
TABLE 10.1 

Terminology 

Academic 
engagement 

Time-on-task 

Terminology Associated \Vith Academic Engagement. 

Definition 

A broad term referring to time when students are paying attention or actively engaged in work (Le., trying to learn); 
content that is too challenging, however, will not result in learning (i.e., academic learning time) 

The time students spend complying with teacher requests, which includes engagement in academic material but also a 
broader constellation of behaviors (e.g., organizing materials) 

Academic learning The amount of time students are s11ccessf11/ly engaged in learning relevant, academic content 
time or AET 

OTRs The presentation of a response stimulus (e.g., teacher or peer question, prompt, or cue or a material prompt) followed by 
a student response and response contingency (i.e., feedback) 

AET, Academic engagoo lime; OTRs, opportunities to respond. 



Assessing Academic Engaged Time 

In order for students to be involved in the learning p rocess, teachers must provide students with the choice to 
be involved. Knowing whether lack of adequate gains in achievement by a student or s tudents within a class­
room can be attributable to insufficient opportunities to be involved in the learning process is an important 
source of information when developing interventions for individual, classroom, or school of s tudents. Collecting 
data regarding the number and quality of learning opportunities that teachers provide to students is, however, 
time consuming. Furthermore, measuring whether a student is meaningfully engaged in a task is not always 
obvious. Two s tudents might both be on-task and reading the same passage, but only one is truly engaged with 
the materia l and trying to gain meaning from the text. The second student may not to be meaningfully engaged 
because the student lacks the necessary reading fluency, vocabulary knowledge, background information, or 
motivation to understand the text. Fortunately, gains in academic achievement can be used as a proxy for AET 
given its strong relationship with rates of learning and the fact that the purpose of AET is to promote student 
learning (Greenwood et a l., 2002; Singh, Granville, & Dika, 2002). 

Fortunately, with many schools employing a multitier system of supports (MTSS) model for identifying 
students with special education needs Qimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyd en, 2015), there is an increasing number 
of schools with access to quality academic achievement data. This data collected as part of the MTSS system can 
be used as a proxy for AET when examining whether s tudents within a district, school, and individual class­
rooms are being provided with sufficient AET (Ardoin, Wagner, & Bangs, 2015). Evaluation of academic data 
across these levels (district, school, and classroom) allows for the determination of the quality of the 
academic curriculum within the district and school and whether students in some classrooms may not be making 
expected rates of academic gain due to lack of AET. lf only a small portion of classrooms are making inadequate 
gains in academic achievement and the students in those classrooms did not differ in level of achievement from 
other classrooms at the beginning of the school year, then one can assume the academic curriculum set forth by 
the dis trict is not the problem, but rather students are being provided with insufficient AET, or the classroom 
environment does support or promote AET. Classrooms might fail to support AET because the reinforcers 
available for engaging in other behavior exceed the reinforcement/motivation available for AET. In such circum­
s tances, students will more often choose to engage in undesirable behaviors than choose to engage in AET 
(Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers, & Sugai, 2008). 



require to be successful both behaviorally and academically (J imerson ct al., 2015). Tier 1 is the general education 
curricu lum and behavioral supports to which all students have access. Schools employing MTSS should assess 
the effects of their Tier 1 curriculum by conducting universa l screenings, and it involves the administration of 
academic and sometimes behavioral assessment measures to all s tudents. Academic universal screening data are 
typically collected three times annually in the areas of mathematics and reading using either curriculum-based 
measurement procedures or computer adaptive tests (Mellard, McKnight, & Woods, 2009). Frequently employed 
behavioral screeners include the Social, Academic, and Emotional Behavior Risk Screener (Kilgus, Chafouleas, 
Riley-Tillman, & von der Cmbse, 2014), Beha vior and Emotional Screening System (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 
2007), and Student Risk Screening Scale (Drummond, 1994). 

Academic and behavioral universal screening data are generally used to identify students needing Tier 2 sup­
plemental instruction. Students in Tier 2 are provided with supplemental intervention and the effects of 



Measuring Academic Engagement 

Although data regarding on-task behavior (i.e., engaged in assigned work) does not provide a complete 
picture of s tudents' AET, it can provide valuable information that together with other data (e.g., academic 
achievement data) can provide a fairly complete picture of AET. Estimating rates of on-task behavior within a 
classroom is a relatively easy procedure and is generally conducted using systematic direct observations. 
Researchers and practitioners have employed multiple methods for assessing on-task behavior. One method is 
dividing students within a classroom into small groups and, during prespeci.fied intervals (e.g., 15 seconds), 
recording whether students were either engaged in academic behavior the entire time (i.e., whole interval record­
ing procedures) or at any point during the interval (i.e., partial interval recording procedures). Whole and partial 
interval recording procedures are, however, likely to under- and overestimate the frequency of the behavior 
behaving observed, respectively (Briesch, Hemphill, Volpe, & Daniels, 2015). 

An alternative, more accurate means of measuring on-task behavior of students within a classroom is to 
observe a different student at the end of each interval using momentary time sampling procedures. In contrast to 
whole and partial interval recording procedures, momentary time sampling involves recording whether tl1e 
behavior occurs at the end of the interval regardless of whether the behavior being observed occurred during tl1e 
whole or part of the interval. After all students in the classroom are observed using momentary time sampling, 
the observer again rotates through the classroom observing an individual student a t the end of each interval. The 
procedure is repeated until a prespecified period of time has elapsed (e.g., 30 minutes). Percentage of on-task 
behavior is calculated by dividing the number of intervals during which on-task bel1avior was observed by the 
total number of intervals observed and then multiply that number by 100% (Briesch et al., 2015; Dart, Radley, 
Briesch, Furlow, & Cavell, 2016). 

Another commonly used procedure to accurately estimate classroom on-task behavior is the Planned Activity 
Check (PLA-check; Ris ley & Cataldo, 1974). This observation method also uses momentary time sampling proce­
dures, but in contrast to observing only one student at the end of each interval, the observer records the total 
number of s tudents in the classroom either on-task or not on-task at the end of each interval. Typically, interval 
lengths are longer than those described above, ranging from 1 to 5 minutes, which allows the observer more time 
to scan through tl1e room and count the number of individuals who are academicaJly engaged. If the number of 
students in the classroom fluctuates across intervals, for each interval the observer must also record the number 
of students that are present. Percentage of students engaged in on-task behavior is then determined by first 



C hoice of Academic Engaged Time 

When considering the causes of lack of AET in the classroom, one must recognize what behavior a student 
engages in at any moment is a choice, and ultimately teachers control the probability of students' behavioral 
choices (Martens, 1992; Shriver & Kramer, 1997). Whether students choose to be productively and s11ccessf11lly 
engaged with educa tionally meaningful content over other potential behaviors (daydreaming, communicating 
with friends) is based upon a number of factors. A primary fac tor is the extent to which AET is a viable choice. 
Students who lack the necessary skiJls to complete assignments or answer questi ons posed in class essentially 
lack the choice of AET (Skinner, Pappas, & Davis, 2005). Students given a text that contains vocabulary they 
cannot understand might not be able to fully comprehend the text and thus cannot be productive and successfuJ 



in understanding what they are reading. For this reason, it is essential that students are able to read assigned text 
with accuracy and fluency and that they have the necessary vocabulary and contextual information to make sense 
of what they are being expected to read and learn from. If a different text cannot be used or if the text cannot be 
modified, strategies such as providing s tudents with listening passage preview, repeated readings, and preview­
ing of the content and vocabulary must be provided so as to allow the s tudent a choice to meaningfully engage 
themselves with the text. 

A second factor that determines the probability a student will choose AET is the likelihood of the choice result­
ing in the behavior being reinforced and the rate and quality of rein fo rcement. For example, AET is a greater 
probability when s tudents are reading a s tory that they can comprehend. Reading a text for which one lacks per­
quisite skills can be akin to asking a person to read a text in an unknown fo reign language. Little reinforcement 
in the form of knowledge or entertainment is likely to be gained by s tudents if they are unable to comprehend 
the text. The amount of effort that students must put fo rth when choosing AET will also impact the likelihood 
that they will make the choice. Students who struggle to decode words or are reluctant to seek reference material 
or a teacher to understand a text are less likely to choose AET over other behaviors that are more likely to result 
in reinforcement and require less effort. The quality of reinforcers available for different behaviors in which a stu­
dent might engage will also determine the probabili ty of them choosing AET over other behaviors. 
Rein fo rcement quality for reading can be increased by providing students with text associated with topics in 
which they are interested . 

Another factor that contributes to the probability s tudents will choose AET is the am ount, rate, and quality of 
reinforcement ava ilable for other beltnviors in which the student might otherwise choose to engage. The greater the 
availability of reinforcers for behaviors other than academic engagement, the less likely a s tudent is to choose 
AET (Martens, 1992; Skinner ct al., 2005). For this reason, quality classroom management procedures are essential 
in helping teachers to maintain the sources of reinforcement to which s tudents have access to that do not 
promote students' choice of AET. Evaluation of the teachers' classroom management practices are, therefore, 
essential when determining why students in a classroom are not making adequate rates of academic progress 
and whether this is potentially due to students receiving insufficient AET. 



TECHNIQUES FOR PROMOTING ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT IN READING 

Although all content areas are important to students' success, reading is especially important as students' 
ability to read impacts their ability to engage in nearly every content area. When students struggle to read the 
text within any content area (e.g., mathematics, science), the level of effort required to complete related assign­
ments increases [National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHO), 2000]. Those 
studen ts who engage in and practice reading improve their reading abilities, and those studen ts who lack the 
skills to practice or choose not to practice continue to fall further and further behind their peers across all 
academic areas (Stanovich, 2009). 

Teachers can set s tudents up fo r success in reading and break naturally occurring patterns of student 
disengagement by increasing the frequency of positive academic engagement. ln order for positive academic 
engagement to occur, instruction must be accessible (i.e., a t a student's instructional level), and immediate 
reinforcement for engagement should be provided. A general approach to creating these conditions is through 
deliberate planning for increased OTRs during ins truction (Simonsen, Myers, & Deluca, 2010). Frequent OTRs 
reduce off-task and inappropriate behaviors and increase academic engagement. Delivery of an OTR includes 
(1 ) the provision of an academic stimulus (e.g., a teacher prompt or question, a peer s tatement or question, or 
material prompt such as a question on a guided note sheet); (2) a student response (individual or group; 
written, verbal, or signal); and (3) the provis ion of a response contingency (i.e., feedback; MacSuga-Gage & 
Gage, 2015). 

Providing frequent oppo rtunities for s tudents' academic responding has a reciproca l relationship with 
learning (see Fig. 10.2). Firs t, frequent engagement requires s tudents to demonstrate knowledge. The act o f 
recalling information is a key to the promotion of long-term retention (Brown, Roediger, & McDaniel, 2014). 
Thus, simply requiring students to respond to prompts on a frequent and regular basis s treng thens students' 
learning. In turn, if s tudents produce incorrect responses, teachers should provide immed iate, corrective 
feedback. The provis ion of academic feedback is associated with s ig nificant gains in student lea rning (Fisher 
et al., 2015). Ideally, students would then apply the feedback in order to produce correct responses-thereby 
strengthening the connectio n between prompt and correct response. lf s tudents are not provided with both 
feedback and additional opportunities to produce a correct response, s tudents are less likely to remember 
and retain the information or skill . 



SUMMARY 

Without an effective curriculum, teachers are unlikely to be able to maximize students' academic growth. An 
effective curriculum, however, is not all that is needed. Maximizing student learning requires that teachers have 
the knowledge regarding what skills students must have to complete academic tasks, whether each s tudent in 
their classroom has those skills, modifications individual students will need to successfully complete tasks, and 
what consequences rein forces each students' choices to choose AET. Furthermore, teachers must have the skills 
necessary to (1) select the appropriate materials to present to their students, (2) solicit response from their s tu­
dents, (3) use students' responses as a means of evaluating students' skills, (4) provide effective feedback, (5) 
modify instruction/content to match the wide range of skill sets of their s tudents, and (6) effectively manage 
classroom behavior. Lack of knowledge or skills in any of these areas is likely to lead to low levels of AET. 

Many reading intervention programs exist for purchase that claim to be capable of catching s tudents up to 
their peers. It is, however, important that an intervention program is chosen to match the individual skill needs 
of the student for whom it will be implemented. Although the ultimate goal may be to improve a s tudent's com­
prehension skills, if the stud ent's instructional needs are in the area of phonics, an intervention targeting compre­
hension strategies is unlikely to be effective. Furthermore, just as students are unlikely to be academically 
engaged when incapable of doing classwork, they are unlikely to be academically engaged if provided with a 
reading program that is not matched to their skill needs. 

As mentioned across other chapters within this handbook, academic engagement is a multidimensional 
construct. In the current chapter, we focused on one aspect of that broad construct which is students' behavior 
within the classroom. Specifically, we focus on their choice to be meaningfully engaged in academic work. ln the 
worst of situations, students are not provided with the choice to be academically engaged because instruction is 
not differentiated and they are given tasks for which they lack the necessary skills. In the best of situations, 
teachers provide students with academic tasks for which they possess sufficient skills, teachers differentiate 
instruction in order that all students are able to practice and experience success, and teachers reinforce students' 
choices of AET. Although this chapter has focused on the promotion of students' choice of AET, a classroom 
environment in which the teacher works to understand and accommodate differences in s tudents' abilities and 
reinforces s tudents' efforts to learn and be engaged with their work is likely to be one in which the multidimen­
sional construct of engagement is high amongst all students. 
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It becomes theirs because they're the ones who come to that idea, not because I said it or because of some authority; It just makes 
sense. It makes sense because it's related to the process and the thi1,king they're going through. ~ llorto111111tl lrril'l' (lq90) 

INTRODUCTION 

A number of school-related barriers cause students to disengage in the math classroom. Teacher beliefs and 
biases, the type of mathematical task assigned, the lesson format, the classroom culture, and students' percep­
tions of their own and their peers' mathematical abilities-all impact student engagement. This chapter explores 
how common classroom routines lead students to disengage in math class and will share practices from two 
evidence-backed pedagogical frameworks for mathematics instruction-cognitively guided instruction (CCI) and 
complex instruction (Cl)-that educators, support staff, and administrators can use to promote s tudent mathe­
matical engagement and success. 1n alignment with the evidence body for each of these frameworks, this chapter 
will highlight CCI practices through an elementary school lens, and CI practices through a secondary lens. 
However, both CCI and CI philosophies complement one another and can be used to inform instruction across 
K- 12 classrooms. 



The instructional practices shared in this chapter also address the three assumptions that guide this handbook: 
(1) engagement is multidimensional, and the three dimensions-behavioral, emotional, and cognitive-must be 
considered when designing classroom routines and instructional practices, (2) it is important to increase 
engagement for each and every student, and (3) the critical need to translate research on engagement into 
practice. To this end, practices aligned with CGI (Carpenter, Fennema, & Franke, 1996) and CI (Cohen, Lotan, 
Scarloss, & Arellano, 1999; Horn, 2012) frameworks provide useful strategies for creating a student-centered 
classroom where all students are engaged in learning mathematics to high levels. 

THE MATHEMATICAL AGENCY IMPROVEMENT COMMUNITY 

The classroom practices and routines shared in this chapter were tested by educators in the Mathematical 
Agency Improvement Community (MAIC), a network of 40 teacl1ers from 17 schools serving diverse student 
populations in Southern California. Over the course of 2 years, MAlC teachers tested and scaled student-centered 
math practices with the shared aim: By June 2018, 80% of students in participating classrooms will experience i11crensed 
mathematical agency and success. Teachers in the network used improvement science-a set of methods and tools 



CONCLUSION 

Creating a classroom culture focused on collaboration and sense-making can significantly increase the 
likelihood of student engagement in the math classroom. Using a launch, explore, discuss lesson structure that 
positions students as the mathematical authority and increases the amount of time students engage in higher 
order mathematical reasoning can help students cultivate a sense of ownership and intellectual engagement. 
Focusing classroom discourse on comparing and contrasting different problem-solving strategies instead of on 
procedural speed and answer-getting provides opportunities for all students to engage in sense-making of big 
mathematical ideas. 

Five high-leverage practices can help teachers use a launch, explore, discuss lesson structure. Anticipatory 
planning-identifying a lesson goal, cl1oosing a problem, and anticipating student responses-provides a guide 
for teachers to use during the explore phase of a lesson when they monitor student thinking and problem-solving 
strategies. After selecting and sequencing s tudent strategies to share, the teacher facilitates a whole-class discus­
sion encouraging students to make co1111ectio11s between the different mathematical s trategies. 

Group work can also be used to build a learning culture and encourage students to see each other as resources 
rather than competitors. Using the tools from CI, including explicitly teaching group norms, using group roles, 
and broadening what it means to be mathematical, students embrace their natural problem-solving abiHties and 
learn they are a valued part of the mathematical community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past two decades, the topic of s tudent engagement has received a lot of attention and interest because 
of its po tenti al for enhancing academic achievement and reducing dropout rates (Wang & Degol, 2014). Research 
shows that when s tudents are engaged in school, they are more likely to persist in the face of challenges and 
perform better (Prcd ricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Moreover, s tudent engagement is a malleable state that 
can be shaped by the learning context and holds tremendous potential as a locus for interventions (Wang & 
Dcgol, 2014). Despite the malleability of s tudent engagement, very few theory- and evidence-based universal 
intervention programs that target a ll students have been developed and implemented in the school settings. 

Recently, a growing body of studies has demonstrated that brief, school-based psychosocial interventions (e.g., 
growth mindset intervention, social belonging intervention) can change student motivational beliefs, which may 
improve s tudent engagement and increase academic success (Blackwdl, Trzcsniewski, & Dweck, 2007; 
Lin-Siegler, Ahn, Chen, Fang, & Luna-Lucero, 2016; Walton & Cohen, 2011). However, these interventions face 



two important barriers and challenges that limit impacts at the individual and /or population level. First, 
previous intervention work that targeted student engagement has not specifically addressed the psychosocial 
stressors associated with school transitions. Second, few interventions thus far have integrnted the key ingredients 
of well-validated psychosocial interventions even though many of them share similar underlying messages. As 
middle school and high school coincide with a va riety of academic and social stressors, helping students with the 
transition should have a long-term impact on students' engagement trajectories (Cohen & Sherm.in, 2014). 

In this chapter, we describe three related but separa te psychosocial in terven tion approaches that work to 
change students' mindsets, feelings, and beliefs about how they think about stressors, interact with others, and 
succeed in school and beyond: (1) famous scientists' s truggle stories (Hong & Lin-Siegler, 2011; Lin-Siegler et al., 
20 16), (2) belonging mindset intervention that presents testimonials from student exemplars together with 
structured writing exercises (Walton & Cohen, 201 1), and (3) growth mindset intervention that presents factual 
descrip tions about the possibili ty for growth in intelligence (Blackwell et al., 2007; Yeager, Romero, et al., 2016). 
Although the speci fics of the various psychosocia l interventions differ, they each aim to help students respond to 
challenges and adversity in ways that maintain or promote academic engagement in school. By conceptualizing 
the three theoreti ca lly grounded approaches together, it is promising to d iscern a shared psychological "syntax" 
that can be used as the basis of a novel intervention targeting students' academic and behavioral growth . 
narratives. 



We first review the theoretical rationale and empirical evidence for why these particular intervention 
approaches are well suited for interventions to boost student engagement following the transition to secondary 
school. We then introduce a new mindset intervention model that integrated the key ingredients of these three 
well-validated psychosocial interventions. Finally, we d escribe the d evelopment and implementation of this inte­
grated mindset intervention and conclude with a d iscussion of implications. 

THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL FOUNDATION FOR PSYCHOSOCIAL 
INTERVENTIONS 

Although there are variations in the conceptualization of s tudent engagement, researchers recognize it as a 
constellation of multiple d istinguishable features, including behavioral, emotional, and cognitive components 
(Fredricks et al., 2004; Wang & Degol, 2014). Within this frame, behavioral engagement is defined in terms of 
compliance to school norms, active participation in activities, and absence of dis ruptive behavior (Fredricks et al., 
2004). Behavioral engagement is considered crucial for achieving positive acad emic outcomes (Finn, 1989; 
Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 1990). Emotional engagement refers to positive emotional reactions to the school 
activities, and both interest in and valuing of the academic content (VoelkJ, 1997). Emotional engagement is 
presumed to increase s tudents' attachment to class learning and influence their willingness to do the work 
(Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009). Cognitive engagement is defined as a s tudent's level of mental 
investment in learning. It includes being self-regulated, using deep learning s tra tegies, and exerting the metacog­
nitive strategies for comprehension of complex ideas (Zimmerman, 1990). Recently, scholars have added social 
engagement to the tripartite conceptualization of school engagement (Rimm-Kaufman, Baroody, Larsen, Curby, & 
Abry, 2015; Wang, Fredricks, Ye, Hofkens, & Linn, 2017). Social engagement includes the quality of social interac­
tions with peers and teachers as well as willingness to invest in the formation and maintenance of relations hips 
while learning (Wang et al., 2017). 



Intervening Following School Transitions During Secondary School 

Research has shown that student engagement declines significantly as they make multiple school transitions 
across middle and high school (Eccles et al., 1993; Wang & Eccles, 2012a). The transition from elementary to 
secondary school presents academic and social challenges because students typically move to larger, less 
personal, and more formal schools (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Compared to elementary school, middle school is 
characterized by increased comparison among peers and decreased opportunities to develop meaningful relation­
ships with teachers. Following the middle school transition, students make another transition to high school, 
which is similarly characterized by disruptions in students' psychological functioning and school performance 
(Benner & Graham, 2009). Indeed, s tudents are increasingly exposed to academic course tracking, stud ent rank­
ings by academic performance, and pressures to succeed in order to gain entry to college. 

Furthermore, studies suggest that, during school transitions, adolescents often experience a mismatch between 
their developmental needs and the opportunities provided by their school environment, which leads to decreases 
in students' behavioral and emotional engagement (Eccles et al., 1993). With the increasing curriculum complex­
ity and academic demands, experiencing academic failure in some capacity becomes more common for students 
in secondary school. Students may associate negative cues in their environments (e.g., getting one poor grade) 
with the idea that they do not belong and often attribute the cause of this nonbelonging to internal and non­
changeable characteristics (e.g., lack of talent) instead of external or malleable conditions (e.g., lack of adequate 
strategies; Walton & Cohen, 2007). This attribution may cultivate a negative feedback loop and lead to dimin­
ished engagement in school. Consequently, students making school transitions are at greater risk of belonging 
uncertainty, self-perceptions of inadequate ability, and a cycle of internalized academic doubt at a developmental 
stage characterized by heightened sensitivity to academic failure and social evaluation (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 

These facts make the school transition a critical period-one that may be optimal for interventions that target 
students' motivational beliefs. Research on educational interventions suggests that timing is key (e.g., Cohen & 
Sherman, 2014), and carefully crafted, well-timed interventions have the potential to change students' long-term 
academic trajectories (e.g., Goyer et al., 2017). It is therefore critical to help adolescents manage the challenges 
and stressors associated with school trans itions and to do so early enough to prevent passing thoughts from 
becoming entrenched beliefs that undermine long-term academic success. 



Interventions Utilizing Motivational Approaches 

Motivation is essential for successful learning. Crucially related to motivation is how one attributes success 
and failures. Attribution theory posits that people's judgments about the causes of their own performance have 
important implications for engagement (Weiner & Kukla, 1970). Many studies have demonstrated the importance 
of effort for hard work (versus ability) can increase their performance and academic self-efficacy (Blackwell et al., 
2007; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Despite the incremental nature of academic learning, however, students tend to 
regard learning as rooted in aptitude and inherited ability rather than in hard work, effort, and persistence (Ahn 
el al., 2016). The belief that performing well in school requires exceptional innate ability can be demotivating and 
undermines students' behavioral engagement in learning, particularly when students struggle. In order to main­
tain student engagement in learning, researchers have utilized motivational approaches to help students cope 
with these psychological hurdles. 

Approach 1: Struggle Story-Telling Approach 

Attribution theory posits that people's judgments about the causes of their own and other people's perfor­
mance have important implications for engagement (Weiner & Kukla, 1970). Notably, people who credit their 
failures to insufficient effort will be more likely to undertake difficult tasks and persist despite setbacks. These 
people view their outcomes as dependent on how much effort they expend. In contras t, those who ascribe their 
failures in performance to uncontrollable facto rs, such as innate intelligence, will display low achievement 
strivings and give up easily when encountering obstacles (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). For example, students who 
attribute their failure to lack of effort or effective s trategies are more likely to engage and persist in learning in 
the face of setbacks (Yeager & [hvcck, 2012). Attribution researchers have demonstrated that teaching students 
the importance of effor t (versus ability) in order to increase performance and academic self-efficacy is essential 
for learning. However, the challenge is how to present these key messages in such a way that students actually 
attend to them in schools. 

Lin-Siegler et al. (2016) used a struggle s tory-telling approach to present stories of how accomplished scientists 
(e.g., Albert Einstein) struggled and overcame personal and intellectual challenges with effort and persistence. 
The core message of these stories is: "If even these very intelligent and successful people struggled, perhaps my 
own struggles are not so unusual." When exposing scientists' vulnerabilities, students may see that they them­
selves are not so different from the scientists, perceiving scientists as relatable role models with whom students 

. .,. . . .. . ,. . 



Approach 2: Belonging Mindset Training 

Adolescents have a psychological need to belong and be accepted by other people (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Studies show that student engagement is optimized when adolescents' needs for 
belonging are met by the school environment (Eccles et al., 1993; Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, concerns about 
belonging are at the core of why transitions to new social contexts can pose problems for the individual (Walton 
& Cohen, 2007). Importantly, academic transitions can be especially problematic for students from groups whose 
intellectual abilities are negatively stereotyped (e.g., first-generation college students). For these students the 
experience of adversity in academic settings is subjectively different than for their nonstereotyped peers. For 
example, when stereotyped group members experience adversity (e.g., a lower-than-expected grade), there is a 
subjectively plausible attribution that can hamper engagement and academic success: ''Perhaps people with my 
background do not belong here" or "maybe there is something about me that means I won't be successful if I 
try." The implications of these attributions are especially significant following transitions, when students' subjec­
tive understandings of their environment are not yet crystalized. 



Walton and Cohen (2007) sought to counter those potentially disengaging attributions with a short (i.e., 
30 minutes) belonging mindset intervention. This intervention, which has been replicated with over 9000 
students at three college ins titutions in the United States (Yeager, Walton, et al., 2016), employed randomized 
control trials in which college students were assigned to a control group or a trea tment group prior to their col­
lege matriculation. In the treatment group, s tudents were given information meant to help convey that doubts 
and uncertainty about belonging are both normal and likely to improve with time. To deliver the intervention 
in an engaging way, treatment s tudents were given testimonials of previous s tudents who struggled with a 
sense of belonging and then engaged in structured writing exercises to help them internalize the information. 
The exercises were carefully crafted to generate a belonging mindset (e.g., "At first I felt like I would never 
make new friends, but over time that went away and I now have some of the best friends I could hope for."). 
The intervention had a rather profound impact on the academic outcomes of students from at-risk 
backgrounds, including better grades and higher graduation rates. Notably, these effects were mediated by stu­
dents' behavioral engagement with school: students in the belonging mindset condition were more likely to 
live on campus, use academic support services, and join in extracurricular activities than the control group 
(Yeager, Walton, et al., 2016). 

Several s tudies have replicated these findings and su ggest that the belonging mindset intervention is especially 
powerful among first-year college students (Broda et al., 2018; Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009; Walton 
& Cohen, 2011). Furthermore, this intervention appears to be impactful among studen ts who face concerns about 
belonging in specific subject domains due to stereotype threat, such as women in engineering college majors 
(Walton, Logel, Peach, Spencer, & Zanna, 2015). Although no studies have yet used the belonging mindset mate­
rials with ad olescen ts, this intervention is highly relevant to the social stressors that adolescents face, particularly 
during school transitions. Indeed , students' sense of belonging at school decreases across middle and high school 
transi tions (Benner & Graham, 2009; Benner, 2011; Wang & Eccles, 2012a), and thus adolescents may benefit 
greatly from an intervention that helps them regain their social integration at school. 



Approach 3: Intelligence Mindset Training 
Implici t theory of intelligence research has demonstrated the power of intelligence mindsets in shaping indi­

vidual performance (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Compared to people w ho believe that intelligence is an inherited 
and unchangeable quality of a person, people who believe that intelligence is malleable tend to show growth in 
their academic performance overtime (Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). 
Such research suggests that a person's intelligence mindset impacts educational outcomes because it influences 
how s tudents respond to adversity (e.g., a poorer-than-expected grade). When students believe that intelHgence 
is fixed and stable, they may conclude from failure that they are simply not smart enough to succeed and disen­
gage from the domain. But if they hold growth intelligence mindsets, failure is not seen as an indictment on intel­
ligence but rather as an indicator of the need fo r more effort and focus. 

In one intervention study, Blackwell el al. (2007) showed through a randomized control trial that growth intel­
ligence mindsets can actually be taught to seventh-grade students via the repeated delivery of engaging messages 
and discussion (e.g., the brain forms new connections when it learns, intelligence grows similar to how muscles 
grow, fixed labels such as "smart'' and "dumb" should be avoided.). Students who took the growth intelligence 
mindset curriculum got better math grad es following the intervention compared to s tudents in the control condi­
tion. Another s tudy with seventh-grade s tudents found that the growth mindset intervention was particularly 
beneficial for female students' math performance and also boosted reading achievement among a low-income, 
racial minority student sample (Good, Aronson, & lnzlicht, 2003). Moreover, a recent intelligence mindset inter­
vention study that used a quasiexperimental design (intervention was randomized at the classroom level and 
taught over 6 weeks) found that the growth intelligence mindset messages improved ninth graders' sense of con­
trol and interest in learning and also helped students to maintain their behavioral engagement in class (Schmidt, 
Shumow, & Kackar-Cam, 2017). 

Although these intelligence mindset interventions were delivered in-person and were ra ther time intensive 
(e.g., 6-8 weeks of lessons), more recent studies have delivered the same intelligence mindset messages in just 
one lesson (DeBackcr et a l., 2018) or via online sessions (Paunesku cl al., 2015). DeBacker el a l. (2018) found tha t 
the one-shot mindset intervention helped high school studen ts to adopt growth mindsets, while the studies 
by Paunesku et al. (2015) and Yeager, Romero, et a l. (2016) found that the mindset interventions improved 
high school students' grade point averages (GPAs) and were particularly effective among lower-achieving 



students. The growth mindset intervention is indeed the most widely replicated intervention of the three inter­
vention approaches; the mindset intervention has shown to improve achievement outcomes among college stu­
dents (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; Broda et al., 2018; Yeager, Walton, et al., 2016) and among adolescents 
outside of the United States (e.g., in Norway; Bettinger, Ludvigsen, Rege, Solli, & Yeager, 2018). 

Integration of the Approaches 

The three intervention approaches have several important areas of overlap. For example, the subtext of all 
three approaches is geared toward helping dispel and demystify the nature of academia and success in school. 
The student who believes that success is attained because genius is born may be surprised to learn that in fact 
many famous scientists were not always regarded as intelligent or promising. Similarly, belonging mindset 
interventions aim to dispel the belief that there is something wrong with oneself or one's identity when faced 
with adversity, thereby mitigating potentially damaging, demotivating attributions following academic or social 
adversity. And students who receive training on intelligence mindsets learn that intelligence is not something 
static but can actually be grown through effort. All three approaches aim to foster continued behavioral engage­
ment when students might otherwise disengage by changing the way that school and success are perceived. All 
three approaches are delivered with an eye toward engaging the students' attention with counterintuitive content 
to help them internalize the key messages. 

We believe that this makes fertile terrain for integration. Considering each of the interventions through the 
lens of the other two interventions reveals clear connections and directions for new strategies. For example, 
belonging mindsets and intelligence mindsets are fundamentally connected in academic settings, whereby believ­
ing intelligence can be grown promotes performance that can reinforce a sense of belonging, while feeling a sense 
of belonging can free up psychologica l resources to engage and perform well. Meanwhile, the famous-struggles 
strategy provides a relatable and engaging means for students to receive and contextualize belonging and growth 
mindset training. Collectively, the different interventions can work toward the same end of instilling adaptive 



mindsets in s tudents and thereby reinforce and strengthen one another. We have summarized the similarities 
and differences between these three psychosocial interventions, as well as the characteristics of empirical studies 
for each intervention approach in Table 12.1. 

1n this integrated mindset intervention, we aimed to increase students' school behavioral engagement, as indi­
cated by students' participation and involvement in school, as well as the lack of conduct problems in the class­
room. We targeted behavioral engagement specifically because the psychosocial interventions are tailored to 
address students' beliefs that ultimately motivate adaptive school behaviors (Blackwell et al., 2007; Lin-Siegler 
el al., 2016; Walton & Cohen, 2011). Moreover, because behavioral engagement offers teachers visible evidence of 
the s tudent's attempts to comply with school rules and to act as a participating member (Wang & Degol, 2014), 
this engagement dimension holds the greatest promise in helping students form pos itive rela tionships with tea­
chers and school personnel (Yeager, Purdie-Vaughns, Hooper, & Cohen, 201 7). Establishing these social bonds 
may create more opportunities for school success through an extended support network and increased academic 
resources (Wang & Eccles, 2012b). indeed, research found that behavioral engagement is the engagement dimen­
sion that mostly strongly predicts students' academic achievement and school persistence (Archambault, Janos.z, 
Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; Wang, Fredricks, Ye, Hofkens, & Linn, 2016; Wang et al., 2017). 

U sing N arratives as an Integrative Framework 

A common challenge for any intervention exists with regard to how to present the messages in a way that stu­
d ents can relate to and internalize. A number of studies have suggested that stories and narratives can power­
fully influence people's attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, and the most relatable stories are usually personal and 
involve struggles (Kaufman & Libby, 2012; Zak, 2015). If students can relate the narratives to themselves, because 
the stories show the human side of scientists ("they weren' t always considered smart") or because the 
protagonists are otherwise seen as s imilar to the s tudent, they may internalize those narratives and filter their 
experiences through them (e.g., Mussweiler, 2003). Research has demonstrated that the personal narratives we 
hold about ourselves and our abilities are generally s table within social contexts and can s trongly influence 
behavior (Graybeal, Sexton, & Pennebaker, 2002). But there are times, such as during major life transitions, when 
self-narratives are particularly malleable via intervention (e.g., Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Yeager & Walton, 2011). 



D escription of the Integrated Mindset Intervention 

The goal of our integrated mindset intervention is to change the way students perceive academic and social 
struggles. That is, we confront the mindset that a person's talent is inherited, fixed, and s table. By using 
narratives, exemplars, and structured writing tasks, we seek to foster the perception that strugg les are normal, 
temporary and can be overcome with effort and persistence. The intervention activities were designed to show 
studen ts that even the most accomplished scientists are relatable people who experience challenges prior to their 
success and provide students with scientific evidence that effort and persistence can support growth of intellec­
tual abilities. To this end, there are four major elements to this intervention: (1) struggle s tories of celebrities and 
scientists, (2) belonging mindset student quotations, (3) growth mindset lesson, and (4) reflecti ve writing exer­
cises. Below we discuss each component. 

Overview of the Interoention 

Following prior s tudies (e.g., Walton & Cohen, 2011; Yeager, Walton, et al., 2016), the intervention occurred at 
the beginning of the school year as to capitalize on s tudents' transitioning to school. Before students viewed the 
intervention presentation via the computer, the teachers were given a script by the researchers to introduce the 
presentation as something that all incoming freshmen view during this school transition. Students were given 
two doses of the intervention in the first few weeks of school, each session taking approximately 30 minutes (one 
classroom period) to complete. Individuals who were assigned to the mindset intervention condition received 
two doses of the mindset content (which included viewing all three of the intervention sections that are described 
below in one video presentation), while individuals who were assigned to the study skills control viewed two 
study skills presentations. 



Theory of Change 

Our intervention model is informed by psychosocial theory and resea rch that suggests that s tudents' beliefs 
about themselves, their school environment, and the factors that contribute to academic success can influence 
their engagement in school, and, ultimately, their academic achievement (Lin-siegler, Dweck, & Cohen, 2016; 
Weiner, 1985). Therefore, the primary targets of this intervention are students' mindset about challenges in 
school. If the s tress during the school transition (e.g., experiencing setbacks and belonging w1eertainty) causes 
students to falsely attribute failures to internal and unmalleable factors, which leads to decreased engagement 
and academic achievement, then helping students to change how they think about potential challenges/failures 
can be a key lever for improving student outcomes. The mindset intervention aims to give students a way to 
think about their challenges in school more positively. It changes students' mindsets by normalizing and reap­
praising academic and social challenges and struggles. By reflecting on prior students' experiences and reading 
celebrities' and accomplished scientists' s tories, the intervention provides reassurance that challenges occur for 
everyone entering secondary school, not just particular students or groups, and suggests that the situation will 
resolve with effort and time. As students understand these challenges as a normal phenomenon that gets better 
with effort overtime, they are better positioned to reappraise negative and ambiguous cues as external and 
changeable-a mindset that enables students to respo nd adaptively to challenges and fa ilures. Ln turn, we antici­
pate that students will be better equipped to take advantage of and remain behaviora lly engaged in school. 
Finally, we expect that high levels of school engagement will improve students' academic achievement (Hill & 
Wang, 2015). This theory of change is summarized in Fig. 12.1. 

Control Presentation 

We made the treatment and control conditions similar on the surface, but the control condition was simply 
devoid of mindset content. The control presentation included a discussion of various study strategies associated 
with positive learning outcomes, as well as a lesson on memory. Although improving students' study skills is not 
the main intent of this intervention, providing a presentation with this material will not prove detrimental to the 
achievement or motivation of those exempt from the treatment condition. Furthermore, other psychosocial inter­
vention implementations have successfully utilized s tudy skill exercises and memory lessons as a control condition 
(Blackwell et al., 2007; Walton et al., 2015). The presentation lasts the same amount of time as the intervention pre-



sentation and is administered with the same introduction and explanation. Lastly, the control presentation has writ­
ing exercises that mirror those in the experimental condition. The first writing exercise asks s tudents to reflect on a 
successfu l study strategy they have utilized before. The second writing activity asks them to reflect on the presenta­
tion materia ls and recommend specific study strategies to a you11ger student who might be s truggling with school. 

Integrated Mindset Intervention Study 

In this section, we describe our integrated mindset intervention study. We first describe how we developed 
and customized the intervention. We next detail our implementation procedure, as the success of psychosocial 
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FIGURE 12. l Theory of change model. 



CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Our intervention study seeks to integrate multiple well-validated psychosocial interventions and uses past 
work as the building blocks for developing an integrated, low-cost, easy-to-implement intervention protocol. This 
intervention is one of the very first studies that integrates key components of interventions which, when brought 
together using a narrative framework, constitute a novel intervention program that could be more effective for 
improving student engagement than any existing program alone. Recognizing that several mindset interventions 
have similar underlying messages (e.g., normalizing and reappraising challenges), we used these messages to 
reinforce and strengthen one another in a way that research suggests students will find engaging and memorable. 
By exemplifying the key mindset message (e.g., effort pays off) through role models' struggling stories, we used 
a unique and novel approach to contextualize a growth mindset lesson that provides scientific evidence of how 
the brain grows through effort and learning. Incorporating narratives and role models in the materials allow 
students to vicariously experience s truggle through failures. The message that even successful scientists experi­
ence failures prior to their achievements may help students interpret their difficulties in learning as normal 
occurrences rather than a reflection of their lack of talent. 

Moreover, we customized the intervention for the student population participating in the program, namely the 
intervention incorporates the specific challenges and stressors that students face during the critical transition 
from elementary to secondary school. Although research us ing belonging mindset interventions has examined 
s tudents' experience with the transition to college, no prior research has customized interventions to facilitate the 
transition from elementary school to middle or high school. This research represents an integration and evolution 
of previous intervention strategies that would help students in general, and students from at-risk backgrounds in 
particular, to cope with the academic and social stressors related to the transition to secondary school. By 
presenting our intervention strategy, we hope to illustra te to policy makers, teachers, and researchers that small 
changes in the ways students perceive and understand their school environment can have big impacts for stu­
dents' social and educational outcomes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A researcher from a venerable institution of higher education presented a graph correlating attendance and 
course grades to a room full of public school teachers. After a lengthy academic explanation of the research a 
teacher in the audience raised a hand gingerly but with conviction, "With all due respect, professor, we don't 
need a fancy chart or dissertation to tell us that poor attendance causes students to fail classes. If you aren' t here, 
I can't teach you. Simple as that." 

While educators everywhere understand that poor attendance results in negative academic outcomes, four 
harmful false assumptions persist (1) attendance is simply a reflection of how much students and families value 
education; (2) improving student attendance is beyond educators' sphere of influence; (3) the main factors leading to 
chronic absence lie external to a school; and (4) invoking legal consequences is the most appropriate response 
to poor attendance. To expand the aperture on these problematic assumptions, we examine the link between chronic 
absence and student disengagement as a function of a school's environment, or Conditions for Leaming (CFL). CFL 
induce the varied feelings and experiences based on human interactions within a school community. 

A variety of factors can buffer, attenuate or heighten chronic absence. In this chapter, we define "school factors" 
as what is happening inside of or internal to the school, and we refer to "community factors" as what is happening 
outside of or external to the school Both school and communitv factors can and often do underlie chronic absence, 



so both will be discussed. School factors encompass the pertinent aspects of a learning environment that lead to 
engagement: physical and emotiona l safety; conn ectedness and access to equitable supports; challenging and rele­
vant instruction; and the socia l and emotional competence of peers and educators (Q;hcr & Kcndnora, 20 10). CFL 
that generate engagement originate with educators who embrace their own social, emotional, and academic compe­
tencies and harness a commitment to make a positive difference for aU s tudents (Bernabei & Brennan, 2014). 

Engaging CFL lay a founda tion for a strong system of supports and interventions to decrease chronic absence. 
This chapte r discusses the educator capacity necessary to build engaging CFL to affect student engagement and 
a ttendance. To begin, we review chronic absence da ta to understand the scope and s ize of the issue within the 
current policy context. Next, we explore which community and school environment factors negatively affect stu­
dent attendance. This includes an in-depth look at each of the four CFL. The chapter concludes by describing 
select practices to reducing chronic absence within a multi-tie red approach. 

CHRONIC ABSENCE: A GROWING PROBLEM 

Fifteen percent of our nation's students are cu rrently chronica lly absent (Chang, B,1ucr, & Bym1..'!i, 2018). Chronic 
absence is defined as individual students who miss 10% (and more) of school for any reason-excused, unexcused, or 



CONCLUSION 

Whether students overtly express their needs or quietly stop coming to school, it is up to the educators to lis­
ten and work together to address chronic absence. Without collaboration, educators risk attempting to design 
individual interventions for each and every student-an approach that quickly overwhelms human and material 
resources and leads to teacher attrition (Center for Great Teachers and Leaders at the American Institutes for 
Research, 2014). Individualized intervention cannot function at scale-Instead large numbers of chronically absent 
students signal a need to invest in tier 1 practices. While this may seem counterintuitive, universal practices func­
tion preventatively to narrow the stream of s tudents requiring targeted intervention or intensive supports. 

Reducing student disengagement relies on educators who model and embody strong SECs, are culturally 
responsive, integrate SEL into pedagogy, provide feedback without judgment, and receive and are open to sup­
port. Educators who see student strengths and respond to needs without blaming students or ignoring the social, 
emotional, and academic needs of students support attendance and engagement. Instead of blaming students, or 
applying consequences witl1out regard for circumstance, educators who invest energy in problem-solving after 
understanding root and contributing causes can find creative ways to support students. Educators with skill, 
will, and support to create engaging CFL hold the key to engagement and attendance. With such a pos itive 
impact of attendance for students at stake, we cannot justify ins titutional educational practices that fail to create 
necessary conditions for al] students to thrive. 

We conclude by sharing four key messages to invalidate false assumptions about cluonic absence. Let us work 
together to spread the following messages: (1) Attendance is not simply a reflection of how much s tudents and 
families value education, it indicates an unsupportive school environment which is pushing students away 
instead of pulling them in; cluonic absence signals a need to invest in improving CFL; (2) Improving student 
attendance lies within educators' sphere of influence; attendance is everyone's responsibility from the bus driver 
to the algebra teacher; (3) Community factors as well as a school's environment can positively or negatively affect 
attendance; fortunately a supportive school environment buffers or attenuates community factors that lead to 
chronic absence; and (4) While invoking legal consequences is a common response to poor attendance, better out­
comes s tem from a range of supports iliat match local underlying causes of cluonic absence. 
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MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS OF CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS 

lndividual students bring a host of unique environmental and personal circumstances to school that can serve 
to either optimize their learning in that classroom or, conversely, pose barriers to learning. Mental health 
problems are acknowledged to pose barriers to learning (Adelman & Taylor, 2010) in part because diminished 
mental health limits s tudents' ability to engage at school. In this chapter, we offer a contemporary definition of 
youth mental health as operationalized through a dual-factor model that recognizes that psychological wellness 
and illness are interrelated yet separable, and both matter to student success. We illustrate ties between s tudents' 
mental health and their engagement at school through a synthesis of findings from observational studies that 
have examined aspects of s tudent engagement (behavioral, emotional/affective, cognitive engagement) in 
relation to indicators of mental health. Then we examine universa l, selective, and intensive evidence-based school 
mental health interventions, with a focus on those that directly target s tudent engagement and /or have demon­
strated positive effects on student engagement. 



WHAT IS MENTAL HEALTH? 

Traditionally, youth mental health has been viewed from a problem-focused lens, with attention to symptoms 
of various forms of mental illness that can be conceptualized as internalizing (e.g., depression, anxiety, and social 
impairments) or externalizing (e.g., conduct problems, delinquent behaviors, health-compromising behaviors 
such as substance use and early sexual activity). Since the turn of the century and aligned with the positive 
psychology movement, an increasing number of scholars contend that mental health is not solely defined by the 
presence or absence of psychological deficiencies (Seligman & Csikszcntmihalyi, 2000). Within positive psychol­
ogy, subjective well-being (SWB) is a key indicator of mental health and includes both cognitive and affective 
dimensions. Life satisfaction-the cognitive and most studied dimension-entails a global appraisal of the quality 
of one's life holistically or in key domains (e.g., school, family, friends, living environment, self). Affect refers to 
the frequency with which one experiences a range of positive emotions (e.g., cheerful, joyful, lively) and negative 
emotions (e.g., scared, mad, sad). A student with high SWB is content with his or her life and experiences 
positive emotions more often than negative emotions. Research on a dual-factor model of mental health 
establishes that youth with the best academic, social, and physical health outcomes have complete meutal health­
d efined by both high SWB, and few symptoms of internalizing and externalizing forms of psychopathology 



(Suldo & Shaffer, 2008; Suldo, Thalji-Raitano, Keifer, & Ferron, 2016). Those studies demonstrate that about 
one-third of s tudents have early or progressive signs of mental health needs in terms of diminished happiness 
and / or elevated psychopathology symptoms. 

EMPIRICAL LINKS BETWEEN STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Adolescence is identified as a critical transition period in which youth from diverse backgrounds experience a 
range of physical, social, and emotional changes. This is also a time during which students' engagement in school 
begins to decline, and symptoms associated with various mental health disorders are more likely to emerge. As 
such, much of the research establishing the relationship between youth mental health and s tudent engagement 
has been conducted with upper elementary and secondary students. This section summarizes the correlates of 
student engagement based on that body of research with a focus on positive and negative indicators of youth 
mental health deemed relevant in a dual-factor model. This body of knowledge underscores the need for univer­
sal prevention strategies as well as selective and targeted mental health interventions to promote opportunities 
for behavioral, cognitive, and affective engagement among school-aged youth. 

Though the terms student engagement and school engagement are often used interchangeably; throughout this 
chapter, we focus purposefully on student engagement. Appleton, Christenson, and Furlong (2008) emphasize that 
"student engagement (italics added) is preferred over school engagement (italics added) because schools engage stu­
dents as learners, and they are engaged to varying degrees" (p. 380). Appleton e t al. (2008) also sugges ted tha t 
the term school engagement seems to place more emphasis on the school setting while minimizing factors 
outside of the school that influences students' engagement. The term student engagement, however, places 
students at the center of efforts rather than the school, as s tudent engagement refers to a student's active involve­
ment in the social and academic aspects of school (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Student engagement is 
a multicomponent construct that typically includes an affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimension. Affective 



engagement refers to students' emotional reactions toward school and class, including students developing 
s trong connections with adults and peers at school; behavioral engagement refers to students' participation in 
class and school (e.g., involvement in extracurricula r activities) and their demonstration of appropriate 
behaviors; and cognitive engagement is typically represented by students' being invested in their educa tion such 
as valuing school and using vari ous self-regulation strategies to engage in deeper learning (Christenson ct al., 
2008; Fredricks el al., 2004). Although we primarily focus on school-based mental health support as a mechanism 
to foster and maintain students' engagement at school, we acknowledge that variables outside of the school 
setting are also influential (e.g., family and community). This sta nce is reflected in our discussion about mental 
health interventions at the tertiary level in which we note that some students may require more intensive therapy 
through community agencies to adequately address symptoms associated with various mental health disorders 
that may pose a barrier to students' a ffective, cognitive, and behavioral engagement in school. 

internalizing Problems 

Many common symptoms of internalizing forms of psychopathology such as social withdrawal, avoidance, 
and lethargy logically pose barriers to s tudent engagement. Case in point, Conner and Pope (2013) examined the 
relationship between youth mental health and the affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions of engagement 
among students attending high-achieving schools. Students who reported high levels of engagement across all 
three dimensions reported s ignificantly fewer feelings of hopelessness, sadness, and despondency. Wang and Peck 
(2011) found that 9th and 11th grade students who reported low levels of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 
engagement reported higher rates of depression compared to their peers. Ln addition to these associations between 
engagement and depressive symptoms, researchers have also found a significant negative relationship between s tu­
dent engagement and symptoms associated with anxiety disorders, such as excessive worrying (Conner & Pope, 
2013). 

Externalizing P roblems 

Research suggests that students' engagement may be thwarted by the presence of externalizing problems. 
For example, samples of adolescent s tudents who reported higher levels of affective, cognitive, and /or 



behavioral engagement were significantly less likely to report elevated rates of substance use and sexual activ­
ity (Carter, McGee, Taylor, & Williams, 2007; Li & Lerner, 2011; Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009). Moreover, mid­
dle and high school s tudents who reported being more affectively, cognitively, and/or behaviorally engaged 
reported lower rates of conduct problems/delinquent behaviors, such as fig hting, bullying, s tealing, cheating 
on assignments, and carrying a weapon (Carter et al., 2007; Conner & Pope, 2013; Li & Lerner, 2011; Simons­
Morton & Chen, 2009). 

Subjective Well-Being 

Several s tudies have found that s tudents' life satisfaction and positive affect are positively correlated with their 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement, whereas students' nega tive affect is inversely associated with all 
three dimensions of student engagement (Heffner & Antaramian, 2016; Lewis, Huebner, Malone, & Valois, 2011). 
For instance, among s tudents in 7th-10th grades, Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, and Antaramian (2008) found 
that frequent positive emotions were associated with hig her levels of cognitive and affective engagement, 
whereas negative affect was associated with lower levels of s tudent engagement. Furthermore, positive affect 
(but not negative affect) was associated with adaptive coping, which, in tum, predicted student engagem ent. 
Reschly et al. (2008) concluded that the association between positive emotions and student engagement was 
partially mediated by adaptive coping. Some research further suggests that s tudents' SWB and engagement in 
school may have a bidirectional rela tionship. Backman (2016) explored 5th-9th grade students' happiness 
in school; results of the qualitative study indicate that students believed happiness promoted their engagement at 
school and being engaged at school promoted their happiness. In a study of middle school students who rated 
their life satisfaction and behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement a two times during the school year 
(5 months apart), Lewis et al. (2011) found a bidirectional relationship between life satisfaction and cognitive 
engagement. 



MENTAL HEALTH INTERVENTIONS 

A growing number of experimental s tudies support the notion tha t interventions designed to foster youth 
mental health-be they promotion of SWB or prevention/reduction of psychopathology-can lead to improve­
ments in multiple dimensions of student engagement among sch ool-aged youth. Taking a public health approach 
that promotes mental health and prevents mental disorders (World Health Organization Department of Mental 
Health and Substance Abuse, 2004), schools are increasingly addressing s tudents' menta l hea lth needs through 
interventions organized within a three-tiered fram ework. Tier 1 includes universal sch ool- and class-wide pre­
vention strategies that promote all students' menta l health and demonstrate positive improvements in 
student engagement. Tier 2 includes selective mental health interventions for students with risk factors for, or 
early signs of, mental health problems. For example, in this chapter, we describe a motiva tional interviewing 
intervention that can promote engagement, emotiona l well-being, and academic success for s tudents at ris k of 
negative academic and mental health outcomes. Tier 3 includes evidence-based mental health interventions (e.g., 
cognitive-behavioral treatment approaches) that target youth displaying externalizing and internalizing symp­
toms, which pose barriers to student engagement. 

Interventions of most relevance within this cl1apter include those tha t can be implemented in the school 
context to target (1) the specified mental health indicators relevant to stud ent engagement, or (2) student engage­
ment directly, using psychological strategies. To illustrate the approaches described in the remaining portions of 
the chapter we present several short case studies based on our clinical work with adolescents (note: all names in 
case studies are pseudonyms). Much of that work has involved teenagers in Advanced Placement and 
lntem ational Baccalaureate (AP / 1B) courses. These youth a re typically achieving well enough to maintain enroll­
ment in these courses, but the potential em otional toll stemming from this rigorous coursework may go unno­
ticed by classroom teachers or other school personnel. Students in accelerated curricula (AP and IB) self-report 
higher levels of stress compared to general education s tuden ts (Suldo & Shaunessy-Dedrick, 2013), primarily due 
to their heavy academic workload and pressure for success (Suldo, Shaunessy, Thalji, Michalowski, & Shaffer, 
2009). As students' stress increases, so does their risk for internalizing and exte rnalizing symptoms and reduced 
life satisfaction (Suldo et al., 2009). Findings from a stud y of over 2300 AP / IB studen ts indicate that positive men­
tal health and acadenuc outcomes were predicted by s tudents' motivation and en gagement in addition to 



students' use of effective coping skills in response to academic stressors (Suldo, Shaunessy-Dedrick, Ferron, & 
Dedrick, 2018). Specifically, academic motivation as well as cognitive and affective forms of engagement pre­
dicted higher life satisfaction as well as lower psychopathology and school burnout; motivation and cognitive 
engagement also uniquely predicted superior academic outcomes. Although not a robust predictor in multivari­
ate analyses, this study also identified a small, positive association between behavioral engagement (students' 
extracurricular activity involvement) and life satisfaction. 

With funds from the Institute of Educational Sciences (Suldo & Shaunessy-Dedrick, 2015), we are developing 
universal and selective interventions to promote AP / IB student success holistically by targeting the development 
of student engagement and coping skills early (i.e., first semester of freshmen year). Later in this chapter, we 
describe the Advancing Coping and Engagement (ACE) program, a universal curriculum under development 
designed to increase AP / IB students' use of adaptive (problem-focused ) coping strategies (deemed effective due 
to empirical links between the coping styles emphasized and positive student outcomes), limit their use of avoid­
ance coping strategies deemed ineffective due to empirical links with negative outcomes, and promote student 
engagement-specifically students' involvement in extracurricular activities and connectedness with their 
teachers, AP / IB program, and school. Then, we describe the Motivation, Assessment, and Planning (MAP) 
intervention, a selective intervention intended for delivery to s tudents who, at mid-year , evidence risk factors for 
diminished mental health or academic success. Last, we present cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) as an 
approach for supporting students who demonstrate significant mental health problems that preclude 
engagement. 



TIER 1: UNIVERSAL PREVENTION STRATEGIES THAT TARGET MENTAL 
HEALTH AND ENGAGEMENT 

In a multitier framework, Tier 1 includes programs offered to all students rega rdless of current risk level. Such 
interventions often occur through school-wide initiatives or through selected classrooms; classroom-based social 
and emotional learning curricula are often implemented by teachers or interventionists outside the school, such 
as school mental health providers. 1n the following sections we provide examples of universal programs devel­
oped to promote s tudent mental health-either through prevention and reduction of psychopathology symptoms 
or through increasing SWB-that also found positive impacts on at least one dimension of participants' student 
engagement during efficacy s tudies. We also provide two examples of universal p rograins that target student 
engagement directly, as a means of fos tering students' mental health. 1n particular, we describe a recently piloted 
universal intervention-ACE-that the chapter au thors developed for high school youth taking accelerated 
courses. 

Interventions to Promote Subjective Well,Being 

Universal programs and practices designed to promote happiness-sometimes referred to as positive psychol­
ogy interventions (PPls)-target the empirically identified correlates of high SWB. These correlates include ways 
of thinking (e.g., gratitude, optimism), behaving (e.g., using one's signature s trengths in daily activities, pursuing 
goals), and relating to other people at home and school. PPls entail activities that provide individuals with 
opportunities to develop intentional thoughts and behaviors that mimic the features of naturally happy people. 
Case in point, during a 4-week PPI intended to fos ter gratitude, teachers p rompted elementary school students to 
journal daily in their classroom about things at scl1ool for which they were grateful (Diebel, Woodcock, Cooper, 
& Brignell, 2016). Compared to their peers who journaled about neutral school events, students who completed 
the daily gratitude journals experienced greater gratitude as intended, as well as significant improvements in 
school belongingness. Such research demonstrates that a class-wide PPI-gratitude journaling in which students 
are asked to "write down two or three things that you are thankful or grateful for today at school" (Diebel et al., 
p . 123) can serve as an evidence-based practice for fostering affective engagement. 

Awesome Us is a class-wide program that focuses on recognition and use of character strengths through six 



Interventions to Prevent P ychopathology 

Universal programs and practices designed to ameliorate psychological problems often target correlates of 
emotional dis tress and accordingly develop students' skills in identifying and regulating emotions, managing/ 
coping with s tress, utilizing problem-solving, and challenging negative thoughts. For example, the 
Transformative Life Skills program aims to reduce adolescents' stress through providing students practice in 
yoga, breathing techniques, and other mindfulness s trategies during class-wide lessons throughout the school 
year (frank, Kohler, Peal, & Bose, 2017). Frank et al. found that middle school students who took part in 
Transformative Life Skills experienced ga ins in coping and engagement. Findings aJso indicated improvement in 
the s tudents' use of adaptive coping styles to manage stressors, as well as increases in behavioral engagement 
(i.e., fewer unexcused absences and problem behaviors resulting in detentions) a nd affecti ve engagement (i.e., 
greater sense of belongingness and attachment to school) when compared to peers randomly assigned to a 
business-as-usual control condition. 

FRIENDS for Life is a universal prevention program intended to lessen anxiety through teaching elemen­
tary school children how to recognize and respond to worries with cognitive-behavioral strategies such as 
relaxa tion and cognitive restructuring throughout a 10-session curricu lum (Rutllcdgc cl JI., 2016). In addition 
to positive impacts on reducing anxiety symptoms as intended, Ruttledge et al. found that children who par­
ticipated in FRIENDS for Life, as delivered by trained classroom teachers, reported sustained increases in 
affective engagement (school connectedness), as compared to the outcomes of s tudents in a delayed­
intervention control condition. Such studies document the improvements in s tudent engagement that follow 
interventions put in place to reduce the youth mental health symptoms that, among other consequences, pose 
barriers to learning. 

Interventions Targeting Engagement to Improve Mental H ealth 

The Bridges to High School program aims to prevent the adverse mental health and academic problems for 
which Mexican American youth are particularly at risk, through a universal family-focused intervention for 
studen ts in urban schools. The nine weekJy 2-hour group sessions held in the evenings contain activities intended 
to build parents' and adolescents' skiJls in four factors that influence emotional and academic outcomes: (1) 
effective parenting, (2) youth coping efficacy, (3) youth engagement with learning at school, and (4) family cohe-



TIER 2: SELECTIVE INTERVENTIONS THAT TARGET MENTAL HEALTH 
AND ENGAGEMENT 

In a muJtitier approach, Tier 2 (selective interventions) includes programs focusing on youth who are at risk 
for academic, emotional, or behavioral difficulties. These interventions often occur through individual sessions or 
small group formats and frequently are implemented by school counselors or psychologists. At present, there is 
limited research available on evidence-based interventions with a dual focus of promotion of student engagement 
and improved mental health outcomes. There are several well-researched selective interventions that address 
student engagement, but the majority of these interventions focus on students who are at risk for dropping out of 
school (see research on Check & Connect; Christenson, Stout, & Pohl, 2012) or youth w ho are targets of peer 
victimization or bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2004). We hope to add to this literature by d escribing a new 
selective intervention- MAP meetings-that we developed for high school youth in accelerated courses. During 
the 2016-17 year, we field tested the MAP intervention in the spring semester with 49 students w ho had 
completed the ACE program during the fall semester. 

Motivation, Assessment, and Planning (MAP) Meetings 

The Motivation, Assessment, and Planning (MAP) meetings are intended to help s tudents reflect on and fur­
ther d evelop healthy coping skills and student engagement practices that are linked to emotional and academic 
success in AP / IB courses (Suldo, Shaunessy-Dedrick et a l., 2018). The MAP meetings follow a multistep process 
that includes (1) identification of s tudents a t risk for acad emic and/ or emotional challenges; (2) assessment of 
student's current coping s trategies; behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement and motivation; and per­
ceived parenting practices; and (3) joining with the student throughout one to two individual motivational meet­
ings aimed at improving the s tudent's functioning through collaborative action planning. 

Identification of Students 
We use a multimethod, multisource approach to identify s tudents who may benefit from the MAP interven­

tion (for a d escription of the screening process, see Suldo, Storey, et al., 2018). Students are identified as "at risk" 
if they show signs of acad emic risk (i.e., GPA s 3.00 or course grad e s C) or emotional risk (i.e., elevated ratings 



IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

This chapter documents how s tudent engagement is affected by and impacts youth mental health s tatus and 
needs. The proportion of students in a given school who have Complete Mental Health-that is, high SWB and few 
psychopathology symptoms, both assessed in accordance with a dual-factor framework (Suldo & Shaffer, 2008)-is 
likely to vary as a function of the strength of the school's multitiered system of supports for student mental health. 
The foundation of such entails universal interventions that are implemented with fidelity, and matched to the risk 
factors most common to the population. A rationale for preventative attention to student mental health will be 
strengthened by additional demonstrations of how universal programming results in improved outcomes across 
indicators of engagement, mental health, and academic success. Examining all aspects of youth functioning in out­
come evaluations is needed in part to illustrate how these constructs are connected, but also to document that sup­
ports that foster engagement or mental health ultimately impact high-stakes educational outcomes such as course 
grades, progression and graduation, and postsecondary and occupational attainment. 

Our review of the literature on mental health interventions also revealed a paucity of selective (Tier 2) 
supports, particularly those that target s tudents with diminished SWB. Practitioners need additional frameworks 
for how to provide effective early interventions for students with low happiness, elevated psychopathology symp­
toms, or signs of risk such as elevated stress or low engagement. In addition, guidance is needed on best practices 
in monitoring student success during and after selective interventions, in a manner that helps practitioners to triage 
and provide supports matched in intensity to students' changing levels of mental health. The proportion of stu­
dents in need of intensive supports would be expected to decline as the provision of evidence-based universal and 
selective interventions with fidelity rises, but data from the field are needed to support this logic model. 

Fortunately, this Literature review illustrates the increas ing number and breadth of evidence-based intervention 
options ava ilable to educators as they consider how to systematically promote students' SWB and /or reduce 
mental health problems. This chapter focused on mental health interventions that have been evaluated with 
regard to effects on student engagement; numerous additional programs and practices at the universal and 
tertiary levels are reviewed in other comprehensive descriptions of school-based mental health services 
(e.g., Suldo, 201 6; Werner-Seidler, Perry, Calear, ewby, & Christensen, 2017). In sum, schools have a growing 
body of professiona l guidance to consult as well as intervention options to consider when developing a multi­
tiered system of support for student mental health. 
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Worldwide, there has been a rapid increase in attention to bullying. A recent US national survey found that 
bullying and cyberbullying were the top health concerns of parents (Freed et al., 2017). Over the past two dec­
ades, many US states have enacted legislation addressing bullying, particularly in response to news stories and 
research evidence linking bullying to suicidal and violent behaviors (Holt et al., 2015; Newman, Fox, Harding, 
Mehta, & Roth, 2004). But even in the absence of these most extreme outcomes, bullying undermines the founda­
tion of school communities, leaving students feeling detached from their peers and the adults who are either 
unaware of or unable to stop bullying from occurring. Students involved in bullying may question the purpose 
of schooling and their efficacy as students, which can lead to school absences and attrition. Experiences of school 
disengagement that result from bullying can reverberate long after the bullying itself has ceased. 

In this chapter, we first review existing literature on the association of bullying involvement and student 
engagement. We make the case that all forms of bullying involvement are related to decreased student 
engagement-including involvement as a target, aggressor, and bystander. Second, we review evaluations of 
bullying prevention programs that have specifically examined w hether those programs improve student 
engagement outcomes. The literature in this area is limited, and we propose several directions for future research 
on bullying prevention programs that could inform school efforts to increase student engagement. Finally, we 
discuss the critical challenge of engaging students themselves in bullying prevention activities. We highlight 
some innovative bullying prevention initiatives and provide recommendations for increasing student engagement 
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Youth spend over half of their waking hours outside of school (Larson & Verma, 1999). Researchers, practi­
tioners, and policymakers are increasingly interested in how youth choose to spend this time and the implica­
tions of these decisions for their engagement and achievement in school. A growing body of research shows that 
spending time in uns tructured and unsupervised contexts after school is associated with lower academic achieve­
ment and school attendance (Osgood, Anderson, & Schaffer, 2005). On the other hand, involvement in organized 
after-school activities that are supervised and structured is related to higher academic achievement, more favor­
able mental health, and lower risk behavior (Bohnert, Fredricks, & Randall, 2010; Feldman, Farb, & Matiasko, 
2012; Mahoney, Vandell, Simpkins, & Zarrctt, 2009). Children and youth benefit from spending time in organized 
activity settings that p romote opportunities to form positive relationships with adults and peers as well as parti­
cipating in engaging activities that allow them to develop and apply new skills (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). 

There are three broad types of organized after-sd1ool activities that youth can participate in during the after­
school hours, including: (1) school-based extracurricular activities like sports and the arts, (2) after-school pro­
grams, and (3) community-based youth development programs like Boys and Girls Clubs. Within each of these 
categories, there is variation in both the type of activities and goals of the program. For example, the primary 
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ln many high-poverty urban communities, middle grades and high school s tudents exhibit pervasive dis­
engagement. Unlike younger students, secondary students who are not engaged by the coursework, pedagogy, 
relationships, and activi ties at school often have the agency and the chutzpah to cut class, skip school, or dropout 
entirely (NRC & IOM, 2004). Disengagement in school-and the presence of more-engaging activities outside of 
school- is a major cause of (1) alarmingly high chronic absenteeism rates for secondary students in poor urban 
neighborhoods, with about one-third of the middle school students and half of the high school s tudents 
chronically absent (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012, 2013) and (2) a d istressingly low high school graduation rate for 
low-income students of 76% (DcPaoli, Balfanz, Bridgcland, Atwell, & Ingram, 2017). When economically 
disadvantaged students don' t graduate, the social and economic consequences for them, their families, and their 
communities are severe. 

The indicators of s tudent disengagement that have received the most attention among reformers seeking to 
transform high-poverty urban secondary schools are the telltale behaviors that indirectly ind icate alienation and 
disengagement (such as skipping school or class, disruptive or nonparticipatory behavior that sometimes results 
in disciplinary referrals or suspensions, and fa iling or ba rely passing courses due to half-hearted efforts to stud y 
and complete assignments). These behaviors are proven ea rly warning indicators that a s tudent is at high risk of 
eventually dropping out and has suboptimal levels of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and / or social engagement 
at school. Survey measures of engagement in these schools confirm that, on average, the s tuden ts are emotionally 
d isengaeed (e.e .. thev often find their schoolwork uninterestine and don' t particu larlv like what thev are teaming 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although school dropouts are much fewer nowadays than there were 20 or 50 years ago, never in the history 
of Wes tern countries has this situation been so preoccupying. In a world relying more and more on knowledge 
economy, shaped by an unprecedented rate of technological changes, education has become, more than ever, the 
pillar of ind ividual and collective wealth and well-being (Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2008; Orga nisa tion for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2012). In such a context, identifying what are the best practices to pro­
mote school perseverance and how to generalize them becomes a central task fo r school educa tors, administra­
tors. and oolicv makers. The What Works Clearinghouse CWWC) tries to suooort this mission bv reviewing the 
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INTRODUCTION 

School and classroom contexts play a particularly potent role in shaping the developmental trajectories of chil­
dren and youth (Hamre & Pianta, 2010). This is not surprising when one considers that children spend, on aver­
age, at least 15,000 hours in school settings, starting from the age of 4 or 5 when they enter school until they 
graduate (Pian ta, Belsky, Houts, Morrison, & ICHD ECCRN, 2007). Decades of research have shown that caring 
and supportive classroom and school contexts are foundational to the promotion of students' academic success, 
as well as their social and emotional competence and well-being (Hamre & Pianta, 2010). Indeed, students can 
learn and thrive when they are in school and classroom contexts in which they feel safe, secure, connected, and 
cared for-contexts in which their social-emotional competence and academic growth is nurtured and cultivated 
(Jones & Kahn, 2017). 

How do we create such contexts? The field of social and emotional learning (SEL) provides some answers to 
this question. Although a primary aim of schools has been to educate children and youth to master content areas, 
sucl1 as reading, writing, math, science, and social studies, there is a growing consensus among educators, policy 



- - - - - . ,., 
makers, and the public at large for a more comprehensive vision of educa tion-one that includes an explicit focus 
on promoting s tudents' social and emotional competence alongside their academic achievement (Bushnw & 
Lope;,, 2013). Bolstered by evidence indicating that empirically based curricula can promote students' social and 
emotional skills and well-being as well as deter problem behaviors (e.g., Durlak, Weissberg, Dymmcki, Taylor, & 
Schclhnger, 201 1), many schools, both nationally and internationally, have s trengthened their efforts to include 
universal SEL programs that promote s tuden ts' socia l and emotional competence. The focus has been on the 
implementation of 1111iversnl interventions, rather than interventions that only target children with current pro­
blems, because universal approaches are likely to have a greater public health benefit (Greenberg, Domitrovich, 
Weissberg, & Durlak, 2017). 

This chapter explores efforts to fos ter ca ring communities within school systems at both the classroom and 
school-wide level. We begin by providing the case for the ex plicit a ttention to promoting caring classroom and 
school contexts as a way to promote students' social and emotional competence and acad emic success, highlight­
ing the importance of the role of contexts in shaping child development and resilience. We tl,en move to a focus 
on SEL, first, by providing a d efinition of SEL, and second, a delineation of the various dimensions that comprise 
it. Following, we provide a description of severa l of the extant evidence-based programs for s tudents and tea­
chers in which the promotion of SEL and ca ring classroom and school environments is central. The chapter ends 
with conclusions on how an understanding of SEL has implications for our thinking about promoting caring 
classroom and school environments, along with some future directions for work in this area. 



THE CASE FOR PROMOTING STUDENTS' SOCIAL 
AND EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE IN SCHOOLS 

The increased attention to the school-based promotion of children's social and emotional competence by edu­
cators, parents, policy makers, and other societal agencies has been driven, in part, by the increased concerns 
about the mental health of youth. Epidemiological reports estimate that one in five children and youth experience 
psychological disorders severe enough to warrant mental health services (U.S. Public Health Service, 2000). In 
this regard a focus on creating supportive school and classroom contexts that address both students' academic 
success and social and emotional competence is increasingly recognized as foundational to the promotion of posi­
tive m ental health and school success (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017). 

CHILD DEVELOPMENT: SITUATED WITHIN COMMUNITIES 

When considering the ways to cultivate children's positive growth and well-being, it is important to take a 
developmental systems perspective that "recognizes that human development is a bidirectional, indivi­
dual- context relational process" in which "there are multiple levels of organization within the individual (e.g., 
genes, motivation, cognitive abilities) that influence one's development course," and "different levels of organiza­
tion within the social ecology (e.g., families, schools, and neighborhoods) that contribute to development" (Theokas 
& Lerner, 2006, p. 61). A child experiences We nested within these many interactive contexts, and within each con­
text, a child can be nurtured by a variety of communities (e.g., school, family, church). ln addition the interactions 
within these contexts are influenced by factors, such as a child's personal characteristics, structures within systems 
(sucl1 as the family, school, community), or the culture at large (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Research on resilience has 
shown how the interplay of contextual factors in a child's We plays a critical role in determining how, why, or to 
what extent We events influence development (Ungar, 2015). Resilience is a concept applied in prevention and 



DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS OF A CARING CLASSROOM 
AND SCHOOL COMMUNITY 

Lea rning and development are largely social processes (Pianta, 1997). What a child learns, albeit intellectual, 
social, or emotional, is faci litated through a coord ination of his or her knowledge combined with the others 
whom also share the social space (Resnick, 1994). Through this lens, it is easy to see school as a co1111m111ity of lear­
ners. A child is able to learn best when safely embedded within a community where human needs are met. Thus, 
in order for learning to take place, a caring environment must be esta blished first (Nodding~, 1992). It is argued 
that viewing a school as a communjty-a place where individuals, both children and adults, meet to lean1 and 
grow together-establishes a framework from whjch schools can more effectively meet the academic, social, and 
emotional needs of teachers and students (Ballistich, Solomon, Walson, & Schaps, 1997). 

The defirution of community, established by Ball1s tich el al. ( 1997), serves as a framework from which to 
explore the essential i11gredie11ts needed to develop and maintain a caring community at either the school or class­
room level. A communjty is defined as places where members: (1) care about and support one another; 



DEFINING SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING 

SEL involves the processes through which individuals acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, 
and sl<llls necessary to understand and manage their emotions, feel and show empathy for o thers, establish and 
achieve positive goa ls, develop and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions 
[Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 2013]. As such, social-emotional compe­
tencies (SEC) are viewed as "mastery skills" underlying virtually all aspects of human functioning. 

SEl builds from work in child development, classroom management, prevention, and emerging knowledge 
about the role of the brain in self-awareness, empathy, and social-cognitive growth (Weissberg, Durlak, 
Domitrovich, & Gullotta, 2015). SEL focuses on the skills that allow children to calm themselves when angry, 
make friends, resolve conflicts respectfully, and make ethical and safe cl1oices. Moreover, SEL offers educators, 
families, and communities relevant strategies and practices to better prepare s tudents for "the tests of life, not a 
life of tests" (Clias, 2001 , p. 40). SEL is sometimes called "the missing piece," because it represents a part of 
educa tion that is inextricably linked to school success. 

Social and Emotional Learning: The Competencies 

The Collaborative for Academic, Socia l, and Emotional Leaming (CASEL; www.cascl.org), a nonprofit organi­
za tion in Chicago, IL, is one of the organizations at the forefront in national and international efforts to promote 
SEL. CASEL has identi fied a set of five core intra- and interpersonal and cognitive competencies that underlie 
effective and successful performance for social roles and li fe tasks. These competencies are interrelated and 
reflect the cognitive, affective, and behavioral d imensions of SEL (CASEL, 2013). 

1. Self-nwnre11ess: The ability to identify and recognize one's own emotions, thoughts, and influences on behavior, 
including recognizing one's own strength and challenges, being aware of one's own goals and va lues, 
possessing a well-grounded sense of self-efficacy and optimism, and having a growth mindset that one can 
team through hard work. High levels o f self-awareness require recognizing how thoughts, feelings, and 
actions are interconnected. 

2. Self- 111n11nge111e11t: The abiJity to regulate one's emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively, including s tress 
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management, delaying gratifica tion, impulse contro l, motivating oneself, and persevering through challenges 
to achieve personal and educational goals. It also includes self-management within social interactions. 

3. Socinl nwareuess: The ability to ta ke the perspectives of others-including those who come from a different 
background and culture, to empathize with others, understand socia l and ethical norms, and to recognize 
resources and supports in family, school, and community. 

4. Relntionship skills: The ability to fo rm and mainta in positive and healthy relations hips, communicate d early, 
lis ten actively, cooperate, negotiate constructively during conflict, solve problems with others effectively, and 
to offer and seek help when needed. 

5. Responsible decisio11-111aki11g: Knowledge, skills, and attitudes to make constructive choices regarding one's own 
behavior and social interacti ons, taking into account safety concerns, eth ical s tandards, social and behaviora l 
norms, consequences, and the well-being of self and others. 

SEL programs and approaches are founded on a variety of theoretical perspectives (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). 
All of these are predicated on the notion that the capacity to process, reason, and use emotion can enhance cogni­
tive activities (such as thinking and decision-making), facilitate the development and maintenance of social rela­
tionships, and promote personal growth and well-being (Brackett, Reyes, Rivers, Elbertson, & Salovey, 201 2). SEL 
also draws from theories that emphasize the primacy of relatio11s/1ips (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991) and are based 
on the unders ta nding that s tudent learning is a social process that occurs in collaboration with teachers and in 
interactions with their peers. Thus best learning emerges in the context of supportive relationships that make 
learning challenging, engaging, and meaningful . 



Social and Emotional Learning: The Research Evidence 

Perhaps the most compelling evidence for the importance of SEL programs in promoting s tudents' 
social-emotional competence and academic achievement comes from a meta-analysis conducted by Durlak et al. 
(2011) of 213 scl1ool-based, universal SEL programs involving 270,034 students from kindergarten through high 
school. Students in SEL programs, relative to s tudents who did not receive an SEL program, were found to dem­
onstrate significant improvements in (1) SEL skills; (2) prosocial attitudes; (3) positive social behaviors; (4) con­
duct problems; (5) emotional distress; and (6) academic performance. Furthermore, SEL students outperformed 
non-SEL students on indices of academic achievement by 11-percentile points. These results provide strong 
empirical evidence for the "value added" of SEL programs in fostering students' social and emotional skills, atti­
tudes, and behaviors and also counter the claim that taking time to promote students' SEL would be detrimental 
to academic achievement. 

Most recently, Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, and Weissberg (2017) conducted a systematic review to address the rela­
tive paucity of evidence on the long-term effectiveness of SEL programming in enhancing positive student out­
comes. This review is important because it addresses a critical question regarding the cost-benefit of inves tment 
in SEL programs, informing allocation of resources for SEL in school budgets. A total of 82 school-based , univer­
sa l SEL programs involving 97,406 ethnically and sociodemographically diverse kindergarten to high school s tu­
dents in urban and rural settings that had been published by 2014 were reviewed . Results demonstrated that 
students who had received an SEL intervention continued to show increases in social-emotional skills, positive 
behaviors, and academic achievement and decreases in conduct problems, emotional distress, and drug use up to 
almost 4 years after program completion, in contrast to those students who did not receive an SEL intervention. 

Components of a Social and Emotional Leaming Framework 

Research demonstrates that well-implemented SEL programs promote positive development, reduce problem 
behaviors, and also improve studen ts' academic performa11ce, citizenship, and health-related behaviors 



(Schoncrl-Reichl & Weissberg, 2014). Such skills pred ict important life outcomes, including completing high 
school on time, obtaining a college degree, and securing stable employment (Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015). 
In their meta-analysis, Ourlak ct al. (201 I) provided solid evidence that SEL programs promote more favorable 
student outcomes when program implementers follow sequenced, active, focused, and explicit (SAFE) proce­
dures that (1) use a .§.equenced step-by-step training approach; (2) emphasize Active forms of learning tha t 
requ ire s tudents to practice new skills; (3) f ocus specific time and attention on skill development; (4) are Explicit 
in defining the social and emotional skills they are attempting to promote. Ourlak cl al. (201 1) also found tha t 
classroom teachers and other school personnel effectively implemented SEL programs-a finding that suggests 
that SEL programs can be incorporated into routine school practices and do not require staff from outside the 
school to successfully deliver an SEL program. 

Many SEL approaches include both an environmental focus and a perso11-ce11tered focus (Zins, Wci-;sbcrg, Wang, 
& Walberg, 2004). Hence, in addition to focus ing on specific instruction in social and emotional skills, SEL is a 
process of crea ting a school and classroom community that is caring, supportive, and responsive to students' 
needs. Moreover, effective SEL interventions and skill development occur when teachers possess the requisite 
social and emotional skills to create an environment that is safe, caring, supportive, and well managed, and have 
the competencies and knowledge to effectively implement SEL programs. Hence, successful SEL implementation 
requires explicit attention to addressing three d istinct and interrelated d imensions: (1 ) crea tion of a positive learn­
ing context; (2) explicit promotion of students' SEL; and (3) the SEL of teachers. As illustrated in Fig. 19. 1, these 
three dimensions are portrayed in a circle to demonstrate the interconnectedness of each d imension to the other 
and to highlight that each dimension is influenced by, and influences, the other dimensions. While the learning 
context and SEL of s tudents have been discussed in earlier sections of this chapter, we now discuss the important 
role that educato rs play in our SEL framework. 

Social and Emotional Learning of Educator 

Educa tors are the engine that drives SEL programs and practices in classrooms and schools. The SEL compe­
tencies of educators (a lbeit teachers, administrators, or school s taff) play a critical role in influencing the learnjng 
context and the infusion of SEL into classrooms and schools (Jones, Boufford, & Wcissbourd, 20 13). Classrooms 
with warm teacher-student relationships faci litate deep learning (Merritt, Wanless, Rimm Kaufman, Cameron, 



CONCLUSION 

One of the biggest challenges that confronts the field of SEL is the translation of knowledge garnered from rig­
orous research on the effectiveness of programs into policy and widespread practice (Greenberg, 2010). This is 
necessary so that SEL approaches can be better integrated into schools and communities. Such efforts can help 
build the processes and structures needed to foster high-quality implementation and promote sustainability 
(Weissberg el al., 2015). In this chapter, we have attempted to bridge thls divide by summarizing the research 
and identifying and delinea ting programs and practices that can assist educa tors with the practical tools neces­
sary for creating caring classroom and school environments. 
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After-school programs have a rich history of enriching and complementing traditional school experiences for 
partici pating youth, and there is mounting evidence that engagement in high-quality out-of-school programs can 
lead to positive academic outcomes (National Rcse.irch Council and the Institute of Medicine (I\RC/IOM), 2002; 
Shcrnoff, 2010). Researchers have documented that participation is associated with social-emotional outcomes, 
such as the development of interpersonal skills, social awareness, and improved peer relations and self­
regu lation (Ourlak & Weissberg, 2007; NRC/IOM, 2002; Pierce, Bolt, & Vandell, 2010). Positive outcomes have 
also been reported in the educational domain, with after-school impacts on academic perceptions and behaviors 
such as increased sense of relevance and value for school, improved educational goals, aspirations, and atten­
dance, and reduced problem behavior and suspension (Anderson-Butcher, Newsome, & Ferrari, 2002; Cosden, 
Morrison, Gutierrez, & Brown, 2004; Mahoney, Lord, & Carryl, 2005). 

There appear to be particu lar benefi ts for at-risk youth that partici pate in out-of-school time (OST) program­
ming. Indeed, much has been written about how after-school programs can serve as a protecti ve factor agains t 
risk-taking behavior in the OST hours and unsupervised time (Anderson-Butcher & Cash, 2010; Hirsch, 200'5; 
Roffman, Pagano, & Hirsch, 2001 ). OST participation is linked with increased school attendance as well as 
reduced externalizing behaviors (Kremer, Maynard, Poulanin, Vaughn, & Sartcschi, 2015). Marginalized youth 



Measuring Student Engagement 
to Inform Effective Interventions in Schools 
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INTRODUCTION 

Measuring engagement is an important part of delivering timely and effective interventions to students in 
schools. Students' engagement in school has been linked to their academic achievement and psychological well­
being {e.g., Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson, 2003; Wang & Holcombe, 2010) and is an integral component 
of interventions to support s tudents' success in school. Engagement in school, however, is complex and can be 
measured in several ways and from multiple different perspectives. Unlike how it tends to be d escribed, engage­
ment is not a characteristic of a student; that is, a student is not engaged or disengaged as a person. Instead, 
engagement describes the quality of involvement in an activity or in the environment; that is, a s tudent is 
engaged in or disengaged from f/,e activities and co11fexf of school . From this perspective an important goal of inter­
ventions is to target factors that support s tudents' productive and persistent involvement in school. Measuring 
engagement can help educators identify who is put in need of or who could benefit from intervention, when 
intervention is needed, what types of interventions might be effective, if interventions are working, and/or if 
more or different supports are needed. 

The goal of this chapter is to provide an overview of measuring engagement as it relates to implementing 
effective interventions in schools. To this end, the chapter is organized in three parts. First, we review what 
engagement is and why it is important to measu re. Second, we describe how s tudent engagement can be mea­
sured. Third, we describe examples of interventions tha t measure engagement, how and why engagement was 
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measured, and how these data were used to support students. We conclude by summarizing practical considera-
tions for measuring engagement. 

PART ONE: STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

What Is Student Engagement? 

Student engagement describes the energy, purpose, and durability that s tudents expend toward their academic 
work and toward their participation in school (Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012). While engagement is often 
described in general terms, research has found that engagement is multidimensional, consisting of cognitive, 
behavioral, and emotional components (e.g., f rcdricks, Blumcnfold, & Paris, 2004; Skinner & Pitzer, 20 12). 
Cognitive engagement refers to s tudents' mental investment and intellectual effort. Emotional engagement refers 
to s tudents' interest in, value of, and positive and negative affe.ctive responses. Behavioral engagement refers to 
students' overt participation in learning and in school. Some researchers categorize the dimensions of engage­
ment into observable and internal subtypes-with behavioral and academic engagement considered observable, 
and affective and cognitive engagement considered more internal to the s tudent (Appleton, 2012). Finally, some 
researchers posit that there could be a social dimension to engagement that refers to the quality of students' 



interactions with their teachers and peers (Rirmn-Kaufman, Baroody, Larsen, Curby, & Abry, 2015; Wang, 
Fredricks, Ye, Hofkens, & Linn, 2016). In each of these characterizations, researchers agree that the dimensions of 
engagement work together to describe the d ynamic ways in which students interact with and invest in the school 
context (Fredricks et al., 2004). 

Disengagement is also considered to be multidimensional, however, there are different perspectives about 
how disengagement relates to engagement. Some view disengagement as the absence of engagement- meaning 
tha t engagement and disengagement occur on opposite ends of the same scale, with low levels of engagement 
representing disengagement. Others view disengagement as a distinct process that includes both the absen ce of 
positive engagement and the presence of negative en gagement in school (Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009; 
Wang, Chow, Hofkens, & Salmela-Aro, 2015; Chapter 7: A Teacher-Focused Intervention to Enhance Students' 
Classroom Engagement). In this view, students who are disengaged lack su stained involvement in school and 
engage in maladaptive processes such as withdrawing from school and committing behavioral infractions 
(Skinner et al., 2009), w hich has negative consequences for school outcomes that are independent from the effects 
of engagement (Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003). 

Engagement is embedded in the context in which students are engaged. In other words, students are engaged 
in something, and the characteristics of the activity or setting in which they are engaged shape what engagement 
in those activities and settings look like. For example, what it means and looks like to engage in a chemistry lab 
can differ in important ways from what it means and looks like to be engaged in a thle tics. For these reasons, some 
research has explored student engagement in specific components of school, such as school engagement (e.g., 
Fredricks et al., 2004), engagement in extracurricular activities (e.g., Fredricks & Eccles, 2006), and engagement in 
specific subject areas, such as math, scien ce, and reading (e.g., Wang et al., 2016; Wigfield et al., 2008). Additional 
research has looked at the importance of microcontexts such as hallways and lunchrooms, which could be 
important and unique contexts for s tudents' social engagement in school (Cash, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2015). 

Finally, engagement is malleable and can be shaped through interventions by targeting features of the school 
environment tha t influence engagement. Objective fea tures o f the school environment can be powerful facilitators 



of engagem ent, including school climate, instruction, and the quality of student- teacher interactions (e.g., 
Downer, Rimm-Kaufman, & Pianta, 2007). Individual factors that are unique to students also shape how students 
engage. For example, s tudents' academic, social, and emotional skills contribute to students' ability to engage in 
school (Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015) and motivational beliefs and attributions that shape how students 
interpret and respond to their experiences influence students ' willi11gness to engage in school (e.g., Hullcman, 
Godes, Hendricks, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Yeager et al., 2014). 

In summary, engagement (and d isengagem ent) refers to the dynamic interplay between person and context, it 
is multidimensional, and it is malleable and responsive to changes in the school environment that facilitate 
engagement. In the following section, we explore the role that measu ring engagement can have in supporting 
interventions in schools. 

How Can Measuring Engagement Inform Interventions in School? 

First, measuring engagement can tell us how students are doing in school. Because engagement describes the 
quality of s tudents' involvement, engagement data can help us know who is productively participating in the 
opportunities available a t school and who may be in need of additional support. While all students benefit from 
positive and preventive supports (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004), the type and level of support that some s tu­
dents need can vary and measuring engagement can inform a leveled response. For example, in a tiered system 
of interventions a universal system of preventive support is paired with customized levels of support to meet dif­
ferent levels and types of needs (e.g., Maciver & Maciver, 2010). Tier 1 focuses on providing proactive and pre­
ventive strategies for all students, Tier 2 generally fea tures structured interventions aimed at helping specific 
groups of s tudents and can include customized support for individual stud ents, and Tier 3 includes more inten­
sive and individualized support. 

Engagement data can inform a system of tiered interventions by identifying which s tudents need support, at 
w hat level students need support, and the type and timing of supports that are needed. By revealing how s tu­
d ents are behaving, thinking, and feeling about school, engagement data can help to differentiate s tudents who 
need support to remedia te the risk of negative outcomes in the future (Tier 2) from s tuden ts who need immedia te 
and intensive intervention (Tier 3). Furthermore, continuous measurement can inform when a student's needs 
change. For example, Tier 1 features universal school- or dis trict-wide efforts to provide the type of learning and 



PART TWO: MEASURING ENGAGEMENT 

Indicators of Engagement 

There are several methods to measure engagement, all of which use indicators to assess the quality of students' 
involvement. Indicators can be grouped together in scales or they can be used on their own as stand-alone evi­
dence of engagement. For example, survey scales or observational measures of engagement include several indi­
cators of one or more dimensions of engagement, whereas administrative data such as attendance and 
homework completion are s ingle indicators of behavioral engagement. Understanding what indicators are and 
how they work can help educators determine what methods are appropriate for measuring engagement in their 
school and in relation to their specific intervention efforts and/ or outcomes of interest. 

First, it is important to differentiate indicators from facilHators and outcomes of engagement (see Sinclair el al., 
2003). Indicators describe what engagement is or looks like in a given setting. We discussed that facilitators are 
factors that i11flue11ce engagement (see pages 3 and 4). Outcomes are consequences or results of engaging in school 
and generally refer to the metrics or skills that educators wa11t to support in s tudents (e.g., grades, standardized 
test scores, graduation, or college enrollment). While the three are distinct and while we generalJy use indicators 
to measure engagement, some measures of engagement include facilitators (e.g., peer or teacher support) or out­
comes (e.g., enrolling in advanced coursework or graduating) (Lam, Wong, Yang, & Liu, 2012), whid1 can be 
problematic. Including facilitators along with indicators in the same measure makes it more difficult to identify 
students who are disengaged or to effectively monitor engagement in the context of an u1tervention. It also makes 
it more difficult to identify triggers of engagement or disengagement, which can limit our abili ty to study the 
effects of interventions on engagement and to use engagement data to inform or individualize interventions. 
Furthermore, failing to distinguish between indicators and outcomes of engagem ent in measures can make it dif­
ficult to study the effects of engagement on the outcome (Lam el al., 2012). Thus in order for engagement data to 
help educators implement effective interventions, measures should assess indicators of the quality of s tudents' 
involvement in school-and distinguish the quality of involvement from the influences on involvement (facilita­
tors) and the effects of that involvement (outcomes). 

Indicators of engagement can vary in terms of the grain size or scope of evidence to which they refer. They 
can be very specific and describe the quality of student involvement as it unfolds from moment to moment in a 
particular contex t, or indicators can represent more genera l evidence of engagement that unfolds over time. For 



example, ind icators of behavioral engagement in class can include asking or answering questions, s taying 
focused, and putting forth effort (Wang ct al., 2016), each of which is specific to students' moment-to-moment 
involvement. On the other hand, rates of homework completion and attendance are also considered important 
indicators of behavioral engagement (e.g., Appleton, 2012), each of which represents a set of behaviors that 
unfold over a longer period of time. Several considerations of the grain s ize of indicators can be gleaned from the 
next section on the methods of measuring engagement. A general rule of thumb is that larger grain sizes are easy 
to understand but provide less information about what is happenjng for the student (e.g., attendance); smaller 



grain sizes provide more detail, but more indicators and measurement occasions are needed to get an overall 
assessment of a students' engagement (e.g., answering questions in class, effort, or body language). 

Since engagement is embedded in context, indicators of engagement can vary depending on the context in 
school to which they refer. ln many cases the core of the indicator is the same, and the specifics are adjusted for 
the particular setting. For example, putting forth effort is an important aspect of engagement, but what "effort" 
looks like can differ across different types of academic work or courses, extracurricular activities, or school over­
all and can differ in terms of how easy it is to observe and how internal it is to the student. ln other cases, indica­
tors could be specific to a particular subject area or part of the school context. For example, indicators of math 
and science engagement likely include a greater emphasis on group work, complex problem solving, data analy­
sis, abstract reasoning, and argumentation (Fredricks et al., 2016). However, while subject or content specificity of 
engagement has been explored to some degree in reading, mathematics, and science (e.g., Wang et al., 2016; 
Wigfield et al., 2008), measures of engagement tend to focus on indicators that apply across subjects or the school 
context (e.g., homework completion, effort, enjoyment). 

Each dimension of engagement has its own set of indicators, and measures of engagement vary in terms of 
which dimensions they assess and which types of indicators they include (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). 
Engagement measures can include subscales for each dimension of engagement, so that educators can get a sense 
of s tudents' behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and/or social engagement (e.g., Reschly & Christenson, 2012). 
Alternatively, measures of overall engagement give a global assessment based on all dimensions, a subset of 
dimensions (e.g., cognitive and behavioral as a measure of "academic engagement"), or even just one dimension. 
Engagement measures can also differ in terms of what types of indicators they include as evidence of engage­
ment and, in some cases, the same indicator can be categorized in different ways. For example, effort or paying 
attention are considered evidence of behavioral engagement in some scales (e.g., Wang et al., 2016), and cognitive 
engagement in others (e.g., Appleton, 2012). The type of grouping or use of indicators in measures depends in 
part on the perspective of engagement, the focus of the instrument (e.g., school vs classroom engagement), and 
the type of method used, described in more detail in the following sections. 



Different Methods for Measuring Engagement 

There are several ways to measure engagement, each of which has advantages and disadvantages. In this sec­
tion, we review methods that can and have been used to measure engagement in educational settings and 
describe some of the benefits, limita tions, and practica l considerations for each one. 

Student Self-Report Surveys 
One of the most common ways to measure engagement is to have students report on the quality of their own 

involvement in school. ln self-report surveys, s tudents answer Likert-type questions about indicators of their 
engagement. Student surveys are convenient and versa ti le; they are easy to administer and can be administered 
by a range of school personnel in a variety of settings at a relatively low cost. Student reports have good face 
validity. Unlike teachers and observer who need to infer the aspects of engagement that are not easily observable, 
s tudents have unique insight into their engagement in school (Appleton, Christenson, & Purlong, 2008). Asking 
students to report on their own behaviors, attitudes, and thought processes can reveal important info rmation 
about which s tudents might be put at risk fo r negative outcomes and /or which students might benefit from addi­
tional support. 

There are, however, several disad vantages of s tudent self-report surveys. First, surveys assume tha t 
engagement can be measured outside of the context in which engagement occurs (Greene & Azevedo, 2010). 
Surveys also assume that engagement is either stable over time or that students can make accurate assess­
ments of their average engagement (e.g., "In the last 2 weeks, how often have you answered questions in 
class?" or "How true is this of you: I often ask or answer questions in class."). As a result, student self-reports 
often do not align with beha viors measured in real time or through observation (Greene, 2015; Winne & Perry, 
2000). 

There are also a limited number of student surveys available, and existing surveys have several limitations. 
Most surveys focus on engagement at the school level {Fredricks & McColskcy, 2012). There are fewer surveys 
available to measure engagement in specific contexts or activities outside of class, and far fewer yet that measure 
their engagement in the social context (see Wang et al., 2016, for an exception). Surveys are generally not available 
for young children because students need to have suffic ient reading comprehension to report on their engagement. 



Thus most student surveys are for mid- to upper elementary and secondary students, and the validity of their 
reports depends on their reading comprehension. Some measures also fail to capture multiple dimensions of 
engagement and/or have insufficient evidence to support their validity (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). 

Teacher Ratings 
The few teacher rating scales that have been developed tend to focus on assessing students' behavioral engage­

ment, which is directly observable and which plays an important role in screening for and monitoring behavior 
problems (Lane, Menzies, Kalberg, & Oakes, 2012). Teacher surveys can be cost and time-effective to administer. 
One teacher can repor t on the engagement of a large number of s tudents, either integrated into or outside of 
instructional time. They can also measure engagement among young children or children who lack the reading 
skills needed to understand and complete self-report surveys (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). However, teachers 
can have difficulty reporting on students' emotional and cognitive engagement since that requires them to infer 
how s tudents feel and think based on how they are behaving in class (e.g., Skinner et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2016), 
and it can be difficult to dis tinguish and report on the engagement of multiple students. Furthermore, teacher 
bias based on student characteristics (e.g., achievement level, socioeconomic status) and teacher characteristics 
(e.g., content knowledge, prior experience) can influence teachers' interpretation and report of student behavior 
(Mason, Gunersel, & ey, 2014). 

Interviews and Focus Groups 
Another way to measure engagement is to directly talk to s tudents about their involvement in school. In inter­

views and focus groups, educators can assess engagement while a lso asking s tudents about what influences their 
engagement (e.g., Blumenfeld et al., 2005; Fredricks et a l., 2016). Students can ask about questions they do not 
understand, they can describe their engagement and their experiences in their own words, and educators can get 
in-depth information about students' understanding and experiences of engagement Qohnson & Onwuegbuzie, 
2004). Interviews and focus groups overcome challenges related to reading comprehens ion, making them 



CONCLUSION 

In many ways student engagement is the fabric of students' education and development in schools. Engaging 
in the school environment is how students learn and grow from being in it. When educators change key compo­
nents of schooling (e.g., adopting a new curriculum or providing professional development to improve instruc­
tional practice), they are aiming to improve student outcomes by changing what it means and looks like to 
engage in coursework and activities at school. In the daily life of schools, educators tw1e in to students' engage­
ment, often with an intuitive sense of which students are highly engaged, putting in minimal effort to get by, or 
are completely tuned out. They know from experience that the way students engage matters for their students' 
success. Yet, despite being woven into students' and educators' experiences daily lives in school, assessing stu­
dent engagement is generally left to educators' inference or intuition. Fortunately, engagement is meas urable; 
and several methods for measuring engagement are accessible and p rovide actionable information. Having good 
data on their students' engagement helps educators and other key personnel in schools to more accurately under­
stand the degree to which their s tudents are cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally interacting in school activ­
ities and the school environment and can provide key insights into what types of interventions could support 
their academic success and psychological wellbeing in sd100L 
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Student engagement has broad appeal. It represents a ttitudes and behaviors that are malleable and tied to stu­
dent achievement, as well as both short- and long-term outcomes for youth (C hristenson, Rcschly, & Wylie, 2012; 
Fred ricks, Blumenfeld , & Paris, 2004). The malleability of students' engagement is rooted in contexts-families, 
schools, peers, and communities (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Christenson el a l., 2012; Skjnner & 
Pitzer, 2012). As interes t in and knowledge of the importance of s tudent engagement has grown, it became appar­
ent that there is a critical need to develop, implement, and evaluate s tudent engagement interventions (Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012; Wang & Dcgol, 2014). Moreover, to date, many of the interventions that have been developed 
lack a s trong theoretical rationale and had limited empirical evidence to support their use (Wang & Degol, 2014). 
The goal of this handbook was to address these gaps in the literature by reviewing theory and research related 
to evidence-based academic, behavioral, social, mental health, and community-based interventions designed to 
increase engagement. Of particular importance was the identification of practical research-based s trategies to 
increase engagement at both an individual and systems level. 

Several assumptions guided this handbook. First, engagement is a multidjmensional cons truct that includes 
three distinct, yet interrelated dimensions-behavioral, emotional/affective, and cognitive engagement. Scholars 
have noted that the engagement cons truct allows for a richer, more complex, and accura te depiction of students' 
experience at school (Fredricks et al., 200-l). Thus interventions should target engagement comprehensively 
(Christenson et al., 2012). Second, increasing engagement is important for all students, not just those at greatest 



risk of dropping out of school. Many students in our schools are bored, unjnvolved, feel aHenated from their 
peers and adults, are not invested in learning, and fail to see the relevance of their classes for their futu re endea­
vors (Fredricks, 2014). These cond itions are apparent to educators and create an impetus fo r enhancing engage­
ment for all s tudents. Third, engagement is influenced by both factors in and outside of the school (e.g., famjly, 
community, peers, and classrooms); hence, interventions should not only address the multidimensional nature of 
engagement but also reflect how contexts either enhance or undermine s tudent engagement. Finally, much more 
in formation is needed on both the implementation and effectiveness of these interventions to better determine for 
whom and under what conditions engagement interventions are most effective (Christenson cl al., 2012). 

Table 2'i. l presents the formal intervention programs outlined in the chapters in trus volume, including infor­
mation on components and type of intervention, ages served, evaluation of effectiveness, and implementation 
information. This table does not include a range of practical research-based s trategies and practices to increase 
engagement that were discussed in the chapters but are not part of a formal intervention program. This hand­
book illustrates the progress that has been made in developing interventions to enhance engagement in a range 
of contex ts both in and outside of school, including families, peers, and communjties, and research on the effec­
tiveness of these programs and practices. The interventions reviewed in trus handbook add ress a range of goals, 
from keeping students in school to the broader goa ls of facilitating students' skills and values to help them 



successfully transition to adulthood. These interventions also vary in terms of whether they target risk or protec­
tive factors. Many interventions target risk factors that reflect s tudents' disengagement and place s tudents at 
higher risk for dropping out, such as hig h ra tes of absences, problem behaviors, and low family educational 
expectations. In addition, some of programs take a strength-based approach to interventions based on children's 
assets and their potential contributions to the school. 

This chapter has several goals. First, we review the themes that cut across the formal interventions and prac­
tices described in these chapters. Next, we outline what is missing from these chapters and current gaps in our 
knowledge base. We conclude with a discussion of future directions. 

COMMON THEMES 

Several themes were evid ent across the chapters. The highlighting of themes is beneficial to interventionists as 
these themes may also be considered salient components of an intervention that engages all s tudents. 

Relationships Are Key 

First and foremost, creating positive and productive relationships between students and their teachers, support 
staff, peers, and parents are a fundamental component of these interventions. The interventions reviewed in these 
chapters support the development of these rela tionships through formal processes, such as small learning com­
munities, advisory programs, school clubs, mentoring, instruction in social and emotional skills, and teacher 
and parent training (see Table 25.1 ). In addition, many of the chapters d escribe more informal ways to improve 
relationships through creating a more welcoming community, providing more opportunities for student voice, 
and providing small group and collaborative learning opportunities. 



The centrality of relationships in these interventions is unsurprising given the extensive research demonstrat­
ing that supportive relationships with teachers, peers, and other adul ts a t the school are predictive of higher 
engagement and have been found to be especially important for the engagement of low-income and racial minor­
ity adolescents (Christenson et al., 2012; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). Moreover, the relation between engagement 
and teacher and peer support is cyclical, as research shows that as students become engaged , they get greater 
support from teachers and their peers, which in tum leads to greater engagement over time (Skinner, Furrer, 
Marchand, & Kinderman, 2008; Furrer, Skinner, & Pitzer, 2014). Relationships that support student engagement 
are characterized as caring, trusting, supportive, respectful, responsive to individual needs of each student, and 
autonomy supportive. We need to train interventionists, support personal, teachers, and peers, on how to build 
and support these relationships, especially with our most d isengaged s tudents. This is important because 
research suggests that d isengaged s tudents benefit most from developing positive relationships but are less likely 
to get this support (Baker, Grant, & Morlock, 2008). 

Interventions Need to Take a Multidimensional Approach to Engagement 

A second theme is the importance of considering engagement as a multidimensional construct when designing 
interventions. Until recently, there has been a tendency to emphas ize the behavioral indicators of engagement 
and disengagement, w hich fails to recognize the complex, interrelated aspects of students' emotion, cognition, 
and behavior. The authors reviewed a range of interventions that have been d eveloped to address all three sub­
types of engagement. For example, several of the interventions targeted behavioral indicators, through use of dis­
ciplinary interventions, attendance monitoring, and early data warning systems (EDWS). Although behavioral 
indicators, such as attendance and work completion, are influential perquisites for grades and acad emic perfor­
mance, the most positive outcomes occur when interventions address all three components of engagement (i.e., 
behavior, emotion, and cognition) (Christenson et al, 2012). In addition, many of the interventions also targeted 
emotional engagement, through instructional interventions that focused on increasing school value, interventions 
that aimed to improve relationships with adul ts and peers, and interventions that addressed students' social, 
emotional, and mental health needs. Finally, there were a few interven tions that also addressed cognitive engage­
ment by increasing instructional rigor and relevance through active learning and constructivist pedagogical 
approaches. 



Context Matters 

A third theme that cuts across the chapters is the seminal role of contextual factors in influencing engagement. 
Disengagement reflects a complex interplay of factors among students, families, school, and communities. If we 
want to reduce the likelihood of disengagement, interventions need to take a comprehensive approach and target 
the range of contexts where students spend their time. The chapters also highlight the need to consider what 
makes an engaging school and out of school learning context. The chapters support the tenets of self­
determination theory as a framework for describing the relations between context, motivation, and engagement 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). This theory assumes that engagement will be higher in contexts that support individuals' 
need for relatedness, or feeling connected to others; autonomy, or need to experience behavior as self-initiated 
rather than controlled by external factors; and competence, or the need to feel able to effectively interact with the 
environment and achieve mastery. The need for relatedness is supported when students develop positive and 
supportive relationships with adults and peers. The need for autonomy is supported when students have a voice 
and some freedom in determining their behaviors. Finally, the need for competence is supported when students 
know the personal strategies effective in achieving school success. 

Interventions Align With Multitiered Systems of Support 

A fourth theme that emerged in the chapters was that student engagem ent interventions align well with mul­
titiered systems of support, making both universal (Tier 1) and more intensive (Tiers 2 and 3) strategies essen­
tial to engage all students. The majority of interventions reviewed in this handbook would be considered 
universal interventions that address school-wide practices that either facilitate or inhibit student engagement. 
In addition, many of the interventions reviewed also included more targeted or intensive interventions for those 
students most at risk. Tier 2 interventions (i.e., selective, targeted) provide additional suppor t, often in smaller 
groups, to students showing some risk of disengaging from school. Tier 3 interventions reviewed are individu-



alized, intensive, and designed for s tudents with the most significant risk of d isengagement in school. 
Unjversal stra tegies (Tier 1) are the foundation for more individualized strategies to support disengaged youth 
(Tiers 2 a nd 3). In other words, s trong school-wide interventions designed to increase engagement among all 
students make it more likely that targeted and individualized interventions will be effective at reengaging our 
most disengaged youth. 

Data Play a Key Role 

The final theme that emerged was the semina l role that engagement data play in the identification, design, 
and evaluation of interventions. These findings support the notion of an assessment-to-intervention link, where 
data are used to both identify and monitor the effectiveness of different interventions across universal and 
more intensive strategies and among different subgroups of s tudents. One example of the use of data to inform 
the target of engagement interventions is the use of ea rly warning systems (see Chapter 4: Early Warning 
Indicators and Intervention Systems: State of the Field, and Chapter 22: Student Engagement Instrument as a 
Tool to Support the Link Between Assessment and Intervention: A Comparison of Implementations in Two 
Districts). As part of ea rly warning systems, school districts are collecting data on disciplinary issues, atten­
dance, and course performance to determine the different tiers of support subgroup of students need. These 
data are used also to identify those s tudents who are most disengaged and at greater risks of not g raduating 
from high school. 

Finally, although this handbook provides a dear evidence of the growth and evaluation of interventions to 
enhance students' engagement, definitive sta tements regarding for whom an intervention will be effective cannot 
be made. Context does matter. Thus schools and districts should select intervention programs that have the stron­
gest evidence base or select different components of interventions that align with the identifiable components of 
a successful intervention that best fit their particular context. Evaluating the effectiveness on these programs/ 
practices in their own particular settings provides relevant context-specific information. Given the relatively 
recent s tatus of engagement-related interventions, educators may also combine existing and new strategies in 
their settings with the idea of supporting s tudents' needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness to enhance 
students' engagement. Here, too, evaluation is essential. 



WHAT'S MISSING AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

As is evident across these chapters, one of biggest gaps in our knowledge base is information on fidelity, or 
whether the intervention was implemented as intended. There is an assumption that evidence-based programs 
can be implemented in any situation, with limited attention to participant's background and the organizational 
characteristics of the school. Much of the research still assumes a one-size-fits-all approach. To date, few studies 
have examined variations in outcomes of interventions across demographic groups and school context, neglecting 
the large variation that exists both within and across schools and classrooms. The lack of information on the 
effectiveness of these interventions across different contexts makes it more difficult for school districts to decide 
if an intervention will be right for their particular school and student population, as well as knowing how to 
modify either a particular interven tion or set of strategies to fit the needs of their particular context. 

The reality is that interventions are rarely delivered as designed. Collecting data on intervention fidelity, 
including the adherence to core components of interventions, dosage, responsiveness, and quality of the program, 
can provide important insight into the reasons why an intervention either does or does not work (Durlak, 1998; 
Fagan, Hanson, Hawkins, & Arthur, 2008). Unfortunately, few of the chapters included any data on any of these 
aspects of intervention fidelity. One exception is research on Check & Connect, which demonstrated that the 
intervention had greater benefits when mentors were adequately selected and trained, and when they could 
establish a larger support network for targeted students (see Chapter 2: Promoting Student Engagement from 
Childhood to Adolescence as a Way to Improve Positive Youth Development and School Completion, and 
Chapter 18: Implementing Check & Connect: Lessons from Two International Effectiveness Experiments). 

Previous reviews of the engagement literature have raised questions about the extent of knowledge regarding 
the effectiveness of interventions (Christenson et al., 2012; Wang & Degol, 2014). This volume illustrates the 
recent and significant progress made in this area. For example, most chapters included data demonstrating 
the effectiveness of interventions in improving engagement. However, it must be noted that the quality of the 
research designs varied. Several of the interventions reviewed were evaluated using rigorous quasi-experimental 



or experimental designs, which we advocate, when feasible, as the standard for ongoing research. Others, how­
ever, were more limited in their methodology, and few studies as yet were able to report on the long-term effec­
tiveness of these interventions, a further indication of how nascent the field is. The majority of studies reviewed 
in this handbook used either a cross-sectional or short-term longitudinal design. This is an important gap as 
many interventions are assumed to reduce dropout rates but have not collected long-term data. Moreover, it is 
possible that for some interventions the effects may be delayed over time. From the available research, it is less 
clear for how long and under what conditions interventions need to be provided to achieve positive outcomes. 

We also know very little about how interventions are implemented in context (Pianta, 2003). The research on 
school-based interventions suggests that much of success of these programs has little to do with the design of the 
program and more to do with how it was implemented and the interactions with children (Pianta, 2003). 
Implementation is also affected by organizational and cultural factors at the school, such as alignment of the 
intervention with school philosophy, policies, and programs; ongoing financial supports for interventions; and 
methods for addressing teacher turnover (Forman, Olin, Hoagwood, Crowe, & Saga, 2009) 

One of the most important factors to maximize the quality of implementation is training and professional 
development for s taff (Durlak, 1998; Kratochill, Volpianksy, Clements, & Ball, 2007). We need to provide practi­
tioners with both the latitude and the supports necessary to select and/or create an intervention that fits their 
context and data at their schools. In addition, we need to consider the supports that implementers (i.e., parents, 
teachers, and support staff) will need to effectively implement these interventions. However, with a few excep­
tions, there was limited attention to the training that is needed to both select and effectively implement these 
interventions programs. 

As the two chapters from practitioners so eloquently noted (see Chapter 23: Building an Engaging 
Community: Practices and Interventions that Support Students in Schools, and Chapter 24: The Met High School: 
Engaging Youth One Student at a Time), many teachers and schools stiJI frame disengagement as the fault of the 
student rather than considering how environmental factors play a role. There has been a tendency to blame indi­
vidual students for indicators of disengagement rather than considering how engagement is an interaction 
between individual and contextual factors. Shifting these assumptions requires a safe and supportive environ­
ment, where individuals have a chance to reflect on their beliefs, manage their well-being, try new practices, and 
have opportunities for continuous improvement. 

In contrast to the practitioner reflections, there was less attention to how teacher and school personnel mind­
sets may influence the implementation of interventions in the other chapters. Unfortunately, too often 



interventions are developed without consideration of the individuals who will be implementing these practices. 
One way to s trengthen the connection between research and practice is to include practitioners in the des ign of 
interventions. Their knowledge of both the staff who ,vill implemented these programs and the characteristics of 
their contexts can provide critical insight into how these programs and policies will likely be implemented in 
practice. 

In concert with conclusions regarding the importance of context is the idea that there is not one perfect inter­
vention that works for all. Instead, interventionists must be sens itive to person-environment fit. ln other words, 
what is the perfect teaching stra tegy, interaction style, or reading program, for one student may be totally differ­
ent for another. An intervention model, such as Check & Connect, appears to be effective for many s tudents and 
at different school levels and populations, yet it is not effective for all. This, too, speaks to the importance of 
using data to monitor students' responses to intervention and changing strategies or programs as indicated by a 
further deterioration in engagement or lack of response. 

Finally, an important question is how to develop engaging intervention programs. The reality is that if partici­
pants are not invested in these programs, even the most well-designed programs will have limited impact on 
engagement outcomes. For example, many of the stra tegies used to implement bullying prevention programs 
have been found by participants to be boring and ineffective. The research on engagement can inform the devel­
opment of more engaging intervention and prevention programs. As outlined in self-determination theory (Ryan 
& Deci, 2017), adolescents will be more engaged in programs that support their need for relatedness, autonomy, 
and competence. Research supports the tenets of this theory; engagement is higher when adolescents have oppor­
tunities to make meaningful decisions, work on real-world and meaning tasks, and develop rela tionships with 
both nonfamilial adults and peers (Christenson et a l., 2012; Fredricks, 2014). 

1n conclusion, this handbook illus trates the tremendous progress that has been made in our understanding of 
the relation between context, engagement, and adjustment, and how scholars are using this information to 
d evelop more effective prevention and intervention programs. Together, practitioners and administrators should 
work toward a shared goal of increasing engagement among all s tudents, through both universal programs at 



- - - - - -
the school level and more targeted and ind ivid ualized programs at the student level. Despite this progress, our 
review also illustrates the gaps that still exist in this knowledge base and the future directions that can help the 
field to develop more effective and targeted engagement interventions to serve the unique needs of diverse s tu­
dents and school contexts. 
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