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Abstract

Student engagement has been widely studied and has been linked to success
in academic achievement. This paper focuses on contextualizing student en-
gagement in classroom by discussing the different definition based on pre-
vious related studies on student engagement. It will answer questions on the
different definitions on student engagement have been developed in previous
studies and what are the factors contributing to students’ engagement in
classrooms. It is found that good engagement is defined by the quality of en-
gagement shown in relation to the kind and context of attachment. Three
factors related to a good engagement were identified which are family factor,
school factor and peer factor. This paper implies on the need for support
from different parties for positive student engagement in schools.
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1. Introduction

The interest on student engagement has long been explored when in the early
1920’s by John Dewey, an education figure who began studying the question of
why students were bored and did not engage with school. Reference (Dewey,
1956) believes that schools play an important role in providing the best educa-
tional services to meet the needs of all students. Later, Dewey (1956) suggests
that teachers play an important role in promoting positive relationships with
students by understanding the students’ background and building a learning en-

vironment that focuses on relevant and meaningful learning experiences to en-
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hance student involvement in their learning process.

Reference (Bandura, 1977) adds, teachers need to understand student’s atti-
tudes and beliefs which affect their involvement and achievement in classroom.
Reference (Bandura, 1977) highlights the Social Learning Theory that emphasiz-
es on three interrelated components in understanding student’s engagement in
classroom. The components are: individual component (self-esteem, trust and at-
titude), behavior component (achievement or response to the situation) and en-
vironment component (peers feedback, parents and teachers). Similarly, Leo-
nard (2008) reinforces that self-esteem, achievement and feedback from others
will affect the involvement of students.

Student engagement is one of the indicators of their academic achievement in
school. Students actively engaged in school are said to have high academic
achievement (Leonard, 2008; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Sahil, 2010;
Smith, Ito, Gruenewald, & Yeh, 2010; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2005) and demon-
strate positive attitudes and behaviors (Smith, Ito, Gruenewald, & Yeh, 2010;
Fletcher, 2007; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2005; Smith et al., 2010). Reference (Salleh,
Desa, & Tuit, 2013) states that student engagement occurs when students are
forced to face various obstacles in the task or activity they are participating but
they are showing great interest and are happy to do the job. Reference (Leonard,
2008) also sees the involvement of students as one of the major components that
contributes to the success of students in school. In addition, engagement is one
of the factors that can prevent students from displaying negative behaviors
(Morse, Christenson, & Lehr, 2004).

Studies on student engagement have increased over the last two decades. Stu-
dent engagement involves the participation of students in school activities, stu-
dent recognition with school and student appreciation of the school (Finn &
Rock, 1997)). Students who demonstrate active involvement in school are said to
have high academic achievement (Leonard, 2008; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Par-
is, 2004; Smith, Ito, Gruenewald, & Yeh, 2010; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2005; Ap-
pleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008) and has positive attitudes (Smith, Ito,
Gruenewald, & Yeh, 2010; Fletcher, 2007; Morse, Christenson, & Lehr, 2004)
while, disengaged students usually face the opposite situation as demonstrating
low academic achievement and showing negative attitudes and behaviors.

This paper focuses on contextualizing student engagement in classroom by
discussing the different definition based on previous related studies on student
engagement. It then discusses on the factors that contribute to students’ en-
gagement in classroom. Thus, this paper will answer the following questions:

1) What different definitions on student engagement have been developed by
researchers?

2) What are the factors contributing to students’ engagement in classrooms?

2. Definitions of Engagement

Engagement can be seen in various terms such as student participation, aca-

demic participation, student involvement, academic involvement, involvement
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in school assignments and involvement. The following table (Table 1) illustrates
previous studies’ definitions of engagement.

There are common themes found in the three categories of engagement in
Table 1. Firstly, a good engagement is defined by its’ quality of engagement
shown by the students in relation to kind and the context of attachment. Stu-
dents’ engagement studies typically focus on measurable aspects such as beha-
vioral aspects, assignments, attendance to school and disciplinary action applied
to them (Azman, Ali, Tamuri, & Jelas, 2005). Similarly, Bardin & Lewis (2008)
stress that the extent of student engagement is indicated by students’ participa-
tion in their classes, their enthusiasm in learning and the quality of their com-
pleted class assignments.

According to Trowler (2010), engagement involves various variables. The use
of only one variable in studying student engagement is irrelevant because it is
said to be non-exhaustive. This is because engagement is not merely physical

engaged but instead needs to see engagement in terms of emotion and cognition.

Table 1. Empirical based definitions of engagement.

Term Source Definition

Audas &

E t
NEALEMENT Willms (2001)

The participation of students in the activities held at the school

Hu & Kuh  The level of participation of students in academic and non-academic
(2002) activities and students’ appreciation of schooling goals.

Skinner et al. The quality of effort shown by students in educational

(2009) activities contributes to expected outcomes.
The quality of contact or participation of students with the efforts
Suh & Suh . i K K X
(2006) shown in the school which covers social relationships,

activities, goals’ value and the environment.
Furlong  Denotes relationship, participation, attachment and

etal. (2003) integration within the environment or task.

School Fredricks ~ Emotional engagement (positive and negative reactions
Engagement etal. (2004) to teachers, peers, academics and schools).

Klem &  Affective, behavioral and cognitive engagement among students
Connell (2004) with peer groups, in the classroom and at school.

Jimerson et al. Continuous engagement (including behavioral, emotional

(2003) and cognitive components) and responses to challenges.
Chapman Type‘s of affective engagement .
(feelings about school, teacher and peers), behaviors
(2003) ) o i .
(observable actions) and cognitive (perceptions and beliefs).
Students Marks (2000) .Cognitl:ve, beha\{ioral am‘i affec.ti\.fe. desires to participate
Engagement in specific tasks in the daily activities of the school.

Desire, need, the will of the students to engage in routine
Salleh et al.

(2013) school activities such as attending classes, assigning teachers’

assignments and following teachers’ instruction in the classroom.
Leonard  Presenting oneself to school, participating in organized activities in
(2008) tandem with the persistent effort and feeling of “sense of belonging”.

Yazzie-Mintz The student psychological process includes attention,
(2010) interest, application and effort in learning.

Cognitive/intellectual/academic, social/behavior/participation
Azman et al.

(2005) and emotion (relationship between feeling with school includes

achievement, school climate, relationship with teachers and peers).
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Reference (Ali & Hassan, 2014), introduces three dimensions of student en-
gagement where each dimension of engagement can be positive or negative de-
pending on the form of student engagement. Both types of engagement are the
engagement of active learners especially in learning, but are demonstrated in two
different situations, positive engagement (as expected by teachers) and negative
engagement (unexpected to be shown by the students). Among these two con-
trastive engagement, there are also groups of students who are not directly en-
gaged or in other words are withdrawing in an activity primarily related to aca-
demic learning. This means that a student may show behavioral, emotional and
cognitive involvement either by positive engagement, negative engagement or
indirect engagement. Reference (Ali & Hassan, 2014) has made comparison of
dimension of engagement by providing examples as in Table 2.

To increase positive engagement, teachers play an important role in changing
academic and social barriers by creating opportunities to increase student en-
gagement through effective planned teaching and learning strategies (Sinclair,
Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson, 2003). Therefore, teacher support is important
in influencing students’ engagement in academics which in turn contributes to
the success of students in school.

As for the students themselves, their engagement is impacted by the so-
cio-emotion context that they are in. A strong and positive belief of oneself in
handling relationship contributes to the strength of their engagement. In the
next section, this paper explores the factors that contribute to students’ engage-

ment in schools.

3. Factors Contributing to Students’ Engagement in Schools

Reference (Audas & Willms, 2001) lists contextual factors such as school, home
and peer factors as contributing factors for student engagement. Earlier, (Ha-
mid, Othman, Ahmad, & Ismail, 2011) state that the three contexts in the stu-
dent microsystem (according to the Ecological Theory by Bronfenbrenner) are
families, schools and peers should be noted when studying the involvement of
students at school. While (Sahil, 2010) states that contextual factors affecting
student involvement are family, peers, school environment and neighborhood.

Based on the findings of these studies, it can be concluded that contextual

Table 2. Dimensions of student engagement.

Positive Indirect Negative
Engagement Engagement Engagement
R Attend classes, Skip classes Disrupt and
Behavior L . o . .
participate in activities. with reasons. distract classes.
Emotion Interest. Bored Disapproved
. Meet or exceed Absent from class; Question tasks
Cognition . . . .
the task requirements. Late submission of assignments  given by teacher

(Source: Ali & Hassan, 2014).
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factors such as family factors, school factors and peer factors are among the

main factors contributing to the engagement of students in schools.

3.1. Family Factors

Families are the main institutions in a society as they play a great role in creating
a harmonious society (Marchant, Paulson, & Rothlisberg, 2001). Family support
and involvement can range from the provision of learning environment, setting
high expectations of education, providing motivational support and playing a
fundamental role by controlling and monitoring the development of children. In
a family institution, parents are the most influential individuals to children. The
care, education, affection and attention from parents influence the development
of their children (Marchant, Paulson, & Rothlisberg, 2001). However, each fam-
ily is unique and different. This is because children who come from different
background go through different growth experiences according to their respec-
tive families.

Studies from (McInerney, 2010) found that parents were a factor in encour-
aging children to experiment. Parents who focus on the children’s needs and
ambitions as well as encouraging and supporting them, promote for their child-
ren to be more successful in their education. According to Knollmann & Wild
(2007), parental involvement in children’s education is largely related to the
children’s engagement in the development of their education. Reference (McI-
nerney, 2010) also lists three reasons why parents are involved in the develop-
ment of their children’s education. Firstly, parents believe their role in the de-
velopment of children’s education. Secondly, parents believe that they can help
children to be successful in school, and lastly, opportunities and insistence pro-
vided by the school.

Apart from being responsible for raising children, parents can also influence
the academic progress of their children in school. Reference (Inman, 2008) argue
that parents can help to improve their child’s learning ability by showing interest
in their child’s academic tasks and monitoring them to complete their school’s
assignment at home. In addition, parental support can help motivate and further
enables students to be cognitively, behaviorally and emotional engaged (Sahil,
2010). As noted by Yazzie-Mintz (2010), parental involvement with their child’s
schooling affects the engagement of their children at primary and secondary le-

vels.

3.2. School Factor

Context of the school environment is a critical factor that contributes to student
engagement. Context refers to the occurrence of an event and the context of the
environment of each school is different. The school environment has had a
strong influence on student participation and creating a “sense of belonging” in
the students towards the school. The findings of (Smith, Ito, Gruenewald, & Yeh,
2010) shows that school factors such as trustworthiness, sense of belonging, jus-

tice, consistency, encouraging factors and attractive environment have high cor-
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relation with student satisfaction. A positive school environment is an environ-
ment that helps students learn by providing a fair environment, mutual respect,
security and encouraging positive communication (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). In ad-
dition, the classroom environment that supports student engagement is when
the student gets high help and expectations from teachers and peers during the
learning process.

According to (Bardin & Lewis, 2011), the context of the school environment is
represented by the “4Cs” concept namely, culture, community, curriculum and
co-curriculum. The 4Cs concept as introduced by (Bardin & Lewis, 2011) is de-
scribed in Table 3.

In line with the 4Cs concept introduced by (Bardin & Lewis, 2011), it is found
that teachers are school communities that contribute to the involvement of stu-
dents in school. According to Sahil (2010), one of the main factors affecting stu-
dent perceptions in their academic environment is teachers. Most studies have
found that support and encouragement from teachers are also important for
students to actively engage themselves (Smith, Ito, Gruenewald, & Yeh, 2010;
Trowler, 2010; Li, Doyle Lynch, Kalvin, Liu, & Lerner, 2011). This later becomes
a mark for academic achievement, self-directed learning strategies and disrup-
tive behaviors shown by the students (Sahil, 2010).

3.3. Peer Factor

There are researchers who have begun to see the potential relationship between
academic behaviors such as school engagement, peer-to-peer relationships by
stating that peers are significant people and play an important role in the devel-
opment of psychosocial and education of an adolescent (Poulin & Chan, 2010).
Adolescent share with their peers similar characteristics of teenagers like au-
tonomy, desire and peer orientation. This sharing indicates that peer relation-
ships are very important in the life of adolescents.

The stability and quality of peer relationships, however, will change over time
(Way & Greene, 2006). Reference (Way & Greene, 2006) stress that changes in

relationships with peers are not only due to changes of schools but also due to

Table 3. The 4Cs concept.

Concept Statement

School’s Mission and vision, trust, value, tradition, aspiration,

School Culture . X
school structure and organization and curriculum matters.

A relationship that reflects the school and its members,
. the interaction between students, teachers and administrators
School Community . .. . .
with communities and individuals outside the school.

The relationships built should be of great quality and depth.

The value expected by the school to be achieved by students

School Curriculum in the form of attitudes, skills and knowledge.

. Provides opportunities to learn beyond in the classroom
School Co-curriculum . R K
with an emphasis on experience.
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the instability of the social relationship that naturally occurred in adolescents.
Most studies consider that the relationship between school engagements with
peer relationships will always change over time (Poulin & Chan, 2010).
Peer-to-peer relationships are rapidly evolving and undergoing changes. This
may cause some aspects of peer relationships to be less important while other

aspects will be more prominent and influence students across time.

4. Conclusion

Student engagement is one of the important factors that should be emphasized
in education. The engagement of students is often associated with academic
achievement and it can be a tool in addressing disciplinary problems in schools.
In order to promote and improve the level of engagement among students, col-
laboration between school administrators, teachers and parents is necessary in
planning relevant activities that not only emphasizes on academic achievement
but also building the socio-emotional development of students, and under-
standing the right definitions of engagement in the school environment.

Previous studies discussed in this paper suggest that the engagement of active
students in school brings positive results in the emotional, behavioral and cogni-
tive development of these students. This contributes to high academic achieve-
ment.

Teachers are instrumental in changing barriers in academia and social by
creating opportunities to increase student engagement through planned strate-
gies by applying effective learning theory. Therefore, teacher support is impor-
tant in influencing the engagement of students in academics which in turn con-
tributes to the success of students in school. Acceptance and rejection of peers
also influence the engagement of students as peers will encourage the develop-
ment of student social relationships, build a sense of comfort, and inspire them
to be active in school. This paper suggests that studies can be conducted in ex-
ploring students’ engagement and significant contributing factors of such en-

gagement.
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