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ABSTRACT

Student engagement is a crucial aspect of learning as it promotes understanding, enables learners to 
become responsible community members, and plays a crucial role in curriculum development. The concept 
has varied definitions that depict it as confusing and vague as exposed in this chapter. To demystify this 
confusion and vagueness, this chapter focuses on the levels of engagement and its associated formations 
rather than what it is. Three levels of engagement are discussed in relationship to their roles in promot-
ing understanding of knowledge by learners, curriculum designing, and in formation of communities 
where knowledge, academics, students, and educational institutions interact. The discourse on student 
engagement conceptualization in this chapter reconciles its existent tensions with the value for education 
investments. Engagement is depicted as essential in promoting successful learner-instructor relations 
towards academic excellence and for reputable educational institutions. However, power imbalance of 
involved stakeholders impedes its optimal use by learners.
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INTRODUCTION

Engagement, which describes a collection of behaviours differentiating students involved actively in their 
learning communities compared to their peers who are less involved, is becoming a common term in the 
education sector (Barbara & Gloria, 2011). It also describes the type of cognitive interaction between 
the learner and instructional content. The engagement may be in form of participating in discussion or 
attending a lecture to deliberate or compare information against what was previously known, practis-
ing on a set of predefined facts or participating in peripheral issues to the targeted focus of instruction 
(Ashwin & McVitty, 2015). In the examples, the novel information, predefined facts, deliberations and 
lectures are the instructional contents.

Engagement in the examples also explains the aspects of instructional content, which the learner 
interacts with, if and how the interaction happens (whether cognitive or otherwise). Kahu (2013) terms 
student engagement as the trending buzzword in higher learning institutions where the theory, research 
and debate on the concept has intensified owing to its perceived role in successful academic achieve-
ment. Similarly, Bond et al. (2020), highlighted that learner engagement was linked to better knowledge 
retention and persistence while disengagement was associated with a high rate of drop out especially in 
secondary and tertiary education level. Although learner engagement enables knowledge acquisition, 
the term and concept is not synonymous to learning. The learner, the instructional content and how 
the two components relate to each other influence engagement. Authors such as Trowler and Trowler 
(2010) emphasized the role of student engagement claiming that its, “value is no longer questioned” (p. 
9). The concept is defined by the authors as the, “interaction between the time, effort and other relevant 
resources invested by both students and their institutions intended to optimise the students experience 
and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and the performance, and reputation 
of the institution” (Trowler & Trowler, 2010, p. 3). In another alternative definition, Krause and Coates 
(2008) defined engagement as the input of students in learning activities with reference to resources, 
commitment and time. Student engagement has been positively correlated with better academic perfor-
mance and higher student retention (Kahn, 2014).

Many education regulators and curriculum developers are interested in adopting and quantifying 
student engagement outcomes and using the concept as a proxy for quality learning. This is because 
at the actual learning process, there is no certainty on whether the engagement process is occurring 
or otherwise, as it cannot be quantified. Additionally, learners vary in what type and how much of the 
engagement helps them to grasp the content taught. These factors make it difficult to determine what 
is learnt while the cues used to impact learnt information and those cues applied by learners to grasp 
knowledge learnt largely influence knowledge retrieval. These trends necessitate a clear understanding 
of the concept on engagement, its conceptual framework, degrees of its incorporation in learning and 
its role in curriculum delivery as Kahu (2013) highlighted.

Additionally, engagement is multifaceted being an all-encompassing meta-construct whose objective 
is to merge varied components of research that contribute to understanding of student success (Kahn, 
2014). While various researches on student engagement agree it is essential, the nature of the concept 
is contentious. In particular, the lack of a clear distinction between the consequences, antecedents and 
engagement state is evident considering that these aspects overlap. It is from this challenge that this book 
chapter explores the concept of student engagement and its contexts, variations and roles in promoting 
successful learning and teaching experiences based on various documented opinions. The aim of the 
chapter is to enhance understanding of the concept and its use in promoting positive learning experiences.
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