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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 (Garcia et al., 2016; McCoy et al.,
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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,
McWllliam & 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)
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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
7=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 (R?> = 0.21
for parent-child relations and R?> = 0.37 for
teacher-child relations); in turn, lower hyperac-
tivity and inattention was associated with higher
classroom behavioral and cognitive engagement
(R*=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
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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., 2000) 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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