Engagement Conversation

Think of a time when you were engaged in learning:

What were you learning?


What does engaged look like, feel like to you?


What was the outcome of the learning experience?

What motivated you?

Describe the actions/behaviours of the teacher or instructor:

How was the learning experience designed?


What role did the teacher/instructor play?


What role did you play as the learner?

What information would you like the teacher/instructor to know about you prior to the learning experience?

What is significant about this information?

What role does it play in your learning?

What advice would you give the teacher about what you need in order to be fully engaged in the learning experience?

How what you describe what motivates you to learn?

What is the connection between your level of engagement and achievement?

What gets in your way?

IMPROVING ACHIEVEMENT THROUGH ENGAGEMENT

Evident in recent literature, is notion that engagement is an important pre-cursor to dropping out. The early research pointed to behaviour problems and poor academic performance as the most important predictors of dropping out. The recent research suggests that engagement in academic and school activities by both students and parents is a crucial determinant of a young person's long term academic success, and for some students, especially those with relatively low academic ability, it is the factor that distinguishes dropouts from graduates. This vein of research is relatively new, and although there is little doubt that engagement is important, defining it, quantifying it, and incorporating it into national data collection exercises is a difficult task. However, it may be the most important aspect of future data collection as it relates to a variety of intermediary outcomes, such as academic performance and behavioural/health problems. If we can better understand the process of, and find policies that promote engagement the incidents of under-achievement, poor behaviour/health and subsequent dropping out will surely decline (www.hrsdc.gc.ca).

School factors influencing engagement

The task matters
Students will engage with tasks they find interesting, challenging and important.  This claim is supported by a large body of research and practice, but there is wide variation in students’ perceptions of what is interesting, challenging and important.

Through students’ eyes a task is:

· interesting when it catches attention, when it presents something not completely predictable, or not fully known, something more to find out, to be explored or to discover,

· challenging when there is a goal or end to work towards, to achieve, and reasonable confidence of being successful, and

· important when it offers something, or leads to something of value.  It may be something of immediate value; it may offer access to a more long-term goal and long-term satisfaction.

Through students’ eyes a task is considered boring when:

· there is nothing about it that attracts; it is too familiar or too easy,

· there is a good chance of being a failure; ‘I know I don’t have the skills, or the ability; I know I won’t make it.’,

· there is no connection with any immediate or long term goals.  The task is not valued. ‘There is nothing I can see that I want to get out of it.’, and/or

· too much effort is required; ‘Maybe I have the skills but it is not worth the effort’.

Students are a heterogeneous group and there is no one solution that fits all students. When interest, challenge and importance are described as properties of a task this means that most students perceive them in this way. For many tasks this cannot be assumed. Tailored solutions are required to match the abilities, needs, and interests of specific groups of students. Tailoring is best done by motivated and competent teachers working within supportive school communities. Some recent Australian initiatives show how this is happening.

Disengaged students are at risk of becoming early school leavers. In order to motivate and engage ‘at risk’ students some South Australian schools identified activities that were about relevant life skills and work opportunities. Students perceived them as important activities, engaged with them and the process of ‘dropping out’ was interrupted, delayed and sometimes even reversed.

One example is where students investigate a topic locally and through the internet are connected with databases providing access to information to build a global perspective.  Where the task is appropriately designed, the use of the internet can help make that task interesting, challenging and important:

· Interesting: students work with things they can access easily in their immediate home, school and community environment, and then connect to broader national or international databases.

· Challenging: a wide range of students can engage with and have their knowledge and skills extended, exploring meaning, analyzing, evaluating and formulating answers to interesting and important questions.

· Important: social connections are established across national and international locations while dealing with problems and questions connected to their own living.

Tasks matter – but they don’t stand on their own.  They are part of a planned, cohesive approach to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.  

The context matters
Rarely is engagement simply a matter of the task itself.  Within the context of the school there are many factors that influence student engagement.  The school is not only able to control these factors, but has the responsibility to do so.  

Two broad, interdependent dimensions of schooling have significant impact on student engagement in learning: the culture of relationships and the culture of learning, both in the classroom and at school level(25). Evidence comes not only from traditional research but also from listening to students. Students are acute observers of their teachers, of what goes on in the classroom, of their own reactions, and of what helps or hinders their learning.

In the classroom
Teachers are central to girls’ and boys’ engagement in learning, their influence being “powerful and pervasive … the most constant factor in determining the quality of school life for students”(26).  Teachers’ influence operates through their relationships with students, their approaches to learning and teaching (pedagogy), and the classroom environments they create.

Teacher-student relationships   Students say they respond positively when classes are taught by teachers who:

· enjoy teaching students as well as the subject,  

· respect students and don’t put them down,

· involve them in making decisions,

· care about them,

· listen to them and don’t shout at them,

· are fair, approachable and supportive,

· know them as individuals and speak to them individually,

· have fun with them

· explain things clearly,

· respond to requests for help, and

· don’t give up on them.

Teacher responsiveness has been found to have a significant effect on Australian primary and secondary students’ attitude to school (emotional engagement), attentiveness (behavioural and cognitive engagement) and, through these, on achievement(27).  

International research provides further evidence that students’ perception of teacher support and involvement contributes significantly to increased student effort, attentiveness, interest and completion of class work, increased happiness and interest, and decreased anxiety and anger in class, increased self-regulation of learning and decreased disruptive behaviour, and decreased dropping out, especially for socially disadvantaged and academically at-risk students. 

Pedagogy   The traditional passive transmission mode of teaching that still dominates much classroom activity is not favoured by students. Students report that school work is interesting and engaging when it is:

· active and experiential in nature,

· varied rather than repetitive,

· meaningful and linked to life outside school,

· challenging, providing opportunity for sustained thinking and exploration, without being too difficult,

· individualized, recognizing that students differ from one another in needs, capacities and perspectives,

· designed to involve them in making decisions about the planning, implementing, reporting and assessing of work, allowing some autonomy and control, and

· when it involves talking and working with other students.

Students’ views accord well with current understanding of how people learn.  Learning is an active process. Meaning is generated from interactions with others and from exploration of things and ideas.  Information is filtered and interpreted, and thus meaning is constructed. The outcome is conceptual change, deeper understanding which can be manipulated, combined and applied in a range of situations. This approach fosters skills, attitudes, values, strategies, knowledge, capacities and qualities, that are important for life-long learning.

One teaching approach that supports engagement is ‘authentic pedagogy’. This approach has been associated with higher levels of all three forms of engagement for primary, middle and high school students, the effect increasing with grade level(28).  Newmann and associates(29) use this term to designate an approach to teaching and learning based on two broad characteristics:

· teaching for conceptual understanding, cognitive complexity or high intellectual quality, and

· connectedness to the world beyond the classroom.

Education Queensland’s ‘Productive Pedagogies’ has used the concept of authentic pedagogy, adding two further characteristics, supportive classroom environment and recognition of difference. The Queensland School Reform Longitudinal Study(30) has reported a positive association between the use of productive, authentic pedagogy (when aligned with productive, authentic assessment) and engagement, self-regulation and achievement.

Classroom climate  
Learning is also a process of social collaboration. Teachers and their students together create the learning environment.  The importance of a positive climate in the classroom is stressed in the literature.  A supportive friendly, safe classroom, that emphasizes positive emotions and interactions, contributes to students’ social-emotional well-being, resilience, productive coping strategies and engagement in learning(31).

Teacher communication about classroom norms and procedures that is clear and consistent is associated with greater attentiveness, more time on task and less disruptive behaviour. Students who know what their teachers expect of them in terms of work and social behaviour in class, and the consequences of not meeting those expectations, are more likely to be behaviourally engaged. Year 3 to 5 students in the U.S. who had positive perceptions of teacher expectations, for example, were found to be more effortful and persistent in learning(32).

Peer group norms and values are important constituents of the classroom environment.  Studies in this area focus on the level of peer group engagement, peer acceptance and rejection, and the effectiveness of peer interaction in learning.  Typical findings are that:

· Belonging to a high engagement peer group tends to increase behavioural engagement at the individual level. In the same way, a peer group that rejects learning as being ‘uncool’ has a negative impact on individual members’ engagement.

· Girls are more likely than boys to have peer groups supportive of school learning. 

· Peer acceptance in childhood and adolescence is associated with emotional and behavioural engagement in school, while peer rejection is associated with lower interest, less participation in learning and early school leaving.

· Discussion of ideas, evaluation of work, and other forms of peer interaction during learning, have been shown to increase cognitive engagement.

Teachers have a clear role in establishing the mode of peer interaction in the classroom.  For example, when teachers encourage and develop mutual respect among students, students feel more capable of and more involved in regulating their own learning.

Classroom decision-making that offers students choices and a share in decisions about curriculum, tasks and assessment is positively related to attitudes to school (emotional engagement) in years 5 to 9. The association was found to be stronger for boys than girls at each year level.  A study of year 7-12 boys concluded that providing boys with choices and some input into learning tasks resulted in greater engagement(33).  

Classroom achievement goals, promoted by teachers either consciously or unconsciously, influence student engagement. When classrooms promote mastery goals, students are more likely to adopt mastery or deep-learning goals, that is, student engagement increases.  Students seek more challenging tasks, are more persistent, make greater effort, focus on understanding, use better learning strategies, and achieve better outcomes.  In contrast, when classrooms emphasize performance or ego-enhancement goals (eg., looking smart, gaining approval or recognition, outperforming others, or avoiding looking incompetent), motivation and engagement decrease, and there is an increase in superficial learning and maladaptive learning behaviours, such as cheating, work avoidance and self-sabotaging behaviours.

Expectations of success enhance engagement. A student’s belief that success in school is possible is one of the most important motivational factors related to student achievement. Students who anticipate and achieve success based on their own efforts put more time, energy and commitment into school work, choose more challenging tasks, and associate more positive feelings (happiness, pride, self-esteem) with their school work. In contrast, repeated failure experiences, particularly when students attribute these to lack of ability rather than effort or strategy, diminish students’ perceptions of self-worth and encourage avoidance of learning.

At the school level
What goes on in the classroom constitutes the strongest influence on student motivation and engagement that schools can control. However, school level influences shape what can be achieved in the classroom by maximising the quality of student-teacher interaction or by placing constraints on it.

School leadership is a critical factor.  A meta-analytic review of 40 studies from a range of countries demonstrated that principals have indirect influence on student engagement and achievement(34) and this operates through their capacity to enable teachers to work effectively with students.  For example, principals and their leadership teams influence:

· the quality of teacher professional learning,

· the nature of the school culture, 

· the extent of parent involvement, and

· the way the school is organized for learning.

Each of these areas affects student engagement and learning.

Teacher professional learning makes it possible to improve the skills of the entire staff in regard to pedagogy, classroom environment and relationships with students. The kind of professional learning that succeeds in changing classroom practices requires whole-school planning, support and pressure.  School leaders are the ones who can help make this possible.

The concepts of ‘learning community’ and ‘learning organisation’ have been invoked to describe schools in which teachers and leaders can be seen as lifelong learners in action, working together on the basis of shared beliefs about learning and in a climate of trust to improve their professional practices; communicating openly and sharing difficulties, uncertainties and strategies; having influence on and ownership of their work and related decision-making; interest in trying out new approaches and taking collective responsibility for student learning.

Principals play a key role in establishing such cultures which are professionally stimulating for teachers; they increase teachers’ sense of efficacy – their belief they have the capacity to make a difference to student learning – and thus raise teacher expectations.  They have a positive effect on teacher engagement, learning and pedagogy; as teacher engagement increases, so too does student engagement(35).  There is an upward spiral of engagement for both teachers and students. 

The school culture, from a student viewpoint, concerns the values and goals of the school, particularly those relating to learning, and the ways in which these are reflected in students’ daily experiences of relationships, school policies and policy implementation.  School culture has a pervasive influence, both directly and indirectly, on students.  The features of the classroom that enhance engagement have parallels at the school level.  Students in schools that “demonstrate clarity of purpose, equity, and personal support, provide frequent occasions for all students to experience educational success, and integrate all these features into a climate of caring” are most likely to develop the affective, cognitive and behavioural connections that constitute a sense of belonging and identification with the school and its values(36). Connectedness to school is a highly significant factor in protecting at-risk adolescents(37).  

One specific aspect of school culture affecting students’ engagement is the safety and orderliness of the school environment.  Bullying, intimidation, sexual and racial harassment, social exclusion, teasing and rumour-spreading are behaviours that create fear, anger, and resentment, as well as reducing connectedness to school and engagement in learning.  It is hard to learn and be positive when you are scared. The general conclusion of research is that teachers, leaders, students and parents all need to be involved, with systemic support, in the development of  a consistent, safe school culture.

Parent involvement typically increases student engagement and achievement and is often promoted as an important feature of school culture.  Parental discussion of education with children and their involvement in schools contributes significantly to student engagement at primary and secondary levels, although to a lesser degree than authentic pedagogy and other class and school factors.  A positive parent-student relationship contributes significantly to student engagement, especially emotional engagement.  It also predicts student focus on mastery rather than performance goals.

Organizing schools for learning  

The structures and processes that constitute school organization can have both direct and indirect effects on student motivation and engagement.  School leaders have the opportunity to develop organizational features that enhance engagement and improve achievement of desired learning outcomes.  Important features of learning-focused schools that enhance student motivation and engagement:

· school curriculum that is broad, including practical and vocational studies at the secondary level, offering choice and flexibility for individuals, designed with student input, having content connected to the world outside the school, and encouragement for in-depth, meaningful learning rather than shallow, superficial coverage(38);

· assessment through authentic tasks during the learning process, focused on improving the in-depth rather than superficial learning of all students; teacher feedback that is immediate and descriptive rather than judgemental; active student involvement in self-assessment, enabling them to learn to manage and improve their own learning(39);

· flexible, less fragmented and more effective arrangements of learning time, that allow for sustained involvement in challenging, meaningful learning tasks undertaken in varied locations(40);

· teacher-class arrangements that allow teachers to develop better individual knowledge and understanding of students and closer relationships, including small interdisciplinary teacher teams being responsible for each group of students and/or teachers following the students through two or more years of school(41).

Implementation of these features takes age-appropriate forms.  They become increasingly important as students grow older, especially at the secondary level.  A common theme is the need for flexibility in the way schools are organized in order to allow schools to respond to the needs of students.  Students are alienated by rigidity and restrictiveness in school structures and processes; this characteristic of schools has been associated with early school leaving.  Schools that are communal rather than bureaucratic in form produce stronger student engagement and teacher commitment.

Engagement in Learning Declines

Engagement in learning declines when particular forms of behaviour and interaction are experienced by students, engaged in by teachers and parents, or perceived as the prevailing school culture, for example when:

Students
· are experiencing, for example, fear, hunger, homelessness, family problems or illness. ‘I’m so scared of the bullies, I spend all my time thinking about how to get to the next class without running in to them.’
· feel the need to protect their sense of self-worth against the threat of failure. ‘I didn’t study for the exam. It’s better to be yelled at for being lazy than to be called dumb!’
· have a very high anxiety level. ‘I get so worried and up-tight I can’t plan or study or … I can’t think straight about anything.’
· believe that success is attributable to ability, that ability is a fixed, non-malleable quality, and effort is futile. ‘Well, there’s really no point in trying, is there?   I just haven’t got it.’
Teachers
· make public comparisons between students’ work. ‘He’s always holding up a piece of their work and saying how much better it is than ours.’   
· put students or classes down. ‘He jokes in a way that makes fun of particular kids.  I don’t like it; it makes you feel awful.’
· are not engaged in teaching, do not like young people, and/or are burnt out. ‘You can tell he couldn’t care less.  He just puts notes on the board and says “Sit down, shut up and do this”, and then ignores us. That’s why I don’t like history.
· give work to students that is repetitive, unchallenging and unrelated to the real world. ‘Maths is very repetitive.  You keep doing the same work sheet.  Well different sheets, but the same kind of thing.’
Schools
· are seen by students to value the highly successful students only and not all students. ‘They’re always talking about the kids that win things or do brilliantly.  The rest of us don’t matter.’
· make and implement rules, policies and structures that are rigid and inflexible and not adapted to student  (especially adolescent) needs. ‘Petty rules about uniform and behaviour are really there for the youngest kids in the school.  Why stay and be treated like this?’
· stress competition and performance-oriented goals. ‘A lot of them cheat in various ways – there’s such a push to get good results here.’

Parents
Parents place excessive pressure on students to meet their demands for achievement. ‘They make me study all the time, get me tutoring and keep talking about how much they want me to do well – I just can’t take it!’
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School District 59 (Peace River South) Plan to increase engagement of each learner:

Aspect 1: Distributed Leadership Training

Learning Intention: Teachers, vice-principals and principals of SD59 will develop and refine their leadership capacity to increase the occurrence of distributed leadership throughout the district.

Actions:

Provide an information session on November 12 for all who would like to know more about the training.

Authors James Kouzes and Barry Posner say, "Leadership is not about personality; it's about behavior". Their leadership development model addresses five practices of what they call exemplary leadership:


Model the Way


Inspire a Shared Vision


Challenge the Process


Enable Others to Act


Encourage the Heart

Using Kouzes  & Posner survey, information will be gathered to create a profile of the current state.  This information will be used to develop the training sessions. 

Meet with Pat Dooley to plan the sessions.

Provide six sessions between January and June.

Survey group again with the Kouzes & Posner tool to measure growth.

Each participant will submit an action plan indicating how he/she will put the learning into practice.

Aspect 2: Twenty-first century learning

Learning Intention: By teaching big ideas and concepts, students will be engaged in their learning and, thereby, achieving.

Actions:

Provide an in-class support model whereby a teacher demonstrates the organization of student learning through big ideas and concepts. This will occur at both the intermediate at Tremblay Elementary and primary levels Rolla Traditional.

The learning intentions at both the intermediate and primary levels will be reviewed to identify the key learning outcomes. There will be shift from a focus on content knowledge to the skills and processes students need to have in order to meet the demands of today’s world. 

The learning experiences will be designed on the premise that “students report that school work is interesting and engaging when it is:
· active and experiential in nature,

· varied rather than repetitive,

· meaningful and linked to life outside school,

· challenging, providing opportunity for sustained thinking and exploration, without being too difficult,

· individualized, recognizing that students differ from one another in needs, capacities and perspectives,

· designed to involve them in making decisions about the planning, implementing, reporting and assessing of work, allowing some autonomy and control, and

· when it involves talking and working with other students.”

Teachers will provide an approach to teaching and learning based on two broad characteristics: teaching for conceptual understanding, cognitive complexity or high intellectual quality, and connectedness to the world beyond the classroom.
It is the intention to grow this approach throughout the district by providing in-classroom support from lead teachers.

Students will be surveyed in November to gather baseline data and specific groups of students will be surveyed again in June to measure the impact of this approach.

This information will be used to determine future directions.

Aspect 3: Technology

Learning Intention: The purpose of this initiative is to determine whether the use of technology in the classroom by students increases their engagement and therefore improving their achievement.

Actions:

There have been two approaches to providing technology to schools. The first began last year where teachers submitted an action research question pertaining to the use of technology in their classrooms. The questions posed addressed the relationship between technology and student learning. These research projects are ongoing and teachers and students will be reporting their findings at this end of this schools year.

This year we have continued to provide technology schools. The focus continues be the relationship between technology and student learning, specifically as it relates to student engagement. 

Increasing student access to technology is one goal; the other is to support teachers as they find ways to incorporate technology into their classroom practices. A number of lead teachers will be providing in-class support to their colleagues and offering training based on the needs of the teachers involved in the initiative.

Technologists from the SMART board organization will be conducting training.

Students will be surveyed in November and specific groups of students will be surveyed again in June to measure levels of engagement. Other assessments and evidence of student learning (DRA, course completion) will also be reviewed as a means of measuring the impact of technology on student learning.
Additional Areas of Consideration:

Continue to work with the staff, students and parents of CMS and SPSS to develop the 8 to 12 concept. Explore various timetable models and structures that allow for a variety of programs and student learning experiences. 

Continue to support restorative practices throughout the district so it becomes the norm for how we support student learning and development.

Explore ways to offer music in district. 

Investigate an international student program for Gwillim Lake – outdoor education and wilderness training.

Continue to review the structures and policies and how they relate to and support the engagement of each learner.

Continue to develop our data culture and adjust the data gathering process and tool so it directly relates to and supports student learning.

Explore ways to support teacher development and learning.

