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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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Fig. 1 A schematic representation of the current state of the fields of motivation and engagement, in which theories of 
motivation represent multiple islands of deep understanding and theories of engagement represent a single rich land 
mass

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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Fig. 2 The structure of explanatory theories of academic motivation, characterized wholistically as the study of (1) how 
social contexts, including pedagogical, interpersonal, and curricular contexts, shape (2) students’ motivationally rele-
vant appraisal processes, which underlie and fuel (3) their patterns of motivated action; which in turn provide one 
pathway through which social contexts and self- appraisals influence (4) important educational outcomes. The utility of 
this schematic is illustrated by diagraming three major theories of motivation
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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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Motivational
Outcomes
Behaviors
Emotions

(in alphabetical order)

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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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 
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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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