 
Teacher-Student 
Relationships, Peer 
Support at School, and 
Family Support for 
Learning; Cognitive 
Engagement: Control and 
Relevance of School 
Work, and Future 
Aspirations and Goals

Denmark, Finland, 
Portugal

Yes Virtanen et al. 
(2018)

Three-item scale for 
Observing Student academic 
engagement in a lesson

Academic Engagement South Korea, the 
Netherlands

Yes Van de Grift 
et al. (2017)

Goal Orientation and 
Learning Strategies Survey 
(Dowson and McInerney, 
2004)

Cognitive Engagement The USA, China Yes Qu and 
Pomerantz 
(2015)

Student Engagement in 
School – Four-Dimensions 
Scale (SES-4DS; Veiga, 
2012, 2008)

Cognitive Engagement; 
Affective Engagement; 
Behavioral Engagement; 
Agentic Engagement

Portugal, Romania Yes Veiga and Robu 
(2014)

racial groups in the United States(Corley & 
Young, 2018; Truong et al., 2021). When consid-
ering recent research comparing Asian American 
students’ engagement levels to students of other 
racial/ethnic groups, there is a consistent pattern 
of Asian American students having greater 
engagement in both cognitive-behavioral (e.g., 
engagement on homework completion) and emo-
tional domains (e.g., peer relationship) (Bingham 
G.E. & Okagaki L., 2012; Yang et al., 2018). For 
example, Yang et  al. (2018) found that Asian 
American students reported higher engagement 
levels on average using the Delaware Student 
Engagement Scale-Student (DSES-S), which has 
been statistically validated across different racial/
ethnic groups. Moreover, Sciarra and Seirup 
(2008) reported student engagement in terms of 
cognitive (i.e., eight student items and two 
teacher items [one from the math teacher and the 
other from the English teacher]) concerning the 
student’s commitment to learning, importance of 
good grades, perseverance in the face of diffi-
culty, homework completion, and amount of 
hours per week spent on homework), behavioral 

(i.e., 14 items divided into eight responses from 
students, three from the math teacher, and three 
from the English teacher, items dealt with fre-
quency of lateness, cutting, absences, disruptive 
versus attentive behaviors, disciplinary actions, 
and time dedicated to extracurricular activities 
and emotional (i.e., student responses to 24 items 
dealing with the quality of student–teacher rela-
tionships, school safety, relationships with peers, 
and harmony among different racial groups) 
engagement across five racial/ethnic groups (i.e., 
White, Black, Latinx, Asian, and American 
Indian) in the US high schools.

Although there was not a statistical compari-
son of student engagement across these groups, 
from their reported descriptive table in the paper, 
Asian students clearly reported the highest 
behavioral and cognitive engagement compared 
to the other groups. However, what are the 
underlying reasons behind the Asian American 
students’ report of higher student engagement? 
Some researchers have provided some justifica-
tion in the context of model minority stereotype 
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for Asian students’ having higher student 
engagement. The model minority stereotype 
refers to a concept used to portray Asian 
American people as minorities who are hard-
working and problem-free (Kiang et al., 2017). 
They explained that teachers are more likely to 
perceive Chinese and other Asian students as 
exemplifying the model minority stereotype, 
defined by high academic achievement, effort, 
self-regulation, reliability, and compliance with 
classroom norms, according to studies in the US 
schools (Yang et al., 2018). Then, how might the 
model minority stereotype help to explain the 
self-report of student engagement in Asian 
American students? Under the model minority 
stereotype, this might resemble the self-fulfilling 
prophecy (Jussim et  al., 1996). Thompson and 
Kiang (2010) found that adolescents who per-
ceived more stereotyping tended to report more 
positive academic and psychological outcomes. 
Despite the positive expectations, it is also 
important for scholars and practitioners to reflect 
on the potential challenges that Asian American 
students may face, and implications on their 
identity development.

Multiple studies report that student engage-
ment levels for many other minority groups were 
consistently being reported lower than for White 
students. For example, in Sciara and Seirup’s 
study (Sciarra & Seirup, 2008), White students 
reported the highest level of emotional engage-
ment across the board. In their definition, emo-
tional engagement includes feelings of 
belongingness (Osterman, 2000), safety, comfort, 
pride in the institution (Maddox & Prinz, 2003), 
and relationships with teachers and peers 
(Jimerson et  al., 2003). Several studies have 
found that Black students to be less engaged in 
terms of engagement with instructions than 
White students (Yair, 2000), particularly when 
their engagement level was rated by teachers 
(Downey & Pribesh, 2004). Binghan and Okagaki 
have also pointed out that the academic 
underachievement of minority students, particu-
larly Black, Latinx, and American Indian stu-
dents in the United States, has been partially 
explained by the reported lower engagement in 
school (2012). The engagement discrepancies 
across ethnic groups should raise our awareness 

to think deeply about the daily experience of 
being a minority student in a classroom. Previous 
sociolinguistic studies have claimed that racial/
ethnic minority students are sometimes alienated 
in class due to differences between patterns of 
home and school interactions (Mehan, 1992). 
Thus, the education experience might become 
hostile to historically underprivileged and/or 
minoritized students, because most mainstream 
classrooms still struggle with multicultural 
education that purposefully and intentionally 
considers the importance of cultural diversity 
(Galindo et  al., chapter “Expanding an Equity 
Understanding of Student Engagement: The 
Macro (Social) and Micro (School) Contexts”, 
this volume).

�Cross-Country Comparisons of Student 
Engagement
Despite a significant increase in research on stu-
dent engagement in recent years, evidence-based 
student engagement measurements that have 
been statistically validated across different cul-
tures are still in an early phase of development 
(Samuelsen, 2012). Among these previous cross-
country measurement studies, an underlying pat-
tern of findings is that there are more cultural 
similarities than differences when it comes to 
how student engagement is related to its contexts, 
antecedents, and outcomes, although different 
countries have very different economic develop-
ment and cultures (e.g., Lam & Jimerson, 2009; 
Lam et al., 2012a, b, 2014, 2016). One potential 
reason behind finding cultural similarities in 
cross-country research on student engagement is 
that it is possible that the underlying mechanism 
of how to promote student engagement is univer-
sal  (Liem & Chong, 2017). For example, a 
healthy and positive school climate is believed to 
be beneficial to increase student engagement 
across different cultures and diverse contexts. 
However, we also cannot overlook the fact that 
the concept and measurement of student engage-
ment are developed in a Eurocentric context (e.g., 
Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and dem-
ocratic WEIRD societies). Additional studies 
outside of WEIRD societies are needed to under-
stand and define student engagement from a bot-
tom-up approach (e.g., conducting qualitative to 
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understand the constitution of student engage-
ment in a specific culture).

Within the few cross-country measurement 
studies of student engagement, the Student 
Engagement in School Questionnaire (SESQ) 
(Lam & Jimerson, 2009; Lam et  al., 2012a, b, 
2014, 2016) is the measure that has been vali-
dated across the largest number of countries. 
Beginning in 2010, within the context of the 
research committee of the International School 
Psychology Association (Lam & Jimerson, 2009; 
Lam et  al., 2012a, b, 2014, 2016), colleagues 
from more than 20 countries contributed to the 
development of the SESQ that is consistent with 
the definition of student engagement being a 
multidimensional construct comprised of behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional domains (Jimerson 
et al., 2003). The impetus to develop a conceptu-
ally and psychometrically sound measure of stu-
dent engagement that could be used internationally 
was described by Lam et  al. (2014, p.  214), 
“Despite increasing interest in student engage-
ment in countries around the world, there is no 
clear understanding of the construct. Indeed, 
there has been much confusion regarding its defi-
nition and measurement. In an effort to overcome 
these problems and to also advance knowledge 
and understanding related to student engagement 
in school around the world, an international 
project was initiated to clarify the concept of stu-
dent engagement and to develop a measurement 
tool appropriate for use in countries around the 
world.”

The SESQ (Lam et al., 2012a, b, 2014, 2016) 
has already been validated across 12 countries 
(i.e., Austria, Canada, China, Cyprus, Estonia, 
Greece, Malta, Portugal, Romania, South Korea, 
the United Kingdom, and the USA;). Lam, 
Jimerson, et al. (2012) reported that the intraclass 
correlation of the SESQ full-scale scores of stu-
dent engagement between countries revealed that 
it was appropriate to aggregate the data from the 
12 countries for further analyses. Furthermore, 
the SESQ coefficient alphas revealed good inter-
nal consistency (α ranged from 0.78 to 0.89), and 
the test–retest reliability coefficients were also 
acceptable (coefficient ranged from 0.60 to 0.74). 
In addition, confirmatory factor analyses of the 
SESQ indicated that the data fit well to a second-

order model with affective, behavioral, and cog-
nitive engagement as the first-order factors and 
student engagement as the second-order factor. 
Lam, Jimerson, et al. (2012a) highlight that the 
results support the use of the SESQ to measure 
student engagement as a meta-construct. 
Additionally, the significant correlations of the 
scale with instructional practices, teacher sup-
port, peer support, parent support, emotions, aca-
demic performance, and school conduct indicated 
good concurrent validity of the scale. The results 
from Lam et al. (2014 & 2016) using the SESQ 
further extend the cross-country analyses by fur-
ther comparing male and female students, as well 
as cultural universality and specificity in student 
engagement at school. In addition, additional 
development and analyses related to the SESQ 
have revealed a teacher engagement report form 
that also yielded strong psychometric data (Hart 
et  al., 2011; e.g., α ranged from 0.78 to 0.95, 
except 0.65 in Attributions domain), thus provid-
ing another perspective to measure student 
engagement in schools.

Another study examined a cross-cultural mea-
surement among high school students in Portugal 
and Romania (Veiga & Robu, 2014). Their results 
indicate that the School Engagement in School-
Four-Dimensions Scale (SES-4DS) is a measure 
that captures the same underlying dimensions of 
engagement in schools across two countries (see 
Table 2 for more details). The exploratory factor 
analysis revealed a four-factor measurement 
model in both samples. The correlations coeffi-
cients across the affective, behavioral, cognitive, 
and agentic engagement dimensions were each 
good, as well as the internal consistency.

In addition, Virtanen and colleagues (2018) 
examined a modified version of the SEI (Appleton 
et  al., 2006) across seventh-grade students in 
three countries (i.e., Demark, Finland, and 
Portugal). Divergent from the original five (Betts 
et al., 2010) or six (Appleton et al., 2006) inter-
related first-order factors, the brief version in 
their study revealed a second-order five-factor 
model on two second-order factors as affective 
and cognitive engagement and five first-order 
factors as teacher–student relationships, peer 
support at school, family support for learning, 
control and relevance of school work, and future 
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aspirations and goals. Virtanen and colleagues 
report that among the total 33 original instrument 
items, 15 items indicated acceptable psychomet-
ric properties of the Brief-SEI.  Using these 15 
items, analyses revealed cross-national factorial 
validity and invariances across genders and stu-
dents with different levels of academic perfor-
mance (samples from Finland and Portugal). 
Virtanen and colleagues revealed the highest 
overall engagement among Portuguese students 
followed by Danish and Finnish students.

Recent cross-country research focused on stu-
dent engagement in school has focused on com-
paring and contrasting engagement between 
students in East Asia and students in the United 
States or European countries. Different from 
cross-racial/ethnic research in the United States. 
that Asian American students tended to have 
higher engagement than students of other racial/
ethnic backgrounds, mixed findings have been 
reported on cross-country research about student 
engagement between East Asian and the US stu-
dents. For example, the differences in student 
engagement between the US students and 
Chinese students vary over time. Bear et  al. 
(2018) reported that during elementary school, 
the US students reported greater cognitive-
behavioral (e.g., engagement on homework com-
pletion) and emotional engagement (e.g., peer 
relationships) than Chinese students. However, in 
middle and high school students, Chinese stu-
dents started to report higher emotional engage-
ment than the US students, whereas no significant 
differences in cognitive-behavioral engagement 
were found between the US and Chinese students. 
Besides higher emotional engagement in Chinese 
middle and high school students, Van de Grift 
et al. (2017) reported higher levels of academic 
engagement, with an emphasis on psychological 
and behavioral engagement (e.g., students show 
that they are interested in learning) in South 
Korean students compared to students from the 
Netherlands in the secondary educational con-
text. However, this study focused on measuring 
only academic engagement. Instead of students’ 
self-report, academic engagement was measured 
through observation (i.e., observers used a Likert-

type rating for the level of student engagement by 
watching a class videotape, and rating engage-
ment in learning, demonstrating that they are 
interested in learning, and other dimensions), 
which could provide us with a diverse perspec-
tive in understanding cross-cultural engagement. 
Van de Grift and colleagues attributed some of 
the differences to South Korean students’ having 
access to teachers with more advanced teaching 
skills regarding how students should learn. They 
also proposed some other explanatory factors for 
future cross-cultural research to examine, which 
include demographic homogeneity, cultural set-
tings, student motivation, private tutoring, and 
amount of illiteracy.

To explain higher academic engagement in 
East Asian students, some researchers have 
argued that historically East Asian students (e.g., 
Chinese students) scored relatively higher in 
standardized universal academic achievement 
(Bear et  al., 2018), such as the Program for 
International Student Assessment (Hsin & Xie, 
2014; Kastberg et al., 2016). The heavy emphasis 
on academic learning in East Asian schools may 
cultivate the level of academic engagement (i.e., 
students’ active involvement in their academic 
tasks) to be higher in this population. Some other 
speculations include unique cultural values to be 
a major factor to explain the differences, such as 
Chinese students’ higher value of authority (i.e., 
teachers in the context of schooling especially 
beyond elementary school), social harmony (i.e., 
how Chinese students view and regulate peers 
and their own behaviors), and Chinese teachers’ 
classroom management skills. Particularly for 
Chinese students who are in middle and high 
schools, these cultural values tend to become 
more consolidated, which might impact their atti-
tude toward schools. Thus, in Bear and col-
leagues’ study (Bear et al., 2018), they found that 
when going beyond elementary school, Chinese 
students tended to report more positive percep-
tions of school climate than the US students, 
which was likely to be the reason to explain the 
stronger emotional engagement in Chinese mid-
dle and high school students. Considering the 
relative paucity of cross-country investigations of 
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student engagement in school, further research is 
warranted to advance our collective 
understanding.

�Relevant Research on Student 
Engagement and Outcomes

Student engagement has been considered among 
the primary conceptual foundations for under-
standing school outcomes of students both short-
term and long-term (Archambault et  al., 2009; 
Christenson et  al., 2008). However, in a recent 
meta-analysis focused on school belongingness, 
Korpershoek et al. (2020) argue that the concept 
of student engagement is used to place the school 
belongingness construct in a broader theoretical 
framework. School belongingness is conceptu-
ally similar to emotional engagement (i.e., posi-
tive and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, 
academics, and school) (Allen & Boyle, chapter 
“School Belonging and Student Engagement: 
The Critical Overlaps, Similarities, and 
Implications for Student Outcomes”, this vol-
ume). Korpershoek and colleagues found that 
samples of studies conducted on student engage-
ment outside the USA and Canada are relatively 
few. Moreover, little is known about the potential 
moderating role of country and culture on the 
relationship between student engagement and 
student outcomes. The next section of this chap-
ter highlights some empirical studies conducted 
in the recent decades to exemplify the importance 
of considering cultural differences in student 
engagement and directions for future research.

�Cross-Racial/Ethnic Comparisons 
of Student Engagement and Outcomes
Several previous studies have shown that the 
impact of student engagement on academic 
achievement differs substantially due to an indi-
vidual’s social–cultural background in the 
USA.  For example, Sciarra and Seirup (2008) 
examined the role of race and ethnicity in the 
relationship between student engagement and 
math achievement among high school students. 
Overall, student engagement was found to sig-
nificantly predict math achievement for all five 

racial groups included in the study (i.e., Native 
American, Asian, Black, Latinx, and White ado-
lescents); the effect size was the smallest in 
Latinx and Black students. When broken into 
each dimension of student engagement (i.e., 
behavioral [e.g., learning, compliance of school 
norms, and participation in extracurricular activi-
ties], emotional [e.g., feelings of belongingness, 
safety, comfort, pride in the institution, and rela-
tionships with teachers and peers], and cognitive 
engagement [e.g., investment in learning, beliefs 
about the importance of academics and good 
grades, degree of studying and homework com-
pletion, capacity to confront the challenge, and 
willingness to go beyond the minimum require-
ments]), cognitive and behavioral engagement 
were stronger indicators of math achievement 
relative to emotional engagement in all racial 
groups, with the exception that emotional engage-
ment was found to be a significant factor in pre-
dicting achievement in Latinx students. This was 
explained by the cultural differences that Latinx 
culture might place more emphasis on the ten-
dency of people defining themselves through 
relationships, which may explain why emotional 
engagement emerged as a significant predictor 
within this group of students.

�Cross-Country Comparisons of Student 
Engagement and Outcomes
An analysis of 20 recent research studies of 
“school belonging” found significant differences 
in the correlation between behavioral engage-
ment and school belongingness between the 
USA/Canada and Asia, with the correlation 
higher in Asian countries, and nonsignificant in 
Europe (see, Korpershoek et al., 2020 for further 
details). However, the results need to be inter-
preted with caution, given the small samples of 
studies in Asian countries (Korpershoek et  al., 
2020).

Lam et  al. (2014) examined gender differ-
ences in student engagement and academic 
performance in school with a sample of 3420 
students (seventh, eighth, and ninth graders) 
from Austria, Canada, China, Cyprus, Estonia, 
Greece, Malta, Portugal, Romania, South 
Korea, the United Kingdom, and the USA. The 
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results indicated that, compared to boys, girls 
reported higher levels of engagement in school 
and were rated higher by their teachers in aca-
demic performance. Student engagement 
accounted for gender differences in academic 
performance, but gender did not moderate the 
associations among student engagement, aca-
demic performance, or contextual supports. 
Analysis of multiple-group structural equation 
modeling revealed that perceptions of teacher 
support and parent support, but not peer sup-
port, were related indirectly to academic per-
formance through student engagement. This 
partial mediation model was invariant across 
gender. The findings from this study advance 
the understanding about the contextual and 
personal factors associated with girls’ and 
boys’ academic performance around the 
world.

Lam et  al. (2016) investigated how student 
engagement in school is associated with grade, 
gender, and contextual factors across 12 coun-
tries using the SESQ (Lam & Jimerson, 2009), 
as well as whether these associations vary across 
countries with different levels of individualism 
and socioeconomic development. Hierarchical 
linear modeling was used to examine the effects 
at both student and country levels. Overall, the 
results across countries revealed a decline in 
student engagement from Grade 7 to Grade 9, 
with girls reporting higher engagement than 
boys. Notably, these trends did not vary across 
the 12 countries according to the Human 
Development Index and Hofstede’s 
Individualism Index. Most of the contextual fac-
tors (instructional practices, teacher support, 
and parent support) were positively associated 
with student engagement. With the exception 
that parent support had a stronger association 
with student engagement in countries with 
higher collectivism, most of the associations 
between the contextual factors and student 
engagement did not vary across countries. The 
results of Lam et al.’ (2016) study revealed both 
cultural universality and specificity regarding 
contextual factors associated with student 
engagement in school. They illustrate the advan-

tages of integrating etic and emic approaches in 
cross-cultural investigations.

�Directions for Future Research

Considering the results of research from the past 
decade revealing that the Student Engagement in 
Schools Questionnaire (SESQ) is reliable and 
valid across at least 12 diverse countries, there is 
a tremendous opportunity for further investiga-
tions to advance our understanding of student 
engagement in schools around the world. The fol-
lowing are a few reflections on future research 
that would be valuable to further advance our 
understanding of multicultural, cross-cultural, 
cross-country, and contextual considerations 
related to student engagement in schools.

Further research is required to understand the 
interplay of socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, 
the composition of the student population, and 
school climate in facilitating student engagement 
in schools, both within and across countries. 
Students who differ in social class, race and eth-
nicity, and schooling experiences may interpret 
questionnaire items about their engagement dif-
ferentially, which could further limit our under-
standing. Therefore, more bottom-up research 
(i.e., a research methodology that aims to piece 
micro-information to answer a complex macro 
question) would be helpful to understand student 
engagement experiences of students with a 
diverse background, such as using qualitative 
data to inform measurement designs. 
Furthermore, comparisons of student engage-
ment would not be considered rigorous without 
establishing measurement invariance of the mea-
sures. We urge future researchers to either select 
student engagement measures that have been 
found to be culturally representative in diverse 
racial/ethnic groups or conduct measurement 
invariance before cross-cultural comparisons.

When examining cross-cultural differences on 
student engagement, besides solely looking at 
between cultural differences, we also need to 
examine within cultural differences, such as the 
experiences of racial/ethnic minority students 
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when they reside in a cultural enclave compared 
to those when they constitute only a small per-
centage of the population in the community. 
Besides, it would be informative for researchers 
to further examine the settings of engagement 
across different cultures, as informed by Uekawa 
et al.’s research (Uekawa et al., 2007).

Student engagement is a potentially malleable 
target for intervention (Korpershoek et al., 2020; 
Lazowski & Hulleman, 2016). Thus, it would be 
valuable for further research to examine the 
effectiveness of specific intervention programs 
focusing on promoting student engagement in 
schools around the world. The research regarding 
systems-level interventions to transform the 
school climate is a related area of scholarship that 
would benefit from including established mea-
sures of student engagement in schools, to further 
examine the association between these constructs 
and student outcomes.

The emergence of student engagement has also 
become a significant line of research in higher 
education contexts across the world, due to its 
being a core element of institutional learning and 
teaching strategies (Coates & McCormick, 2014, 
Tinto, chapter “Exploring the Character of Student 
Persistence in Higher Education: The Impact of 
Perception, Motivation, and Engagement”, this 
volume). Given the scope of the present chapter 
(i.e., student engagement in grades K-12), we look 
forward to future scholarship that provides a more 
thorough understanding of student engagement in 
higher education (Tinto, chapter “Exploring the 
Character of Student Persistence in Higher 
Education: The Impact of Perception, Motivation, 
and Engagement”, this volume).

Further efforts are warranted in the develop-
ment of a more comprehensive perspective of 
assessing student engagement, for example, 
using self-, teacher-, and parent reports. 
Information from multiple sources may provide a 
better understanding of students. Additionally, 
multi-informant student engagement data col-
lected at the school level can provide administra-
tors with additional school climate information, 
and may direct interventions at the universal, 
school-wide level. Ongoing efforts related to the 
conceptualization and measurement of student 

engagement also need to seek out helpful infor-
mation about how the construct relates directly to 
positive student outcomes.

It is important for school personnel to be 
aware of the literature and the ongoing research 
efforts in the area of student engagement in the 
schools. School psychologists can provide a con-
text that is consultation- and collaboration 
friendly; they can advocate with  teachers about 
the importance of engagement in the classroom, 
in addition to strategies to enhance student 
engagement in school. Through further scholar-
ship focused on informing multicultural and 
cross-cultural considerations related to student 
engagement in schools, it is anticipated that fur-
ther work in this area will increase attention to 
conducting culturally sensitive and responsive 
research with the aim of increasing positive out-
comes for students from culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse backgrounds.
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Measuring Student Engagement: 
New Approaches and Issues

Joe Betts

Abstract

This commentary reflects upon issues and 
developments found in chapters on the mea-
surement of student engagement. A variety of 
issues are discussed and one of the interesting 
aspects of these chapters is to see the major 
changes that have taken place since the origi-
nal publication of this handbook a decade ago. 
A discussion of some of the specific issues 
raised is provided along with broader areas 
that apply across the chapters. Observational 
methods, self-report measures, real-time mea-
surements, and cross-cultural uses of mea-
sures are discussed. Within the discussion, 
there are interjections of possible fecund areas 
of research related to these new developments. 
Overall, the advances in the measurement of 
student engagement have been broad and have 
led to increased use and recognition of the 
importance of student engagement across the 
world for positive student outcomes.

The study of student engagement has made a lot 
of advances since the original publication of this 
handbook (Christenson et  al., 2012) as can be 

seen in the current volume. However, one thing 
remains consistent: the need to apply the best 
methods for measuring the construct. Measuring 
the construct of student engagement in a consis-
tent and meaningful manner is the basis for eval-
uating research claims and providing evidence of 
individual differentiation for predictive models in 
practice. Without strong measurement of the con-
struct, all results-based and data-driven methods 
for research and practice are moot. All measure-
ment instruments should provide strong, psycho-
metrically sound, and defensible results 
(American Educational Research Association, 
American Psychological Association, & National 
Council on Measurement in Education [AERA, 
APA, & NCME], 2014; Betts, 2012; Samuelsen, 
2012).

One of the consistent issues related to the 
measurement of student engagement is the defi-
nition itself, as can be seen from the variety of 
insights and positions in the current research. 
While there are numerous conceptualizations of 
engagement and unique representations across 
the varied assessment instruments, one thing that 
the study of engagement, along with all scientific 
studies, embodies is the importance of develop-
ing and validating those instruments to provide 
meaningful data (Betts, 2012). One helpful aspect 
of this endeavor to develop and measure engage-
ment is that there are several well-validated 
approaches to test development for psychological 
assessments that can be applied (AERA, APA, & 
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NCME, 2014; Irwing et  al., 2018; Lane et  al., 
2016; Nering & Ostini, 2010; Rao & Sinharay, 
2006; Wilson, 2005; van der Linden, 2016).

In the current volume, there are a set of papers 
that evaluate some specific aspects of measuring 
student engagement, which will be the focus of 
this commentary. These three papers highlight 
some unique and important issues (Fredricks, 
2022a; Jimerson & Chen, 2022) along with pro-
viding some information about the advances 
since the first volume (Fredricks, 2022b). The 
current commentary will provide an extension of 
the ideas and results developed in these chapters 
and some general thoughts for researchers as they 
continue to move the measurement of student 
engagement forward.

�Some Important Developments

Fredricks (2022b) describes some developments 
over the past decade in student engagement. An 
exciting finding is that there are now many new 
measures of engagement. These assessments rep-
resent attempts to develop instruments that mea-
sure the different characterizations and theories 
of student engagement. They all were developed 
and validated using sound test development and 
psychometric principles. Jimerson and Chen 
(2022) also show how these assessments are 
being used across the world in multiple 
countries.

This expanse of assessments and use across 
the world highlights the importance of engage-
ment in education. While there are many compet-
ing definitions of engagement that can make 
defining the construct difficult, this plethora of 
assessments approaching the construct from 
many different perspectives is quite useful. For 
instance, this provides numerous opportunities to 
test out different theories and validate comple-
mentary aspects of the construct. Likewise, from 
a practical perspective, this also provides a large 
set of tools for practitioners to choose for their 
specific needs. Having many high-quality assess-
ments in the engagement toolbox can provide 
significant value to both researchers and 
practitioners.

Another exciting development is the increased 
use of these measures to inform policy. This is 
another welcome finding. Utilizing the results of 
these measures to help inform systems and inter-
vene more directly in the ecology of the educa-
tional environment is needed. Many times, the 
focus of assessment is on the individual with the 
unstated assumption that the environment is not 
an issue and not a force impeding or enhancing 
problematic behavior. Recognizing that environ-
ments can and do affect engagement along with 
the courage to address interventions at those lev-
els is essential. Having measures to assess the 
environment either directly or by utilizing aggre-
gated data from individual assessments is an 
important use case for improving educational 
delivery and outcomes. However, this brings the 
issue of measurement to the fore; with these uses 
comes the imperative to develop and use only 
high-quality measures that can be justified for 
use at both the individual and the aggregate level 
for making decisions.

�Observational Methods

Fredricks (2022a) outlines a number of important 
issues and some notable assessments using obser-
vational ratings to evaluate student engagement. 
These findings show how far the observational 
methods (see, for example, Bakeman & Gottman, 
1997) have come with student engagement. 
Rosenbaum (2002, 2020) also provides some 
more introductory material with the benefit of 
introducing some freely available statistical 
packages in the R programming language (R 
Core Team, 2021) to support research and devel-
opment. Stulman et al. (n.d.) also provide some 
important practical factors to consider when 
selecting observation methods and tools.

There are several benefits and limitations 
noted by Fredricks (2022a) to utilizing this 
approach. The importance of strong psychomet-
ric properties of scores, generally reliability and 
validity, is well known and highly important and 
will be discussed below. However, with observa-
tional methods and approaches, an equally 
important consideration is how representative are 
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the specific observations with respect to the total-
ity of the object of measurement. One of the 
broad issues underlying much of the discussion 
revolves around the statistical concept of sam-
pling (Casella & Berger, 2006; Thompson, 2012). 
Whether it be an individual student, a teacher, a 
classroom, or a school in practice or a research 
study investing important outcomes of an inter-
vention study, the nature of the sample of obser-
vations is important.

One of the first and most important issues 
relates to how well results are believed to gener-
alize. This can be generalizing from controlled 
environments, such as those carried out in more 
homogeneous laboratory conditions, to more nat-
uralistic environments, such as in the classroom 
or at home. Controlled environments are neces-
sary for replication and making judgments about 
the variables understudy, for instance, an inter-
vention focused on changing the behavioral 
engagement of students with high levels of 
behavioral issues. The controls are necessary to 
improve the potential for replication of findings.

The naturalistic methods have some positive 
aspects as it can be completed and carried out in 
the natural environment. Fredricks (2022a) notes 
some strengths and limitations of this approach, 
too. A positive is that it allows for authentic 
observations of the lived actions and behaviors as 
they are happening in real-time in the natural 
environment. This also helps to negate the poten-
tial issue of the Hawthorne effect (McCambridge 
et al., 2014; McCarney et al., 2007) that can be 
found in the controlled studies when the object of 
study realizes they are being watched and will 
potentially act differently than normal to comport 
with expectations. Natural environmental obser-
vations can reduce this when the observer is 
themselves a participant in that environment, 
e.g., school psychologists, counselors, or anyone 
that students see throughout the day in the school.

When it comes to observational methods, 
sampling becomes quite complex. All humans 
vary in their comportment from hour to hour and 
day-to-day. Therefore, obtaining observational 
measurements needs to be planned to ensure ade-
quate sampling from times of the day, different 
days, different environments (e.g., teachers, 

classrooms, subjects), etc. The importance of this 
is to ensure adequate representation for general-
ization. For instance, some basic questions that 
might be asked if one is sampling appropriately 
for making inferences about classroom effects 
might be as follows: are a variety of observations 
being taken across the day, across the week, dur-
ing diverse activities, across the various subjects, 
etc.

Another important aspect of observational 
methods is the extent to which different raters 
rate behavior consistently. This is generally not 
much of an issue with the administration of self-
report or class-wide rating scales where a proctor 
oversees individual completion of the forms. 
However, with observational methods, the 
observer becomes part of the measurement pro-
cess by translating observations into ratings 
within the measure. It is important in practical 
use or clinical settings where the focus is on mak-
ing real-life decisions about students, teachers, or 
schools to use observational methods that can be 
used reliably by various observers to consistently 
rate behavior. Methods that improve consistency 
across raters are vital for making valid general-
izations of results.

One of the most direct ways to address this is 
by ensuring that the structured or semi-structured 
rating scales used are specific and easily under-
stood by raters. This means that definitions of 
how and what behaviors need to be coded should 
be comprehensive. With sufficient training, the 
raters should be able to understand and identify 
the correct behaviors and the appropriate method 
for scoring them. The more specific and defin-
able, the more consistent the ratings will be. 
However, as Fredricks (2022a) notes, this can 
also be a detriment as overly specific measures 
can have lower levels of predictive validity and 
make inferences to a broader understanding of 
student engagement problematic.

Psychometric integrity is a very important 
goal of all observational approaches. Of which, 
inter-rater reliability (Gwet, 2014) is a significant 
component needed to validate claims of consis-
tency of ratings across multiple raters (AERA, 
APA, & NCME, 2014). In general, the analysis is 
done by having two or more independent raters 
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rate the same person at the same time using the 
same instrument, and then compare the ratings 
between the raters. In essence, it is desirable that 
two independent raters observe the same individ-
ual at that same time and have perfectly consis-
tent ratings. However, in practice, this is not 
always the case, but for observational methods, 
controlling the variation between raters is vitally 
important in making sure that a high level of rep-
lication of scores/ratings is produced between 
independent raters.

One thing that test developers can do to sup-
port high levels of inter-rater reliability is to pro-
vide exemplars for individuals being trained to 
benchmark their ratings against the expected 
standard. This can be accomplished with the use 
of recorded audio/visual of situations for trainees 
to rate that come along with standardized scoring 
for comparison and discussion of the rationale 
behind the scoring. Users of these methods 
should also take care to consistently provide dual 
ratings on all raters during the normal course of 
practice. This is necessary to make sure raters are 
maintaining consistency across time and follow-
ing the prescribed procedures.

There are a number of standard approaches to 
evaluating inter-rater reliability (Gwet, 2014). 
Fredricks (2022a) provides evidence that the 
observational systems reviewed have adequate 
inter-rater reliability. This should be encouraging 
for users of the assessment systems that given 
adequate training, consistency between raters can 
be accomplished. It is important to note that with 
inter-rater reliability, both developers of systems 
must show adequate levels of reliability with 
some level of training, those practitioners in the 
field should also provide evidence that the mea-
sures are being implemented reliably in practice.

Much of the evidence provided (Fredricks, 
2022a) used standard methods, however, there 
are some more advanced methods that could be 
used. These advanced methods can be useful for 
both test development validation and researchers. 
One possible approach is generalizability theory 
(Brennan, 2001). The method isolates a number 
of facets of measurement using analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) statistical methods for partition-
ing the variance associated with each facet. A full 

explication of this method is not possible in this 
commentary, but the basic of the approach is to 
identify those aspects of the measurement pro-
cess and instrument that can introduce inconsis-
tencies into the observed scores for analysis. 
Using this theory, variables, such as rater, class-
room, time of day, can be introduced into the sta-
tistical model and parsed out to evaluate the 
variance components (Brennan, 2001; Searle 
et  al., 2009). A complementary approach uses 
explanatory item response models (De Boeck & 
Wilson, 2004).

Another advanced methodology is the Many-
Facet Rasch model (Linacre, 1994). This is a 
model that allows for the evaluation of numerous 
facets of measurement. For instance, a common 
use is to evaluate both raters and the rating scale 
in a similar way as generalizability theory but 
uses the Rasch measurement model to ensure that 
all raters and scores are on the same scale. An 
aspect of this model can also be used to evaluate 
specific rater bias as to their leniency or strictness 
in rating. Another useful outcome of this method 
is the potential to measure raters over time and 
provide corrective feedback as necessary over 
time directed at the specific areas they appear to 
be deviating from the standard. This can be pow-
erful feedback for raters in the field to help ensure 
they maintain consistency and if they get off 
track, they can get remediation. This method like 
the others above has the potential for adding 
additional facets of measurement for analysis 
which makes the potential use for researchers 
suggestive.

As Fredricks (2022a) notes, a significant limi-
tation is the lack of predictive validity between 
observational measures and later outcomes. 
While this is an issue that needs to be addressed 
by observational systems, there is another way to 
think about the importance of this issue. Given 
that observational approaches provide unique 
information that cannot be gathered in other ways 
and can be resource-intensive to acquire, is this 
information needed as a predictive measure? If 
concurrent evidence can be found to validate the 
scores on observational systems for identifying 
normative, at-risk, and problematic levels of 
behavior, then the observations can be used to 
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validate results from much more efficiently 
administered measures, such as rating scales like 
the Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; 
Appleton et al., 2006). Moreover, the use of the 
observational methods should provide data from 
the actual environment that helps to support the 
selection and implementation of interventions 
when needed. This data might not be as effective 
with making future predictions, but expending 
time and effort to gather this type of data with a 
validated observational system could be thought 
of as more informative for making change rather 
than evaluated as a long-term predictive 
measure.  

A common approach for concurrent validity is 
to use convergent and divergent methods (see, for 
example, Reschly et  al., 2014). This approach 
identifies variables that are believed to be related 
to the construct. Measures of these variables with 
the construct of interest should show reasonable 
positive correlations providing convergent evi-
dence in support of the construct representation. 
Additionally, it is possible to identify variables 
that should have little to do with the construct. In 
these instances, one is looking for practically 
small effect sizes in the relationship between the 
variables providing divergent evidence.

One research option that could help to shed 
light across the diverse methods of measuring 
engagement is to evaluate the multi-trait multi-
method (MTMM; Campbell & Fiske, 1959) 
framework. This approach allows for the investi-
gation of different methods of measuring a stu-
dent engagement using observational and 
self-report across the various conceptualizations 
of divergent aspects like behavioral and cognitive. 
MTMM can be evaluated by confirmatory factor 
analytic (CFA) methods (Kenny & Kashy, 1992; 
Marsh & Bailey, 1991) which are already used to 
investigate validity research to parse out how dif-
ferent methods of measurement interact with dif-
ferent traits. In a basic case, the MTMM matrix 
could have a 3x3 design with {observation, self-
report, teacher report} as methods and {behav-
ioral, cognitive, emotional} as the traits. 
Utilization of approaches to analysis such as the 
MTMM could help to provide comprehensive 
evidence for the use of common assessment para-

digms in education such as the use of screeners 
for early identification, rating scales for further 
follow-up on students identified at risk, and then 
observational approaches for evaluation of effec-
tive interventions.

Additionally, it is important to think about the 
goal to which the measurements will be used. 
Care needs to be taken as methods used in 
research studies could be tailored for specific 
needs of the study but use in practice stipulates a 
different degree of psychometric validation and 
justification may be needed (AERA, APA, & 
NCME, 2014). For the overall screening of a stu-
dent population, then more efficient rating scale 
measures could be used. Once a student is identi-
fied as at-risk, then observational methods could 
be used to provide more specific information on 
the student in their environment. This can be used 
to set a baseline for behavior and allow for 
repeated measures over time if interventions are 
introduced. Additionally, if the classroom is the 
level of observation, then again repeated observa-
tions, given a well-thought-out sampling plan, 
could provide more useful specific information 
for providing feedback to improve performance. 
With the goal in mind, pick the appropriate meth-
ods for gathering evidence and if the goal is to 
evaluate change over time, then ensure that the 
measure has enough precision to make decisions 
about the trends.

�Real-Time Measurements

Fredricks (2022b) provides a valuable overview 
of the status of self-report measures over the past 
decade. Additionally, Fredricks provides a view 
into what is suggested to be the biggest change in 
the measurement of engagement over this decade. 
This development has been the result of ‘real-
time’ measurements. These methods have the 
common element of providing measurements on 
students as they are engaging in activities in real-
time. One thing that is clear from the review is 
that real-time methods need much more research 
before they could be used in practice. Fredricks 
(2022b) identifies a number of issues. A few 
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more will be provided here for future researchers 
and theoreticians to consider.

One of the strengths of these methods is that 
they could provide additional information that 
augments the static picture of the student at any 
single time that common assessments of student 
engagement provide. These real-time measure-
ments could help to increase information from 
self-report measures that give only information 
based on the students reflecting on experiences 
and responding (Fredricks, 2022b). They also 
hold out the potential for repeated measurements 
to help provide information over time that many 
rating scales are not psychometrically capable of 
providing. Given the intended use of measuring 
over time, it would be important to make sure that 
these measures are sensitive to changes over the 
time span of intended use to ensure that a reliable 
level of change can be evaluated.

The potential for repeated, daily assessments 
on a few key variables using a simple sampling 
plan across the school or district could provide a 
great amount of data with minimal disruption of 
student and teacher time during the day. This 
potential to gather longitudinal, time-series data 
allows for within-person, repeated measures ana-
lytic methods to be applied when engaging in 
research (Crowder & Hand, 1990; Diggle et al., 
2002; Koepsell & Weiss, 2003; Verbeke & 
Molenberghs, 2000). In the case of monitoring 
for intervention effectiveness of a single subject, 
be it a student in an intervention or a single class-
room undergoing an intervention, there are 
single-subject designs (Kratochwill, 1978; Tate 
& Perdices, 2018) available to aid in the design 
and analysis of data.

Likewise, with the potential for rich daily data 
feeds, the potential for an early warning metric 
would be in place for more specific usage as indi-
cators can be updated daily as new responses are 
registered and aggregated. While there are a 
number of methods for evaluating change (see, 
references above), one interesting approach 
researchers might want to investigate is the use of 
the reliable change index (RCI; Jacobson & 
Truax, 1991). The index computes the signifi-
cance of the difference between scores taking 
into account scale reliability. One of the nice 

things about this type of index is that, unlike 
large sample statistical tests, this index can be 
used in small, local samples.

A review of some case studies utilizing a num-
ber of these real-time methods has recently been 
completed (DiMello et  al., 2017). Many of the 
case studies in this review provide enticing 
results. However, one issue appears to predomi-
nate when thinking about their utility for measur-
ing the more global construct of engagement. 
This has to do with the validity of the generaliza-
tion of engagement in a specific task to the more 
global person-centered construct of engagement 
usually associated with student engagement. 
Student engagement tends to be understood as a 
more global aspect of individuals with individual 
differences appearing across the main domains 
(see most chapters in the current volume of this 
handbook).

For instance, eye-tracking, physical measures, 
and log files represent specific levels of engage-
ment with specific instruction, reading, games, 
etc. While this can provide diagnostic informa-
tion about reading behavior with respect to eye-
tracking or decision-making/problem-solving for 
game logs, the extent to which this particular 
level of engagement generalizes to a student’s 
overall level of engagement indicative of per-
sonal- and school-related problems needs signifi-
cant work. A simple example of the potential 
counter-example would be a student that has 
completely tuned out of school but finds enjoy-
ment in reading (and does not have any eye-
tracking issues related to reading problems) and 
engagement in particular games as the student 
can do these specific tasks without any proximity 
or integration with others or the educational envi-
ronment. Overall, the student could be thought of 
as ‘disengaged’ in general but the specific 
engagement with tasks would be high.

Another counterexample of this could be 
found in the interpretation of facial or body 
expressions while engaging in a reading task. A 
basic question would be, does a series of emo-
tional states reflective of facial comportment elic-
ited during a specific task tell us about the 
student’s overall sense of engagement at school? 
Beyond the simple issue of generalizing from the 
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specific, imagine a legitimate facial recognition 
of sadness during the task that is not related to 
global engagement comportment but to environ-
mental stimuli at the same time. Negative emo-
tions in some situations could suggest high 
engagement, for instance when it is an appropri-
ate emotional response to environmental triggers. 
For instance, it could be difficult and frustrating 
for a student attempting to do their work at a 
computer when others around them are acting or 
behaving in inappropriate ways. The frustration 
would not be an indication of disengagement but 
a signal of attempted engagement being thwarted 
by the environmental mischief of others.

The use of facial recognition also brings up a 
more subtle issue: the use of machine learning or 
artificial intelligence algorithms (Goodfellow 
et  al., 2016; Hastie et  al., 2017; Witten et  al., 
2011). These approaches utilize training datasets 
to build models for making predictions and can 
be developed to continually update with new 
information. One nice thing about the continual 
updating is that training can take place on sam-
ples from a specific individual, thus individual-
izing the predictions over time. It is recommended 
that before engaging in these types of products, 
one should consult standards developed by 
experts in the field (IEEE Standards Association, 
n.d.; National Institute of Standards and 
Technology, 2019) and also issues that have 
become a focus in the testing industry 
(International Privacy Subcommittee of the ATP 
Security Committee, 2021).

The concern with training data is that the data 
could have been collected without being repre-
sentative of the population of interest. Just like 
observational methods that utilize only the most 
at-risk students, results from training models on 
biased data will result in biased predictions. 
Generalizability, again, is the issue. As all statis-
tical models use training data to help the machine 
learn and build the predictive algorithm, the rep-
resentativeness of the data in the training data set 
needs to be evaluated. This also dovetails with 
Jimerson and Chen’s (2022) concerns with mak-
ing inferences across different cultures (Jimerson 
& Chen, 2022).

Take for example, the automated analysis of 
human faces and facial expressions has become 
much more commonplace in the past decade with 
a number of methods and algorithms (Dubey & 
Singh, 2016; Sariyanidi et al., 2015). It has like-
wise come a long way from original implementa-
tions (Belhumeur et  al., 1997). However, even 
with this technology, there are subtle concerns 
for use in education. A number of the issues that 
have been identified with reduced utility and 
increased error rates would be found quite fre-
quently when working within schools and with 
children, e.g., illumination issues, head pose 
changes, etc. (Dubey & Singh, 2016; Grother 
et al., 2019; Sariyanidi et al., 2015). Additionally, 
it has also been found that even the recognition 
algorithms for faces have potentially significant 
racial/ethnic biases that would call into question 
their uses in diverse populations (Grother et al., 
2019).

Another aspect of real-time measures and 
those outlined in the case studies (DiMello et al., 
2017) is that they generally take place while 
interacting with technology. However, much of a 
student’s school day takes place away from tech-
nology. This could limit the generalizability of 
the results for making inferences about a general 
sense of a student’s overall engagement. The 
issue of technology and data capture also brings 
to the forefront issues related to security and pri-
vacy. This is related not only to the actual, physi-
cal security of the data but also highlights other 
privacy concerns; for example, digital/video 
recording of classrooms could pose some addi-
tional legal issues schools would need to contend 
with. Engaging in this type of data collection for 
research study purposes or practical/clinical situ-
ations in the school imposes responsibilities on 
school representatives to consider.

One of the interesting opportunities identified 
by Fredricks (2022b) related to the use of experi-
ence sampling methods (ESM; Larson & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1983). With the rapid disper-
sion of personal electronic devices and the poten-
tial to distribute these devices throughout the 
school day to students is a compelling idea. These 
could be relatively unobtrusive methods for gath-
ering in vivo information about both endogenous 
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variables like student cognitive or emotional sta-
tus and exogenous variables such as those related 
to understanding or engagement with the current 
activity. It is also feasible to think that subsets of 
the items presented on global screening assess-
ments (Koepsell & Weiss, 2003) could also be 
used as a small set of indicators for these real-
time sampling methods.

�Cultural Considerations

Jimerson and Chen (2022) reflect on the impor-
tance of cultural considerations in the measure-
ment of constructs. They also provide a though 
examination of these issues and some important 
findings. Care should be taken when using mea-
sures developed within one cultural framework 
being applied to different cultural environments 
(Abedi, 2016; AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014; 
International Testing Commission, 2017).

One of the most important measurement 
issues in need of validation before making com-
parisons between groups is measurement invari-
ance (Meredith, 1964, 1993). Ensuring that 
measures of any construct by any specific instru-
ment can be used to compare different groups is 
founded on the assumption that the scales of 
measurement are the same between the two 
groups. Measurement invariance is the broad 
psychometric and statistical conceptualization of 
this foundational issue. The methods of evaluat-
ing invariance focus on ensuring measurements 
are similar across different groups. This 
fundamental principle of measurement should 
not be taken for granted but rather actively ana-
lyzed for evidence of its validity before accepting 
any claims of group differences.

This is not just relevant to the situation where 
different languages and countries are using mea-
sures developed elsewhere. It is also relevant to 
assure that there is no bias in the measurement of 
important subgroups of a single population. For 
instance, evaluating the extent to which items 
measure individuals from different ethnic groups 
within the United States in a consistent manner is 
an important aspect of validity evidence (AERA, 
APA, & NCME, 2014). If psychological assess-

ments measure groups differently, then this bias 
could result in making incorrect decisions. This 
can affect the individual that is being measured in 
a manner inconsistent with the expected infer-
ences of the scores but also poses a danger to 
aggregated results comparing those groups.

There are a number of methods for evaluating 
the possibility of differences in construct repre-
sentation for measurement instruments (Brown, 
2015; Millsap, 2011; Raju et  al., 2002; Reise 
et  al., 1993; Wells, 2021). One direct method 
studies the measurement invariance of an instru-
ment across different subpopulation groups using 
a confirmatory factor analytic approach (see, for 
example, Betts et  al., 2010). This approach is 
based on identifying the groups of interest in the 
population and then structuring a series of confir-
matory models of increasing constraints to 
address the level of equivalence in measurement 
between the groups. The goal is to find strict 
equivalence between the groups such that all 
inferences from scores can be applied equally to 
each group.

The use of the CFA models for measuring 
invariance assumes that the items and forms are 
well structured for analysis. However, there are 
other methods that utilize item response theory 
(IRT; Hambleton et  al., 1991; van der Linden, 
2016) to evaluate these same issues using the 
methods of differential item functioning (DIF; 
Holland & Wainer, 1993). While these methods 
can be applied using well-structured forms, they 
also can be used for the analysis of independent 
items with the results being very similar to the 
CFA methods (Raju et  al., 2002; Reise et  al., 
1993; Stark et al., 2006). The methods of DIF can 
be used and the logic of testing is the same as 
above with the use of increasingly constrained 
models being compared across the groups to 
ensure items are measuring individuals of the 
same latent ability similarly.

Another important area of cross-cultural test-
ing is a translation from the base language of the 
instrument to the language of the new cultural 
group. Whenever developing translated texts, it is 
vital to outline a defensible method for validating 
the translation (Abedi, 2016). Without valid 
translations, interpretation of responses and 
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scores on those instruments are uninterpretable. 
The International Test Commission (2017) pro-
vides a set of guidelines that research and test 
developers can use to evaluate the translation 
process for their work. Providing solid evidence 
to support the validity of translated text is just as 
vital as evidence to support comparisons of 
scores across cultures (AERA, APA, & NCME, 
2014).

An important aspect of Jimerson and Chen’s 
(2022) call for care in validating measures across 
cultures is that when this can be accomplished, 
the foundation for true cross-cultural research on 
student engagement can begin. An exciting 
opportunity is highlighted with respect to the 
potential to replicate and validate intervention 
effectiveness across different cultures. With 
strong evidence of valid translations and mea-
surement invariance, research studies of theoreti-
cal interest and practical effects can be studied 
using a common set of measures. This would 
allow for important opportunities to directly 
compare the outcomes across cultures and allow 
for important replication analyses to be under-
taken with the safety and belief that the measures 
and scores obtained are truly comparable. This 
comparability of scores across all possible sets of 
subgroups is the basis for the scientific measure-
ment needed for solid research to be undertaken.

�Conclusion

The measurement of student engagement has 
come a long way over the past decade. Several 
new measures of engagement have been devel-
oped. Additionally, there is also a growing recog-
nition of the importance of positive engagement 
to strong educational outcomes that have guided 
use at the systems level. With the expansion of 
high-quality psychometric measures and the rec-
ognition of the importance, the options for 
schools to choose those measures that fit their 
system-level needs have increased. This also pro-
vides a fertile ground for researching the diver-
sity of characterizations of engagement found in 
the literature.

Another interesting development has been the 
expanse of quality observational methods. These 
provide options for engaging in both individual 
and system-level evaluations that are sometimes 
difficult to evaluate with the usual rating scales 
and individual assessments. More work is needed 
to help support the use of these measures, but the 
ability to use them in conjunction with individual 
measures and large-scale screening measures is 
intriguing. One of the key aspects of the use of 
these methods will continue to be an assurance 
that inter-rater reliability is strong both for the 
research grounding the measures but also by 
those using them in practice. Research into the 
use of these measures using approaches like 
multi-trait multi-method or generalizability the-
ory is ripe for picking.

A very interesting and fecund area of research 
is one of the other major developments over the 
past decade: the use of real-time measures. One 
of the key areas of interest will be to evaluate the 
extent to which these measures of specific aspects 
of engagement with specific tasks can generalize 
to the broader picture of student engagement as a 
psychological construct. However, the impor-
tance and utility of these measures for advancing 
educational goals and positive outcomes are not 
dependent upon this type of correspondence, but 
the intersection of specific engagement and 
broader engagement is an interesting and open 
area of study.

One important aspect of some of the real-time 
measures which are also found in the area of 
observational measurement has to do with basic 
sampling methodologies. Like with observational 
methods, real-time measures could give mislead-
ing results if an understanding of the contexts 
within which the measurements were taken or 
judgments about scores on the measures was 
obtained. One very important aspect of some 
real-time measures that rely on predictive models 
developed from machine learning techniques is 
the evaluation and validation of the sample used 
to build those models. For instance, facial recog-
nition models have been shown to have biases 
with respect to specific groups of individuals. 
Using these approaches in educational settings 

Measuring Student Engagement: New Approaches and Issues



656

will need to ensure biases in the predictive algo-
rithms are negated.

On the subject of bias, another vast area for 
the investigation of student engagement has been 
the worldwide recognition of its importance. This 
positive recognition has also spawned the need to 
adapt measures from culture to culture. The 
adaptation must be done with care to ensure that 
both the language components related to the 
translation of content along with the psychomet-
ric properties like measurement invariance are 
sound. The importance of ensuring similar mea-
surement of the same psychological construct is a 
foundational axiom of any research exploring 
cross-cultural comparisons. Without evidence of 
strict correspondence between the construct and 
the measurements between groups, no valuable 
comparisons can be made. This would be a shame 
if the opportunity was missed with poorly vali-
dated measures because the potential for cross-
cultural studies of a psychological construct like 
engagement and the evaluation of intervention 
outcomes is enormous.

Future research should evaluate the extent to 
which all of the types of measurement approaches 
discussed in these chapters are amenable and 
adaptable to repeated measures. From observa-
tional studies to self-report measures to real-time 
measures, a valuable aspect of all of these is to 
map trends and changes at the individual and sys-
tems levels. One of the future aspects of student 
engagement appears to revolve around gathering 
data over time to identify trends and changes to 
trends given interventions.

Continued evaluation of the validity of the 
scores from the new measures will be important. 
These types of studies should continue to look at 
the measurement properties of the scales or 
observational systems in unique situations with a 
diversity of student populations. Replication of 
results is one of the best ways to continue to grow 
the research base for both the measures and find-
ings especially when they are done in a variety of 
settings with a variety of students.

Methods such as ESM have an interesting 
potential. With the widespread distribution of 
electronic devices, the potential for providing 
students with personal devices to provide mea-

surements throughout the day could be a reality. 
Utilizing the widespread availability of personal 
electronic devices across schools and districts 
could allow for the development of an early 
warning model that keeps school and district offi-
cials continually informed. Using a simple sam-
pling method along with an efficient and 
informative interrogative questioning modality, 
the potential for gathering significant data is pres-
ent. Additionally, the simple use of subsets of 
items from district-wide screening measures 
could be continually evaluated over time to gauge 
the ‘temperature’ of the environments on a daily 
basis and intervene as needed before issues arise.

Most of the real-time methods are predicated 
on the use of technology not normally used in 
educational settings. Therefore, these types of 
approaches need experts in those areas to coordi-
nate and carry out the evaluations. For instance, 
with the physiological methods, there is a need 
for trained experts to operate unique medical 
equipment that could be difficult to implement 
within a school environment, let alone the issues 
related to ‘wiring’ the students up for evaluation. 
Even with the ESM system, the expert issue 
could manifest as a strong technology team that 
would need to be available to ensure the network 
is secure and connected, along with ensuring the 
privacy and safety of all data being acquired. 
These are issues future researchers and practitio-
ners will have to deal with as the measurement of 
engagement evolves over the next decade.

Overall, the past decade has seen some inter-
esting advances in the measurement of student 
engagement. As expounded upon in the chapters 
in this volume of the handbook, there will be a 
plethora of research opportunities in the next 
decade. Likewise, the use of these measures to 
help prepare and educate students for the future 
suggests great potential.
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Epilogue

Amy L. Reschly and Sandra L. Christenson

Abstract

Based on the content of 32 chapters across 
four sections (Defining Student Engagement, 
Positive Development and Outcomes, 
Contexts for Engagement, and Measurement), 
the co-editors summarize the big ideas in the 
study of student engagement and call on 
researchers to consider specific conceptual, 
empirical, and practical aspects of the con-
struct to advance the knowledge base for pro-
moting youth development.

Ten years has passed since the publication of the 
first edition of the Handbook of Research on 
Student Engagement (Christenson, Reschly, & 
Wylie, 2012). In the first edition, our goal was to 
advance research and practice in the field, with 
contributions from renowned international schol-
ars in student engagement, motivation, and 
related areas. We gathered their perspectives on 
the definition of student engagement, differentia-
tion of the construct from motivation, and future 
directions. The volume also allowed for an exten-

sive accounting of the evidence linking student 
engagement to an array of student outcomes.

The second edition of this Handbook high-
lights the remarkable growth and advancement in 
the conceptualization and study of student 
engagement. We again invited renowned interna-
tional scholars to contribute to the volume. 
Working with the authors has been a wonderful 
professional and learning experience. Each coed-
itor believes that her understanding and knowl-
edge of student engagement have been 
embellished as a result of coediting this 
Handbook. In particular, we noted that many 
authors raised conceptual, empirical, and applied 
considerations with respect to advancing the 
research on student engagement. As a result of 
such scholarship, we contend the purpose of a 
focus on student engagement is ultimately to pro-
mote youth development–to achieve optimal 
social, emotional, academic, and behavioral 
learning outcomes for children, adolescents, and 
young adults. This purpose demands or requires 
psychometrically sound assessment and feasible 
universal and individual interventions. Hence, 
the bookends are assessment and intervention or 
the assessment-to-intervention link.

Although there are still questions regarding 
the differentiation between motivation and stu-
dent engagement, we agree that this difference 
may be thought of as one of focus (Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012). The broad differentiation of a 
motivational vs. developmental view on student 
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engagement may also be helpful, as is the distinc-
tion between framework and theory (Tinto, 
chapter “Exploring the Character of Student 
Persistence in Higher Education: The Impact of 
Perception, Motivation, and Engagement”, this 
volume). Student engagement is best character-
ized as a broad framework or model, albeit one 
that is influenced by motivational theories in gen-
eral, and self-determination theory in particular 
(e.g., Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Fredricks et al., 
2019; National Research Council & Institute of 
Medicine  [NRC], 2004; Reeve, 2012). The stu-
dent engagement framework is useful for con
ceptualizing contextual influences, interactions 
between students and their environments, and 
linking contexts and students to outcomes across 
development. It would be difficult or even impos-
sible to design a longitudinal study that accounts 
for all the possible contextual influences, student 
characteristics, subtypes of engagement, interac-
tions, and possible outcomes of integrated devel-
opmental engagement models (Reschly & 
Christenson, chapter “Jingle-Jangle Revisited: 
History and Further Evolution of the Student 
Engagement Construct”, this volume); however, 
a portion of the model or framework can be spec-
ified and tested. For example, examining the 
effects of changes in instruction on students’ cog-
nitive and behavioral engagement and subsequent 
achievement, an investigation of a relationship 
intervention such as Banking Time (Williford &  
Pianta, 2020) or Establish-Maintain-Restore 
(Cook et  al., 2020) on students’ affective (e.g., 
belonging) and behavioral engagement (aca-
demic engaged time, class behavior), an exami-
nation of parenting practices and students’ 
affective, cognitive, and/or behavioral engage-
ment, and subsequent achievement, etc. is feasi-
ble. Motivational theories tend to view student 
engagement more narrowly as the observable 
manifestation of students’ motivation and are 
more amenable to studies focused on theory test-
ing. Skinner and Raine (chapter “Relationships 
Between Student Engagement and Mental Health 
as Conceptualized from a Dual-Factor Model”, 
this volume) provided several suggestions for 
integrating and strengthening both areas of study.

In this final chapter of the second edition of 
the Handbook of Research on Student 

Engagement, we offer a summary of what we 
believe are the big ideas in student engagement 
and of the conceptual, empirical, and applied 
considerations that will, in our minds, advance 
the research on student engagement, enabling 
efficacious assessment-to-intervention practices 
for all students.

�Big Ideas in Student Engagement

We think it worthwhile to summarize what were, 
and still are, the big ideas in the study of student 
engagement.

Student Engagement:

•	 It is a broad, integrative construct that draws 
from diverse theoretical perspectives and lines 
of research.

•	 It includes aspects of emotion, cognition, and 
behavior. Regardless of the subtypes and indi-
cators selected, student engagement involves 
how students think and feel about learning, 
their classroom and school, the relevance of 
education, and their relationships with others, 
as well as how they attend, participate, and 
behave in class and school.

•	 It is alterable, directly tied to proximal and 
distal outcomes of interest across domains of 
achievement, social–emotional wellbeing, and 
behavior.

•	 It is influenced by contexts–families, schools 
and classrooms, peers, and communities. It 
may be viewed as a product of interactions 
between students and contexts over time. 
Contexts may enhance or hinder students’ 
engagement at school and with learning; how-
ever, there is agency or responsibility on the 
part of students as well. It cannot be ignored.

•	 There are thought to be Matthew effects, or spi-
rals, in interactions between contexts and stu-
dents such that as students become engaged, 
contexts support and further enhance their 
engagements. Thus, engagement begets engage-
ment. Processes and interactions between disen-
gagement/disaffection and contexts function 
similarly but in the opposite direction. The 
notion of developmental cascades, risk/resilience, 
and student engagement (see Masten et al., chap-
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ter “Resilience and Student Engagement: 
Promotive and Protective Processes in Schools”, 
this volume) and boosting (Salmela-Aro et al., 
chapter “Study Demands-Resources Model of 
Student Engagement and Burnout”, this volume) 
are similar in this regard.

•	 It may be an input, mediator, and outcome, 
depending on the purpose and time frame of 
the study.

•	 It serves as a protective factor among those 
placed at higher risk for poor educational 
outcomes.

•	 It may be differentiated from disengagement/
disaffection/burnout.

•	 It can be influenced or impacted at several 
points of intervention (e.g., instruction, class-
room management, school climate and disci-
pline, family support for learning) all of which 
can be studied at different levels.

•	 It is relevant for all students, from diverse 
backgrounds and cultures, preschool-age 
through college.

�Themes: The Conceptual, Empirical, 
and Applied

A major purpose of this volume was to describe 
scholars’ understanding and research regarding 
how student engagement fosters positive devel-
opment. Fostering positive youth development is 
not “owned” by one academic discipline, setting, 
or point in time. Our beliefs were reinforced in 
the descriptions in the many outstanding chapters 
and points raised within. Although a number of 
themes and directions may be identified in the 
second Edition, we particularly want to highlight 
the following:

•	 There is a far greater emphasis on seeing the 
child/student/adolescent/young adult as a 
whole, aligning with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 
conceptualization of youth development. We 
improve the development and learning of 
youth when they are engaged academically, 
behaviorally, cognitively, and affectively.

•	 Student engagement is conceptualized by 
many authors as a relational process and we 
concur, having said during the development of 

Check & Connect that the quality of the rela-
tionship was more important than the specific 
engagement-focused intervention per se 
(Christenson & Pohl, 2020). We improve the 
development and learning when we promote 
relationship-building in varied forms  – stu-
dent–student, teacher–student or student–
teacher, parent–child, and family–school. It is 
glaringly clear that working at the mesosys-
temic level is essential to engage disengaged 
students and to foster optimal engagement for 
all youth, even those who “appear engaged.”

•	 There is a growing commitment to recogniz-
ing the value of student’s voice. Listening to 
the experience of students in specific contexts 
provides the opportunity to build on or pro-
mote “I value,” “I can,” and “I want to” into “I 
act,” and “I do.” Student’s voice is particularly 
important for understanding the experiences 
of students from different racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds and to inform 
retention efforts (Tinto, chapter “Exploring 
the Character of Student Persistence in Higher 
Education: The Impact of Perception, 
Motivation, and Engagement”, this volume). 
Engaging a student is a process. Behavior 
does not change quickly or with one or two 
interventions. For many students the trust 
building in the relationships is necessary to 
see an improved trajectory in student behavior 
and that takes quality time.

•	 The study and prevention of high school drop-
outs is one enduring line of research related to 
current models of student engagement 
(Archambault et  al., chapter “Student Enga
gement and School Dropout: Theories, 
Evidence, and Future Directions”, this vol-
ume; Reschly & Christenson, chapter “Jingle-
Jangle Revisited: History and Further 
Evolution of the Student Engagement 
Construct”, this volume). A consensus among 
dropout scholars (e.g., Mosher & McGowan, 
1985; Natriello, 1982), and the later National 
Academy Panel (NRC,  2004) on engaging 
high school students and school reform, is that 
school-level policies and practices affect stu-
dents’ engagement at school and with learn-
ing. As evidenced by authors in this Handbook, 
there is an increasing recognition of the ways 

Epilogue



662

that broader systemic forces, particularly with 
respect to inequality and racism, at the soci-
etal, district-, or school levels, may affect stu-
dents’ engagement at school and with learning 
as well as their developmental outcomes. 
Although student engagement is thought to be 
a protective factor for students placed at risk 
for poor outcomes, as noted by several authors 
and addressed eloquently by Galindo et  al. 
(chapter “Expanding an Equity Understanding 
of Student Engagement: The Macro (Social) 
and Micro (School) Contexts”, this volume), 
the question of how much students’ engage-
ment can buffer the effects of macro-systemic 
inequalities and racism remains. Students 
have different opportunities to be engaged at 
school and with learning. Macro-level condi-
tions are an important consideration in future 
research and as a target of policy and interven-
tion efforts.

At this juncture, we offer a summary of the 
conceptual, empirical, and applied considerations 
that will, in our minds, continue to advance the 
research on student engagement, enabling effica-
cious assessment-to-intervention links and prac-
tices for all students.

�Conceptual Considerations

•	 The definition of student engagement must be 
specified. One could ask: How many new sub-
types are necessary to intervene and promote 
youth development? We are advocates of the 
tripartite model (emotion, cognition, and 
behavior; see also Fredricks et al., 2019), but 
respect the conceptualization of other 
researchers to add the adjective (agentic, 
social) to engagement. As part of clarity for 
the construct to be meaningfully understood 
by others, researchers must clearly specify 
their definition and indicators within 
subtypes.

•	 The overlap with engagement and motivation-
to-learn persists, and in our reading, was first 
used interchangeably by the NRC (2004). 
Admittedly, in our investigations of the 
Student Engagement Instrument, we believe 

one could describe cognitive engagement as 
the student perception of motivation-to-learn 
variables and affective engagement as the stu-
dent perception of relationships with others in 
the context of learning (e.g., Appleton et al., 
2006). We view motivation and student 
engagement as overlapping constructs (see 
also, Skinner and Raine, chapter “Unlocking 
the Positive Synergy Between Engagement 
and Motivation”, this volume). Again, 
researchers assist our collective understanding 
by providing clear definitions as well as not-
ing theoretical frames.

•	 School engagement or student engagement? 
These terms seem most confusing when 
describing school connection or belonging. 
We are advocates of the use of student engage-
ment. The school context must have “holding 
power” to promote the development of youth. 
Hence, what school professionals do to spe-
cifically connect with students or to build 
trusting relationships and provide instrumen-
tal support is a necessary variable for promot-
ing school completion – defined as graduating 
with sufficient academic and social skills to 
achieve at the next level (e.g., college, work, 
military, technical school). We advocate for 
eliminating the use of the term school engage-
ment and use school in conjunction with dis-
engagement, which seems to be similar to 
school connection and school disengagement. 
Referring to school disengagement, resulting 
in student engagement as meaning engage-
ment at school and with learning would, in our 
minds, foster clarity.

•	 In reading the many chapters in this Handbook, 
we asked ourselves: Can there be too many 
subtypes (e.g., study engagement, agentic 
engagement)? Is there a proliferation of terms? 
Is there any danger in the proliferation of 
terms, whether for subtypes or indicators? 
Although we believe the tripartite model 
(Fredricks et al., 2004; Fredricks et al., 2019) 
of cognition, emotion, and behavior repre-
sents consensus in the research field, we do 
not intend to argue against the use of other 
terms. Rather, we call for clear explanations 
including examples of relevance. This applies 
to other related terms as well, such as motiva-
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tional resilience and motivational 
vulnerability.

•	 We are intrigued by the notion of psychologi-
cal capital raised by Suldo and Parker (chapter 
“Relationships Between Student Engagement 
and Mental Health as Conceptualized from a 
Dual-Factor Model”, this volume). We see this 
as an opportunity to explore and explicitly 
include the concepts of psychological capital, 
hope, and well-being with the student engage-
ment framework and as part of interventions 
to promote positive outcomes among youth. 
We suggest that psychological capital is not 
student engagement, but rather a resource for 
students (e.g., agency, volition) that protects, 
supports, and promotes their engagement and 
further facilitates positive outcomes.

�Empirical Considerations

•	 Construct validity for student engagement has 
been established. Equally encouraging for 
researchers is the number of psychometrically 
sound or reliable and valid measures and 
approaches for examining student engage-
ment. The significant progress in this area has 
enabled measures to be more context-specific 
and to address different purposes (e.g., classi-
fication decisions). This progress is needed to 
refine the assessment-to-intervention link, 
especially for various student groups (minori-
tized youth, cultural differences).

•	 Limitations in measurement hampered efforts 
to advance the study of student engagement; 
however, research in the last 10 years has grown 
increasingly sophisticated, not only with an 
expansion of measures (Fredricks, chapters 
“The Measurement of Student Engagement: 
Methodological Advances and Comparison of 
New Self-Report Instruments” and “Measuring 
Student Engagement with Observational 
Techniques”, this volume), but also with longi-
tudinal studies, sophisticated statistical meth-
odologies (Betts,  chapter “Measuring Student 
Engagement: New Approaches and Issues”, 
this volume), and a growing number of person-
centered studies of students’ engagement and 

disengagement, with the intention that such 
studies will inform and enable research-to-
practice. Research is needed to address how 
engagement data may be aggregated and used 
in combination with other sources. In addition, 
scale validation is an ongoing endeavor.

•	 The empirical base for associations between 
student engagement subtypes and positive 
learning outcomes has strengthened and can-
not be ignored as an avenue for intervention. 
There is consistent, converging evidence that 
student engagement is influential in promot-
ing desired learning outcomes in academic as 
well as social–emotional areas. This rein-
forces the notion of student engagement as a 
meta-construct. Most recently, the focus on 
contextual variables as well as mental health 
has reinforced our commitment to researching 
student engagement.

•	 Engagement versus Disengagement/
Disaffection? Although there is consensus that 
disaffection/disengagement is separate from 
engagement (Reschly & Christenson, chapter 
“Jingle-Jangle Revisited: History and Further 
Evolution of the Student Engagement 
Construct”, this volume; Wang et al., 2019), the 
development, process, and interaction of 
engagement and disaffection processes over 
time is not yet clear and will be an important 
direction for basic and intervention research. 
Archambault et  al. (chapter “Student Enga
gement and School Dropout: Theories, 
Evidence, and Future Directions”, this volume) 
elaborated on this point, discussing the identifi-
cation of short- and long-term processes of dis-
engagement related to drop out and the role of 
protective factors in the multifinality of disen-
gagement trajectories and academic outcomes.

•	 For this Handbook and in other recent work 
(Fredricks et  al., 2019; Reschly, Pohl, & 
Christenson, 2020), we note that there was an 
increased interest in intervention programs – 
those that may be described as student engage-
ment interventions. The focus of the programs 
included students, teachers, and parents. As 
researchers interested in data-driven practices 
to promote positive learning outcomes, we 
welcome ongoing intervention or applied 
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research in the next decade. The possibility of 
such research is propelled to the forefront as 
goals for graduation and the use of progress 
monitoring procedures become more frequent 
by school and college professionals.

•	 As ever, engagement scholars must work to 
facilitate the research-to-practice link. As our 
colleague Fredricks (chapter “The Measure
ment of Student Engagement: Methodological 
Advances and Comparison of New Self-report 
Instruments”, this volume) notes, accessibility 
to educators is an important consideration.

•	 The seminal role of relationships was under-
scored consistently in ways to facilitate 
engagement, learning, and positive youth 
development. In his discussion of micro-
engagements (e.g., peers, faculty), Tinto 
(chapter “Exploring the Character of Student 
Persistence in Higher Education: The Impact 
of Perception, Motivation, and Engagement”, 
this volume) raised a salient question: Do 
effects depend on with whom one engages? 
His proposal to conduct a social network anal-
ysis offers promise for enhanced discernment 
or interpretation of the strength and range of a 
student’s affiliations.

•	 Although there is broad consensus in subtypes 
and in many indicators of students’ engage-
ment, as well as agreement regarding the 
importance of relationships, less is known 
about other critical contextual influences and 
supports. What are the essential characteristics 
of various contexts that promote and support 
students’ engagement?

�Applied Considerations

•	 There is a growing evidence base for interven-
tions that address specific subtypes and indi-
cators of student engagement (Fredricks et al., 
2019; Reschly et  al., 2020). Fewer interven-
tions, however, address students’ engagement 
comprehensively (see also Fredricks et  al., 
2019); an important direction for the next 
10  years. There are also questions regarding 
the timing and length of interventions to re-
engage and sustain the engagement of those at 
greatest risk for poor educational outcomes.

•	 Although there are several instruments and 
other sources of data (e.g., attendance, partici-
pation) that are useful for assessing the out-
comes of interventions at the universal and 
individual levels, the identification and refine-
ment of data that are sensitive to small changes 
and that may be used for progress monitoring 
purposes is needed to complement the growing 
menu of student engagement interventions.

•	 As we have noted on several occasions: 
Context matters (e.g., Christenson & Thurlow, 
2004; Fredricks et al., 2019; Reschly, 2020). 
Therefore, school professionals will access the 
student engagement research base  – assess-
ment and intervention strategies – and apply 
these to fit their context. Resource availability 
must also be considered by the educators; 
however, we argue that there is always some-
thing that can be done to improve student 
engagement. An important question is: What 
are the critical contextual variables to 
enhance student engagement and for whom? 
We speculate that the role of successful learn-
ing experiences, instructional match, climate, 
and appropriate cognitive load may be exam-
ples of essential components in instructional 
practices. Further, educators must note collec-
tive disengagement among students (see 
Hoefkens and Pianta, chapter “Teacher–
Student Relationships, Engagement in School, 
and Student Outcomes”, this volume) as they 
seek to target conditions that inhibit students’ 
engagement at school and with learning.

•	 The student engagement framework is applied 
in nature. We are advocates of keeping the 
assessment-to-intervention practical, and 
appreciate Anderman et al.’s remarks (chapter 
“Achievement Goal Theory and Engagement”, 
this volume) cautioning of too much fragmen-
tation and proliferation in descriptions of stu-
dents’ engagement. This is another reason we 
are advocates of the three subtypes as repre-
senting a good categorization for the field. We 
recognize that too many terms create difficulty 
for the implementers in that there is a practical 
limit to how much educators can keep track of 
while still providing instruction for all the stu-
dents in their classes. As an implementation 
vs. policy issue, we are reminded of the point 

A. L. Reschly and S. L. Christenson
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about the luxury of theory in contrast to the 
limits or constraints of practice.

•	 Successful intervention practices  – whether 
for individual students or at a classroom and 
school level – are those that develop compe-
tence and allow students to demonstrate com-
petence (see Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia,  
chapter “Academic Emotions and Student 
Engagement”, this volume). Such practices 
account for and foster students’ behavioral, 
cognitive, and emotional/affective engage-
ment. Most students and situations will require 
more than attending to attendance, behavior, 
or work completion to foster significant learn-
ing gains.

�Conclusion

The first edition of the Handbook began a dia-
logue between motivation and engagement 
researchers and promoted much interest in 
research on student engagement. This edition has 
embellished and expanded our understanding of 
the construct; therefore, we offer this modified 
definition for student engagement:

Student engagement refers to the student’s active 
participation in academic and co-curricular or 
school-related activities and commitment to edu-
cational goals and learning. Engaged students find 
learning meaningful, are invested in their learning 
and future, and are more likely to experience well-
being and positive developmental outcomes. It is a 
multidimensional construct that consists of behav-
ioral (including academic), cognitive, and affective 
subtypes. Student engagement drives learning; 
requires energy and effort; is affected by multiple 
contextual influences; and can be achieved for all 
learners. It is studied at different levels and struc-
tures and does represent energy in action.

Across the chapters in this Handbook, we suggest 
two variables explicitly “fit in, but stand out” for 
improving the quality and utility of research on 
student engagement and promoting students’ 
academic, behavioral, social, and emotional 
development: the seminal role of relationships 
and the value and power of viewing students’ 
presenting behavior holistically. Engagement is a 
relational process; learning occurs in interaction 
with others.

Student engagement is a highly relevant, use-
ful construct to school professionals and parents 
who desire positive, optimal learning outcomes 
and development for all students. Paired with this 
goal is the understanding that there are individual 
differences, hence there is no expectation that all 
students will attain a similar level of engagement. 
Rather, there is, and appropriately should be, an 
expectation that all students can be engaged 
behaviorally, cognitively, and affectively. In part, 
the usefulness of the construct is that it provides 
an integrative framework to understand student 
performance at school and with learning. The stu-
dent is viewed as a system or whole, not in a 
piecemeal fashion (e.g., academic performance 
separates from motivation, goals, or connections 
with others about schooling). We add to this point 
that explicit attention must be paid to contextual 
influences and supports of students’ engagement. 

Conceptualizing students’ experiences com-
prehensively is remindful of the book, Seven Blind 
Mice, by Ed Young. In this story, seven blind mice 
found a strange “something” in their pond. Each 
mouse visited the pond on subsequent days and 
offered a suggestion as to what the “something” – 
the elephant  – was. Touching only a part led to 
suggestions of a pillar, a snake, a spear, a great 
cliff, a fan, and a rope. Of course, the mice with 
different information and experiences did not 
agree. They argued until the last mouse ran up one 
side, ran down the other, ran across the top and 
from end to end. Researchers would be wise to 
heed advice from the mouse moral: “Knowing in 
part may make a fine tale, but wisdom comes from 
seeing the whole” (Young, 1992, p. 35).

The purpose of this volume was to address 
how student engagement can promote positive 
development and outcomes among youth. We 
were also able to revisit some past issues (see 
Reschly & Christenson, chapter “Jingle-Jangle 
Revisited: History and Further Evolution of the 
Student Engagement Construct”, this volume) 
and update the state of theory and research in the 
field. This volume includes 33 chapters across 
four sections: Defining Student Engagement: 
Models and Related Constructs, Student 
Engagement: Positive Development and 
Outcomes, Contexts for Engagement, and 
Measurement.

Epilogue
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We extend our appreciation to the authors. 
Our interest in engagement is because it may be 
the most promising means for understanding stu-
dents’ school experiences and outcomes and, 
most importantly, that by understanding engage-
ment, we can improve educational and life out-
comes for youth. It is our hope that across the 
next decade this Handbook inspires researchers, 
educators, and other professionals to advance the 
field so that we may someday accomplish this 
goal.
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