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Policy makers and researchers have long focused on trying to combat ‘disengaged’
behaviours, rather than on understanding and promoting engagement among students. This
focus only captures part of the issue - engagement is a complex cognitive process, including
a student’s psychological investment in their own learning and personal learning strategies.1
The internal nature of much engagement means that it is difficult to define and measure. As
such, it has been hard for researchers and policy makers to determine which solutions can
aid engagement and the impact student engagement can have on learning outcomes.
Section 1 addresses the ambiguity in the term ‘engagement’ and provides a multi-levelled
definition that covers behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement in learning. The
complexity of the definition is reflected in the measurement difficulties outlined in Section 2.
This includes practical strategies to assess engagement. Section 3 discusses how
engagement can lead to positive outcomes for students, and Section 4 discusses what
could be done to promote engagement. Section 5 looks at what governments currently do in
this area. Perhaps unsurprisingly, governments tend to focus on the negative aspects of
disengagement instead of the positive aspects of engaged learning. Finally, suggestions for
the next steps in research and policy on disengagement are listed in Section 6.

1

What is engagement?

Engagement is an ambiguous term; poorly defined and difficult to measure. Engagement is
not simply about good classroom behaviour or attendance, but a connection with learning.2
The student who is quietly sitting at the back of the classroom not participating in discussions
or completing their work is as disengaged as a child who is talking with friends or the child
who did not show up at school.
This ambiguity means engagement is difficult to quantify. This may be why most analyses
and attempts to quantify engagement focus on more tangible negative behaviours and
learning outcomes.
Fredericks et al. (2004) propose a framework for considering engagement that distinguishes
between cognitive, behavioural and emotional engagement.
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Figure 1: Framework for understanding engagement

Cognitive engagement is not clearly defined, and is therefore difficult to measure. It can be
understood as a student's psychological investment in their own learning.4 This is the hardest
to detect from behaviours alone - it is "not just students doing things but it is something
happening inside their heads".5 When cognitively engaged, students concentrate, focus on
achieving goals, are flexible in their work and cope with failure.6 This is different from high
performance: a student who is performing well may still be disengaged if they are coasting
and not motivated to exert themselves more than is necessary to get by.7
Behavioural engagement refers to students' participation in learning and classroom
activities.8 This includes adhering to behaviour rules, attending lessons as required and
arriving at classes on time.9 Importantly, behavioural engagement refers to the learning
behaviours that are important for high student performance, which may include collaboration
and communication with peers.10 It also covers student participation in other aspects of
school life, such as extracurricular activities and school social life.11
Behavioural engagement is helpful for cognitive engagement to occur as it ensures students
are physically ready and willing to learn. It is also the aspect of engagement most often
measured and reported, largely because it is the easiest to measure: it is easy to tell if a
student is in the classroom; it is harder to tell if they are actually working. However,
quantitative assessments tend to focus on negative disengaged behaviours rather than
positive learning behaviours in the classroom.
Emotional engagement refers to the relationships between students and their teachers,
classmates and school.12 This has also been called 'identification' with school and learning
practices.13
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Students are engaged when they feel included in the school and feel an emotional bond with
the school, its teachers and their peers.14
Not surprisingly, it is difficult to separate these three facets of engagement in a quantitative
assessment.

2

Can you measure engagement?

Engagement is difficult to measure. Cognitive engagement refers to the processes which
occur within a student’s thinking and motivation. It is less visible and so has received less
focus in analysis. Instead, the focus on engagement has largely been on behavioural and
emotional engagement. These forms of engagement can be expressed in physical indicators,
which are more easily observed.
2.1

Measuring behavioural engagement

The Australian, and indeed international, evidence measuring engagement is patchy. Policy
tends to focus on the behavioural consequences of disengagement. Early intervention
strategies focus on identifying students who are ‘at risk’ of disengagement. For example,
Victoria's DEECD identifies 'at risk' students as those with15:
•
•
•
•
•
•

erratic or no attendance at school
low literacy or numeracy/poor attainment
lack of interest in school and/or stated intention to leave
negative interactions with peers
behavioural issues including aggression, violence, or social withdrawal
significant change in behaviour, attitude or performance

These are behaviours that are easy to identify. This is in keeping with the majority of the
evidence on student engagement. New South Wales uses attainment and retention of
students as a measure of engagement.16 These are not measures of engagement, but of the
consequences of disengagement, such as students’ retention (Figure 2) and attendance
(Figure 3).17 These measures indicate a sizeable minority of Australian students are
disengaged. Average apparent retention rates differ between male and female students, with
73 per cent and 83 per cent respectively.18 Attendance rates vary state by state, but all trend
downwards in secondary schools and, unsurprisingly, after post-compulsory school education.
This highlights the emphasis on negative behaviours that may stem from problems with
engagement rather than engagement itself. For example, if we measured engagement by
attendance, then almost all primary school students would be considered ‘engaged’ with their
learning.
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Figure 2: Apparent retention rates, Years 7/8 19
‐ 12

Figure 3: Government school attendance
20
rates by state and year level (2009)
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Measuring emotional engagement

There have been attempts to develop indicators for less emotional engagement. Student
surveys can be used to ask students about their attitude to learning and identification with
education and school.21 For example, in Queensland, one in four Year 10 students selected
an image of a prison to describe their school; with 62 per cent of boys 'not coping' in English
doing likewise.22
An analysis of the 2003 PISA data shows that Australian students had engagement levels
not significantly different from the OECD average on measures of participation and belonging
(see Figure 4): Australian students score 495 on the index of belonging, and 502 on the
index of participation (the OECD average is standardised to 500). The index of belonging is
created using students’ responses to questions regarding their personal feelings about being
part of the school community (emotional engagement). The index of participation uses
behavioural engagement measures, focusing on absenteeism.23 Among OECD countries,
about 25 per cent of students were considered to have a low sense of belonging, and 20 per
cent were regularly absent from school.24 The OECD does not measure or link cognitive
engagement to learning outcomes, a symptom of the difficulty in collecting this kind of
evidence.
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Figure 4: Engagement in the OECD (2003)
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2.3

Measuring cognitive engagement

There are not currently reliable measures of cognitive engagement in Australian schools.
Questions remain about how to design measurement methods that accurately account for a
cognitive process.26
Some research has looked at behavioural indicators which might suggest cognitive
engagement. These include behaviours which suggest cognitive engagement. Teachers can
infer concentration and enthusiasm for a task by observing students’ facial expressions and
posture, reaction time and verbal utterances. Additionally, they can look at aspects of the
students’ work such as persistence, precision, and satisfaction.27 The Pipeline Project
studied 2000 young people over four years in Western Australia to examine the relationship
between behaviour and academic performance.28 Teachers completed a behaviour checklist,
including a list of productive and unproductive behaviours. In any year, about 60 per cent of
students were considered to behave productively, a figure that varied greatly between
schools.29 One in five students was reported to be inattentive.30 This suggests that there
are a considerable number of cognitively disengaged students.
In Shanghai, efforts have been taken to identify the learning behaviours that contribute to
cognitive engagement. This helps teachers to determine which students need to be
engaged, and helps schools and districts to provide the right support to these teachers to
25
26
27
28
29

Ibid.
Fredericks, et al. (2004)
Warren (2012)
Angus, et al. (2012)
Ibid.

30

Ibid.

5

help them.31 For example, classroom participation is classified into32:
•
•
•

Active answering – students voluntarily answer questions
Passive answering – students answer questions when requested by teachers
Question raising – students voluntarily ask the teacher questions

These different participation methods indicate that the student has different levels of
cognitive engagement with the topic.
2.4

Do teachers identify engagement?

It is not clear that teachers in Australia are skilled in identifying different types of
engagement in students. They are often more likely to identify uncooperative and low-level
disruptive students as those who are not engaged with learning.33 But this fails to recognise
the large group of students who are ‘quietly’ disengaged.
The data in Australia is not good enough to provide an accurate picture of the extent of
engagement. It is possible to see that a considerable number of Australian students exhibit
simple behavioural indicators of disengagement, such as absenteeism and school dropout.
This should provoke concern about the level of engagement among students, and how it is
being supported (if at all). But teachers also must ensure they are focusing on the non-‐
disruptive disengaged. This would be much easier if indicators were developed so teachers
have better guidance about identifying engagement among students.
A number of high-‐performing systems around the world have behavioural change at the
heart of their school education strategy.34 Improvement comes from first identifying effective
learning behaviours, and then the teaching behaviours that develop the desired learning
behaviours. All policies and programs are then aligned to monitor and develop the
behavioural change process.
In Shanghai, teachers are observed, and observe other teachers, with the aim of improving
teaching and student learning outcomes. However, much of the focus of the observation and
feedback is on behavioural change; how to continually improve teaching and learning
behaviours. Behaviours that typify engaged learning are emphasised. As a framework for
classroom observation, the Huang Pu District Teaching Institute has outlined the learning
behaviours it expects to see in teachers and their students. These include35:
•
•
•
•

learning outcomes of students
teachers’ verbal attention to students’ work (encouraging and recognising
positive performance; continually asking questions and instructing students)
teachers’ non-‐verbal attention to students (eye contact, body language)
teachers’ individual instruction to students (provides personal instructions to students
when they are involved in activities)
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•

students’ involvement (answering questions, raising questions, engaging in activities)

These are important as they recognise the role that teachers can play in stimulating the
engagement of students. Moreover, they recognise student engagement on a number of
dimensions: participation in activities (behavioural engagement), asking questions (cognitive)
and responding to teachers’ feedback (emotional). Ultimately too, these positive learning
behaviours recognise the impact that they should have on the learning outcomes of
students.

3

What are the consequences of disengagement?

There is limited evidence on the relationship between engagement and learning outcomes, at
least partly because of the measurement issues discussed. Intuitively, engagement would be
an important aspect of student learning.
Engagement is associated with a number of positive learning and life outcomes. Students
who are not engaged with their learning are likely to learn at a slower pace, leading to lower
achievement.36 Across the OECD, participation and emotional engagement are moderately
related to student performance.37
Emotional engagement includes how students identify with school and the enjoyment they
get from learning. Positive associations with school are associated with students continuing
with further study, immediately post-school or ongoing throughout adulthood.38 Emotionally
engaged students are more likely to complete Year 12: 96 per cent of those who completed
Year 12 said they were happy at school, compared to 85 per cent of non-completers.39
However, it must be noted that even this measure is an inexact proxy for emotional
engagement, demonstrating the scope for greater research on the link between engagement
and outcomes.

4

How to promote engagement?

Levels of student disengagement vary from school to school, not necessarily related to
student background.40 There are steps that schools and teachers can take to maximise
student engagement.
However, there is a striking lack of evidence on the impact of various learning and teaching
strategies on engagement. Hence, this section cannot provide step-by-step strategies for
schools to implement to promote engagement.
Some studies have shown that engagement is increased through flexible, individualised
teaching in a supportive learning environment. Project-based learning, for example, allows
students to own their own task. Strong student-teacher relationships create a classroom where
students feel safe and engaged. Student monitoring is a key step for teachers to assess
whether they are having an impact on students.
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Project-based learning
Many disengaged students feel that school is not relevant to them.41 Engaging teaching is
personalised and motivating for students.42 Within all classrooms, there is scope for
teachers to make learning feel more relevant to students. Project-based learning allows
students to spend extended time on a topic that interests them while still, if structured
correctly, allowing the teacher to support the student with the learning outcomes they
require.43 Providing students with the option to choose vocational or TAFE options as part of
their school experience can be a means for re-engaging students.44
Student-teacher relationships
High levels of student wellbeing are important for a student to identify with their learning
environment.45 Hattie finds that strong classroom management and student-teacher
relationships have a significant impact on engagement and achievement.46 This means
providing students with a safe environment.47 That is, not just one that is physically safe, but
also a place where students feel able to make mistakes. Motivation is a fundamental part of
engagement that is difficult to encourage where students are cautious about contributing
and dispirited when corrected.48 Mutual respect drives high expectations.49 This leads to selfregulated learning where a student is able to shape her own goals. 50
The role that engagement plays in learning outcomes is not clear. However, it seems that
effective teaching should be engaging teaching.51 It is not clear if the approach to engaging
students is different from providing high quality teaching. A number of the approaches
suggested for developing engaging teaching are similar to those proposed for good
teaching. Teachers need support for engaging practice, during initial training and beyond, to
ensure they are implementing approaches that will work for their students. Professional
collaboration, observation of practice, feedback and appraisal can be important ways for
teachers to learn from one another about how to engage students.
Practical initial teacher education and experience with disengaged students
New teachers want more preparation working with disengaged students through increased
practical training in their initial teacher education.52 Many feel that their training experience is
overly theoretical, and when this occurs they need extra support translating the theory of their
course into practice when they have to work with disengaged students.53 The lack of exposure
41
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to disengaged students makes it hard for teachers to identify disengaged learners when they
are on their own in the classroom.54
Monitoring student engagement
Identification of disengaged learners is the vital first step in ensuring that help is targeted
towards these students to re-engage them in the learning process.55 Teachers and students
can be observed to help identify students demonstrating engaged, and disengaged, learning
behaviours.56 Monitoring is an important part of the process for teachers to assess their
impact and ensure that students are on the path to engagement.57
Classroom observation
Engaging teaching needs to be modelled.58 Instructional leadership enables teachers to
learn effective teaching.59 Observation and discussion of colleagues’ effective practices
enables teachers to access examples of effective practice. Being observed also provides
teachers with alternative viewpoints about what was successful in their classroom.
Professional collaboration
Professional collaboration, such as through learning groups, enable teachers to share ideas
about what works with students with different levels of engagement.60 This could include, for
example, the best approaches for integrating engaging technology into classroom practice.61
Not only can teachers learn new things from these groups, but it forces them to confront
their own practice – to adapt and evaluate for continuous improvement.62
Feedback and appraisal
Feedback and appraisal helps teachers to determine if their classroom performance is
having an impact on the engagement of their students.63 Almost two thirds of teachers
report that the appraisal they receive is largely done to fulfil administrative requirements.64

5

What are governments doing to promote engagement?

Governments across Australia recognise the importance of engagement, but few explicitly
provide strategies and guidance for boosting engagement in the classroom. Policies on ‘at
risk’ students and behaviour implicitly discuss engagement issues. However, there is much
scope for governments in Australia to consider what they mean by engagement and how they
can promote it.
DEECD has the most clearly articulated policy on student engagement.65 The Effective
Schools are Engaging Schools guidelines outline DEECD’s view about the engaging
environment that schools need to provide.
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While acknowledging the importance of cognitive engagement, it largely focuses on
behavioural interventions schools can take, including creating a positive and safe school
environment, encouraging student participation, implementing early intervention approaches
and responding to the needs of individual students.66

6

Next steps

It is clear that there is a role for AITSL in identifying disengagement and shaping the
response to it in Australia.
Clarify how engagement matters for learning
It is important to clarify the scope of the term ‘engagement’. Policy discussion has long
focused on the negative consequences of disengagement, such as school dropout, and
clear behavioural indicators, such as absenteeism and disruptive classroom behaviour. This
overlooks the complexity of engagement, especially the cognitive engagement of students
who may be otherwise attending class and behaving well.
More work needs to be done to explain the link between engagement and learning outcomes.
It is not clear which aspects of engagement matter most for learning outcomes. Such work
would point the way towards targeted solution for students.
Identify positive learning behaviours for engagement
AITSL could identify a list of positive learning behaviours that encapsulate effective,
engaged learning. Such behaviours can provide a framework for policies and programs that
increase engagement through good teaching. Systematic identification of engaged
behaviours allows student monitoring. Clearly articulated behaviours support teachers as
development goals can be identified.
Develop measures for cognitive engagement
AITSL could develop indicators that measure engagement beyond the inadequate proxy
measures that are currently used. Measures such as retention and absenteeism do not
measure engagement in a way that can provide useful information for addressing the
situation – measuring students who have dropped out of school is of limited use when
implementing early intervention strategies.
Cognitive engagement is a key part of a students’ ability to learn, and so it is important to
develop indicators which identify when students are becoming disengaged in this regard.
Assess the effectiveness of various strategies for promoting engagement
There is very little evidence on what strategies have an impact on engagement. Even less has
been done on which are the best strategies to implement given limited resources. Once
engagement can be identified, it becomes possible to test the effectiveness of various
learning and teaching strategies to address the issue. AITSL can help to provide strong
evidence for schools and teachers to adopt.
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