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Across Canada, student engagement has emerged as a key lever for secondary school reform.

No longer seen exclusively as an outcome of risk factors associated with a student’s back-

ground (e.g. socio-economic status, parents’ educational attainment), student engagement 

is now considered an important provincial, district and school-level focus in efforts to address

persistently high dropout rates, foster active citizenship, and improve student achievement. 

Like the achievement gap, the ‘engagement gap’1 is increasingly seen as something that can

be improved through the focussed efforts of school districts and schools. 

Contemporary measures of student engagement offer important insights into the general

dimensions of engagement and how these impact students’ experience of secondary schools

(see Figure 1). Over time, these measures have contributed a great deal to our understanding

of student engagement: it is multidimensional, affects students at all levels of academic

achievement, varies considerably among different classes within the same school, and 

progressively declines in each successive grade from nine through twelve.2 Research has also

given rise to new ideas about school climate factors that enhance student engagement and

new knowledge about the antecedents of academic engagement through concepts such as

academic relevance, rigour, challenge, and flow.3

Developments in thinking about student engagement over the past twenty years have also led

to the positive outcome of increased attention to the importance of student voice. Earlier 

traditions of measuring engagement through constructs that relied on observation and teacher-

reports of student behaviours have largely given way to measures that invite students to offer

their own assessments of schooling. When provided with an opportunity to speak up, students

demonstrate a keen ability to articulate the difference between school and classroom factors

that draw them in or cause them to tune out. Like all research, however, what we get to hear

depends on what we dare to ask, and so far we haven’t been asking nearly enough about 

students’ engagement in learning.

How might our understanding of engagement change if we step through the classroom door

more often and ask students to tell us about their experiences in classrooms?

• Does the work they are asked to do matter to them? 

• Does it connect to the lives they are living now and the ones they look forward to in the

future? 

• Do they feel the work has value to them beyond achieving success at school, or as Denise

Pope suggests, are they just “doing school”?4

• Do they have opportunities to engage with the ideas of the disciplines they are studying in

ways that allow them to develop a deep understanding of complex interrelated concepts and

a chance to build ‘new to them’ ideas or knowledge in a community of learners? 

• Do they have a sense of ownership and responsibility for their learning, a role to play in 

co-designing and assessing how and what they learn? 

• Are they challenged in their learning and supported through relationships that encourage

them to take risks, ask questions, make mistakes, and discuss how they feel about learning?

Taken together these questions serve to mark out new territory in our thinking about student

engagement by leading us through the classroom door to students’ experience of intellectual

engagement. Like its counterparts in the student engagement literature, intellectual engagement

is a multidimensional concept that incorporates the intellectual, social, behavioural and emo-

tional aspects of learning. What is different about the concept of intellectual engagement, how-

ever, is its potential for helping us understand – through the voices of students – how powerful

the connections between student engagement and classroom practices might be in a future

that sees all students deeply engaged in their learning. 

FIGURE 1

Dimension Examples

Behavioural Value of schooling outcomes, participation 

in extracurricular and non-academic school 

activities, attendance.

Academic – Cognitive Time-on-task, homework completion, 

response to challenges in learning, effort 

directed toward learning, cognition and 

strategic learning. 

Social – Psychological Sense of belonging, relationships, 

perception of capacity for success/sense 

of competence, motivation, interest, need 

for choice and autonomy.

The Canadian Education Association – in partnership with the 
Canadian Council on Learning, school districts across Canada, The
Galileo Educational Network and The Learning Bar Inc. – recently
a launched What did you do in school today?, a three-year
research and development initiative on student engagement. For
more information on the project, please visit www.cea-ace.ca I
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