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ABSTRACT

Aim/Purpose Fostering student engagement is one of the great challenges of teaching, espe-
cially in online learning environments. An educators’ assumptions and beliefs
about what student engagement is and how it manifests will shape the strategies
they design to engage students in learning. However, there is no agreement on
the definition of concept of student engagement and it remains a vague con-
struct.

Background Adopting the principles of user-centered design, the author maintains that to
design learning experiences which better support student engagement it is im-
portant to gain insights into how students perceive and operationalize the con-
cept of engagement in learning. The recent challenges of teaching effectively
online prompted the author to reflect more deeply on the concept of engage-
ment and how it might be achieved

Methodology In the tradition of reflective teaching, the author undertook an informal, quali-
tative inquiry in her classroom, administering a brief questionnaire to students
in her online class. When the themes which emerged were integrated with other
literature and findings from the author’s eatlier classroom inquiry, some insights
were gained into how students ‘operationalize’ the concept of engagement, and
weight was added to the authors’ premise of the value of humanistic ap-
proaches to university teaching, the need for greater emphasis on student-
teacher connection and the necessity of considering the affective domain along-
side the cognitive domain in learning in higher education. The insights were
brought together and visualized in a conceptual model of student engagement.
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The conceptual model presented in the present paper reflects the authot’s pre-
sent ‘mental model’” of student engagement in classes online and, when the op-
portunity arrives, in face-to-face classes as well. This mental model shapes the
authors’ course design, learning activities and the delivery of the course. Alt-
hough the elements of the model are not ‘new’, the model synthesizes several
related concepts necessary to a humanist approach to understanding student en-
gagement. It is hoped that the model and discussion presented will be stimulus
for further rich discussion around the nature of student engagement.

Interestingly, the affective rather than the cognitive domain framed students’
perspectives on what engagement ‘looks like to them’ and on what teachers
should do to engage them.

By sharing the process through which the author arrived at this understanding
of student engagement, the author has also sought to highlight three key points:
the importance of including the ‘student perspectives and expectations’ against
which educators can examine their own assumptions as part of the process re-
flective teaching practices; the usefulness of integrating theoretical and philo-
sophical frameworks in our understandings of student engagement and how it
might be nurtured, and finally the necessity of affording greater influence to
humanism and the affective domain in higher education. The findings empha-
size the necessity of considering the affective dimension of engagement as an
essential condition for cognitive engagement and as inextricable from the cogni-
tive dimension of engagement.

The emphasis in research engagement learning and teaching is on how we (the
educators) can do this better, how we can better engage students. While the stu-
dent perspective is often formulated from data obtained through surveys and
focus groups, researchers in learning engagement are working with their own
understandings (albeit supported by empirical research). It is crucial for deeper
insight to also understand the students’ conceptualization of the phenomena
being researched. Bringing the principles of design thinking to bear on educa-
tional research will likely provide greater depth of insight.

Empirical, formal, and structured research is undeniably essential to advancing
human endeavor in any field, including learning and teaching, It is however im-
portant to recognize informal research in the form of classroom inquiry as part
of teachers’ reflexive practice is also legitimate and useful to advancing under-
standing of complex phenomenon such as student engagement in learning
through multiple perspectives and experiences.

Further research on the nature of student engagement in different contexts and
against different theoretical frameworks is warranted as is empirical investiga-
tion of the premise of the value of humanism and the affective domain in de-
fining and measuring student engagement in higher education.
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