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Ends and Means

What Is Engagement?
Natalie B. Milman

e often read or hear about how
important engagement is, most
likely because it has been posi-

tively linked to student “achievement, sat-
isfaction, and persistence” (Kuh, 2009, p.
694). This is often the case not only in face-
to-face learning settings, but also in online
and blended learning settings. However,
engagement means different things to dif-
ferent people in different contexts. In fact,
Axelson and Flick (2011) contended, “few
terms in the lexicon of higher education
today are invoked more frequently, and in
more varied ways, than engagement”
(p. 38). Numerous types of engagement
exist—behavioral engagement, civic
engagement, community engagement,
cognitive engagement, emotional engage-
ment, learning engagement, school
engagement, and student engagement—
just to name a few. Clearly, engagement is
a construct with varying definitions and
typologies (Coates, 2007) depending on
myriad contextual factors. Therefore, it is
important for designers, researchers, and
practitioners, when referring to engage-
ment, to provide their definition of this
construct. In this column, I introduce sev-
eral scholarly definitions of engagement.

Much of today’s literature about stu-
dent engagement stems from Astin’s
research and theory of student involve-
ment (Axelson & Flick, 2011), as well as
Kuh’s (2003) definition of student engage-
ment, and Astin’s and Kuh’s leadership,
along with numerous other researchers, on

the development, creation, and adminis-
tration of the National Survey of Student
Engagement (“NSSE timeline: 1998–2009,”
para. 3). Astin (1984/1999) conceptualized
the theory of student involvement to con-
sist of “five basic postulates” (Astin, 1984/
1999, p. 519) which are:

1. Involvement refers to the investment
of physical and psychological energy
in various objects.

2. Regardless of its object, involvement
occurs along a continuum.

3. Involvement has both quantitative and
qualitative features. 

4. The amount of student learning and
personal development associated with
any educational program is directly
proportional to the quality and quan-
tity of student involvement in that
program.

5. The effectiveness of any educational
policy or practice is directly related to
the capacity of that policy or practice
to increase student involvement
(Astin, 1984/1999, p. 519).

He developed this theory because of “the
tendency of academicians to treat the stu-
dent as a kind of ‘black box’” (Astin, 1984/
1999, p. 519). However, it is Kuh’s defini-
tion that is most often cited in the higher
education literature. According to Kuh
(2003), student engagement is “the time
and energy students devote to education-
ally sound activities inside and outside of
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the classroom, and the policies and prac-
tices that institutions use to induce stu-
dents to take part in these activities”
(p. 25). 

Other researchers, such as Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) and O’Brien
and Toms (2008), have also sought to
define engagement, resulting in a more
complex understanding of this concept.
For example, Fredricks et al. (2004) con-
ducted a literature review of school
engagement and found that it is “multidi-
mensional” (p. 61), consisting of behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive
engagement, as the following summarizes:

Behavioral engagement draws on the idea of
participation; it includes involvement in
academic and social or extracurricular
activities and is considered crucial for
achieving positive academic outcomes
and preventing dropping out. Emotional
engagement encompasses positive and
negative reactions to teachers, classmates,
academics, and school and is presumed to
create ties to an institution and influence
willingness to do the work. Finally, cogni-
tive engagement draws on the idea of
investment; it incorporates thoughtful-
ness and willingness to exert the effort
necessary to comprehend complex ideas
and master difficult skills. (p. 60)

An important aspect of the three dimen-
sions of engagement is the frequent over-
lap of these constructs, as well as others
that help define engagement. 

The multifaceted nature of engagement
is also evident in a study by O’Brien and
Toms (2008), whose purpose was to define
engagement vis-à-vis technology through
a “critical multidimensional literature
review and exploratory study” (p. 938). In
their study, they determined that engage-
ment is a process that consists of a: 

1. “point of engagement”—this is when
engagement begins—and it may also
involve “reengagement”—when par-

ticipants returned to the activity (p.
943); 

2. “period of engagement”—this is when
participants “focus on their task and
the application, the novelty of the
experience, their level of interest, and
their perceptions of challenge, feed-
back, and user control inherent in the
interaction” (p. 943);

3. “disengagement”—this is when partic-
ipants stop on their own volition or
when the conditions of their environ-
ment require them to stop participat-
ing/being involved (p. 944).

In their model (see Figure 1), it is clear
that the level of intensity of engagement
varies within the period of engagement.
They also discovered three “threads” of
engagement based on sensual, emotional,
and spatiotemporal attributes. These are
depicted in Table 1. 

Clark and Mayer (2016) have focused
their description of engagement on two
particular forms that they have found to be
pertinent to e-learning: behavioral and
psychological engagement. They
explained, “Behavioral engagement refers
to overt actions taken by a learner during a
lesson intended to improve learning”
(Clark & Mayer, 2016, p. 219), whereas,
“psychological engagement promotes
learning that helps learners to achieve the
instructional goal by engaging in relevant
cognitive processing during learning”
(Clark & Mayer, 2016, p. 219). Behavioral
engagement involves what learners do
(e.g., read, click, answer, type, etc.) and
psychological engagement consists of the
“mental activity that promotes achieve-
ment of the learning objectives” such as
“mentally organizing the material into a
coherent structure” (Clark & Mayer, 2016,
p. 223). For Clark and Mayer (2016), two
critical features of engagement are that:
(1) “psychological not behavioral engage-
ment … leads to learning” (p. 220) and
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Source: O’Brien and Toms (2008, p. 949).

Figure 1: Proposed model of engagement and its attributes.

Table 1. Summary of the Engagement Attributes
According to the Threads of Experience

Threads of 
Experience

Compositional Thread

Process of Engagement

Point of Engagement
(and Reengagement) Engagement Disengagement

Sensual • Aesthetic elements are 
pleasing or attention get-
ting

• Novel presentation of 
information

• Graphics that keep attention 
and interest ore evoke real-
ism

• “Rich” interfaces that pro-
mote awareness of others or 
customized views of informa-
tion

• Inability to interact 
with features of the 
technology or manipu-
late interface features 
(usability)

• Lack of/too much
challenge

Emotional • Motivation to accomplish 
a task or to have an expe-
rience 

• Interest

• Positive affect: enjoyment, 
fun, physiological arousal

• Negative affect: Uncer-
tainty, information 
overload, frustration 
with technology, bore-
dom, guilt

• Positive affect: Feelings 
of success and accom-
plishment

Spatiotemporal • Becoming situated in the 
“story” of the application

• Ability to take one’s time 
in using the application

• Perception that time passed 
very quickly

• Lack of awareness of physi-
cal surroundings

• Strong awareness of others 
when the engagement 
revolved around social 
interaction

• Feedback and control

• Not having sufficient 
time to interact with or 
time to devote to the 
application

• Interruptions and dis-
tractions in physical 
environment

Source: O’Brien and Toms (2008, p. 948).
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(2) psychological engagement may occur
with or without behavioral engagement.

Designing instruction to foster student
engagement, therefore, should involve at
minimum, careful thought about how stu-
dents are to interact with the content, with
their peers, and with their instructor(s)
with attention to the mental activity (psy-
chological engagement) the interaction(s)
will promote, as well as what they are
expected to do (behavioral engagement).
Engagement is a complex, multidimen-
sional concept that requires some unpack-
ing when we refer to it—and its benefits—
in teaching and learning.
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