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To Engage Or Disengage? A Look at Factors Influencing Student Engagement 

Shawn Moseley 

Abstract: 

Student engagement is paramount to effective teaching and learning in a classroom setting. If we 

are to nurture more creative, well-mannered, and intelligent individuals through education we 

must have their attention. What are the biggest factors influencing student participation? I find 

this question important and relevant as a middle school educator to my daily work and my 

profession at-large. Student participation is the core factor that drives everything I do each day. 

Some lessons and classroom discussions fully engage students. Other topics they completely 

tune out and participation lacks. As teachers we try to create some level of excitement or 

curiosity for students. We do this with our personality or enthusiasm, varying lesson styles, 

different subject matter, and many teaching tactics we’ve learned along the way throughout our 

careers. There are other teachers who leave students watching the clock wishing for class to end 

through their style and approach. I want to know more about what are the specific factors that 

cause students to engage with their learning and what specific factors cause them to disengage 

with their learning. Specifically, I want to know more about how instructional design, lesson 

format, subject matter, and the educators themselves influence students' own perception of their 

participation. Moreover, I’d also like to know which factors have the biggest impact on whether 

or not students engage or disengage. This is very important because it’s the challenge educators 

face daily. How can I better engage students to participate in classroom activities, instead of just 

being a passive participant as they move from class to class? 

Introduction: 
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 As first introduced by Alexander Astin (1984) as a theory of student involvement. He 

defined student involvement, or student engagement, as “the amount of physical and 

psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience.” Astin highlighted five 

principles of student involvement. The first, investment, how much energy is a student putting 

into their learning. The second, student engagement is on a continuum and it varies from lesson 

to lesson. The third, student engagement can be measured using quantitative and qualitative 

factors. The fourth, quantity and quality are directly tied to the development of the student. 

Lastly, the effectiveness of any learning process can be measured by student involvement and 

engagement. Astin conducted studies that found these principles to be directly tied to 

participation. This clearly relates to my question and gives me some guidance on factors 

influencing student participation.  

Astin also asserted that much of higher education (high school and university level 

courses) is misguided by subject-matter theory; where educators view themselves as the ones 

handing knowledge down to the students whom they view as not knowledgeable. This paradigm 

feels often present in traditional teacher-centered (Grace; 1955) classrooms even to this day at 

times. Both concepts, teacher-centered practices and subject-matter theory have been widely 

examined and criticized throughout the history of education using different studies. In the more 

modern era there was a rise and shift to learn more about the importance of relationship building, 

connectedness, and employing hands-on learning. Knowledge of these teaching approaches have 

become prerequisite understandings for younger educators and for those looking to strengthen 

their teaching practices.  

Student participation throughout the 1990s mostly examined the idea of “at-risk” students 

vs students who participate regularly in their schooling experience. Finn (1993) examined 
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students at risk vs their participation in the classroom as well as the school-community as a 

whole. He found “that students who do not remain active participants in the class or school may 

be at greater risk for school failure.” In this study they presented some conclusions that hold true 

across grade levels. The first, behavior helps to identify which students are at a greater risk of 

dropout or simply disengaging from the learning experience. The second, risk behaviors develop 

early in the school experience. These behaviors become harder to combat and change as a 

student gets older. Lastly, more attention needs to be given to the students who are on the fringe 

of engaging or disengaging. These students who are not completely engaged, but not totally 

disengaged, are the middle ground where gains can be made in education. These findings are 

important to my question as it really addresses a more fundamental question: Is lack of 

participation detrimental to the learning experience? This study and others would suggest, yes, 

lack of engagement in one’s learning is a risk factor that can spiral beyond the classroom.  

Dewey once wrote, “I believe that education is a process of living and not a preparation 

for future living” (Dworkin, 1959). This means that our participation in the classroom is also our 

participation in community or life in general. Therefore, participation is a crucial part of human 

development not only for academia but for the maturation of an informed citizen in society. 

Finn’s study makes it clear that students' school and community involvement is directly related 

to their overall classroom participation. So, from the very beginning of public education, to 

examining teacher-centered approaches, to looking at student involvement as a measurable 

factor, we can acknowledge that the ebb and flow of student motivation does play a role in 

student learning, but also in the development of the individual making this a worthwhile topic of 

investigation.  
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Allen, et al. (2024) examined students' participation levels in school, but also their 

feelings toward their school-community. All schools want to resemble communities where 

students feel heard and appreciated. Researchers looked at which factors allow students to feel 

more part of the community; which they believe in turn relates to students' participation in the 

classroom. I find this study meaningful because it examines participation in the larger school 

community, but it also looks at how students perceive their school and how that impacts 

participation. If students view the school as not a great community, they are already less likely to 

participate. This study relates to my question because it presents another factor - school 

community. To this point most of my factors are directly tied to the classroom (e.g. educator, 

course content, lesson style) and not the school at large. This is important for educators to 

consider because it means not only are they influencing student involvement in their classroom, 

but even in the hallways, at school-wide events, sporting competitions, coaching student-athletes, 

or after school clubs because these all have an impact on student engagement as a whole.  

Severe, E. et al. (2024) looked at college level students where classroom conversations 

are more prevalent; making it easier to determine engagement. They concluded “a wide variety 

of external factors impact students’ decision to participate.” Therefore, it’s fair to say many 

factors play into the complexity of how, when, and why students are disengaged vs engaged in a 

learning experience. This study calls back to one of Astin’s (1984) student involvement concepts 

that student engagement is on a continuum and changes from time to time. Examining factors 

impacting student engagement is a complex process changing in degree as we look across 

gender, age, grade level, ethnicity, socioeconomics, school type, content area, educators’ 

personalities, etc. So many factors make it a daunting concept to tackle. It becomes even more 

difficult to isolate which specific factors are the biggest drivers in student behavior. This 
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particular study examining college students’ motivations to engage in class discussions has 

further shown there are different reasons students engage, but it makes it clear that there are 

reasons for why students themselves feel they engage or disengage; although these reasons vary 

from person to person. The same study also found gender can play a significant role in 

someone’s confidence and willingness to engage in a classroom discussion which is worth 

noting.  

Examining participation in the elementary and middle school grades is more complex. 

This age range has less self-awareness and freedom to participate in most research studies to 

complete surveys. Generally, for every student participation study about middle school age, I 

have found about five studies conducted around high school and college age students. There is 

still much to learn about younger students' participation in the classroom. Severe, E. et al. (2024) 

findings does offer some direct answers to my question, but it also presents the issue of student 

engagement as being larger than just one solution. It presents and captures the complexity across 

ages and other influential factors which only opens us to asking even more questions about 

student engagement and the factors contributing to it.  

             Torsdottir, A. et. al. (2024) looked at how to sustain a school wide culture of student 

participation by looking at their willingness to complete tasks and solve problems. Their results  

“suggest that promoting student participation in teaching and learning and facilitating a 

well-functioning student government can promote students’ development of action competence 

for sustainability.” This means it is important to look at the whole school community and 

students' action competence in general. Action competence has three core features. First, 

knowledge and skills about a problem creates action possibilities. Second, confidence in one’s 

own skills helps to drive action possibilities. Third, there is a willingness to act. A person's action 
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competence can be influenced by internal and external factors. This study has influenced my 

thinking as it looks at similar issues (e.g. student engagement and school community) and 

analyzes them through a “sustainability” lens. I never thought about it as a question of how we 

sustain it. Many students start any year, class, or lesson (much like teachers do) engaged and 

enthusiastic, but as time goes on that energy dwindles from both the instructor and the student. I 

feel I’ve narrowly thought about student engagement in terms of instructional design or 

student-teacher relationships, but the idea that we should also consider how to sustain 

engagement is just as important as facilitating students' understanding of action taking. This 

study also highlights the importance of a student government and creating a school-wide 

atmosphere where students feel they’re being heard in regard to this precise conversation about 

their own engagement and willingness to act.  

​ In conclusion, previous studies make it clear educators and alike understand the 

importance of examining student participation. Studies have shown that students participate on 

various levels and for various reasons. Some have looked at younger years, but most have looked 

at high school students and, most commonly, they’ve examined university level students' self 

perception of why they engage or disengage with learning. As factors influencing student 

participation are made more clear there will always be the question of; what do we do next? The 

next steps seem to be incorporated into some of the more modern studies looking at student 

agency, self-advocacy, student voice, and moving towards sustainability in terms of students' 

involvement with their learning. In all the research and examination there is one glaring truth. 

Participation is important, and without it students become more at risk of dropping out of school. 

Ultimately, causing students to lose the ability to be positive influences in our community 

beyond just the classroom.  
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Method: 

​ This was a qualitative study that used a self-reported survey and non-experimental 

methods to  gather information using specifically an 11-question form given to middle school 

students. The first 10 questions students were asked to respond to a statement using a 4 point 

rating scale as follows: 

1 - Fully Engaged (Teacher has my FULL attention and I will complete the assignment) 

2 - Partially Engaged (I’m somewhat paying attention and will complete my assignment) 

3 - Partially Disengaged (I’m barely paying attention and might complete my assignment) 

4 - Fully Disengaged (I’m not listening and will not complete the assignment) 

Students were provided with an 11th question directly asking them to circle 

TEACHER-or-SUBJECT as their most important factor to their attention in class. The primary 

goal is to identify primary drivers of student engagement (e.g. attention, focus, and reciprocal 

participation) to determine how specific classroom factors correlate with student engagement 

levels either increasing or decreasing. The secondary goal is to isolate the biggest factors 

contributing to student participation for recommendations for further studies and suggestions of 

best teaching practices based on data of student responses. The three main factors examined are:  

(1) class subject (2) lesson structure and (3) the students' perception of their teacher. 

Simple Random Sampling was used to gather survey results. Roughly 90 students were 

given consent forms with about a week to return them in order to participate. 38 students brought 

the consent forms back and about two days later were able to complete the survey. The target 

audience for this survey was middle school students, specifically all results came from a pool of 

public school students in the 7th grade (generally making them 12 to 13 years old).  
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Students were asked to respond honestly and consider all teachers and courses or subjects 

they’ve ever had throughout their schooling experience, not to focus on any one individual 

teacher or class when deciding their scores.  

Raw results below: 

 

*If students asked, “What if it’s both?” to the direct teacher vs subject question they were 

instructed to decide if they ultimately needed to choose between the two options to pick just one 

response. 

Self-Awareness and Consistency item (Q1 and Q10): 

Respondents answering the same score for each consistency item 84.2% 

Respondents failing to respond the same to the consistency item 15.8% 
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*Questions 1 and 10 were purposely designed as a self-awareness and consistency marker 

interchanging “general focus” and “daily focus” to help measure consistency of responses and to 

gauge students’ self-awareness.  

Responses to direct question of biggest attention factor: Teacher or Subject 

Teacher: 60.53% 

Subject: 34.21% 

No Response: 5.26% 

Percent breakdown per question: 

Question Full Engaged Partially 
Engaged 

Partially 
Disengaged 

Fully 
Disengaged  

1 - General Focus 39.47% 57.89%  2.63% 0% 

2 - Hands On Learning 71.05% 21.05% 2.63% 5.26% 

3 - Reading from Book 39.47% 44.74% 15.79% 0% 

4 - Note Taking 39.47% 50% 5.25% 5.25% 

5 - Dislike Teacher 2.63% 50% 42.11% 5.25% 

6 - Like Teacher 89.47% 7.89% 2.63% 0% 

7 - New Skill/Concept 55.26% 28.95% 13.16% 2.63% 

8 - Relearning 

Skill/Concept 

18.42% 57.89% 21.05% 2.63% 

9 - Like Subject 86.84% 10.53% 0% 2.63% 
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10 - Daily Focus 28.95% *65.79% 5.26% 0% 

 

 

Results: 

The survey results reveal a strong pattern of internal consistency, with 84.2% of 

respondents answering the paired validation items (Q1 and Q10) identically. This high alignment 

suggests that most students responded reliably with attention and a strong degree of 

self-awareness. However, the remaining 15.8% who did not match the validation items which 

introduces a small but notable margin of error within the dataset. While not large enough to 

undermine the overall findings, this minority highlights that a subset of students may have been 

uncertain, inconsistent, or inattentive during the survey. These students may also lack the 
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self-awareness to validate their answer as being fully reflective of their thoughts and behavior. 

Understanding who these respondents are, such as those less engaged in general, could add depth 

to interpreting trends. Upon further look these questions also suggest students are generally only 

partially engaged from the beginning with less than 40% of students responding to always being 

fully engaged whether “daily” or in “general”. It reveals a large middle ground of students who 

will shift  their engagement levels as the class, teacher, or other factors influence their perception 

of being fully engaged vs just partially engaged.  

The direct attention question (circle teacher -or- subject) further reinforces strong 

engagement patterns, with 60.53% of students identifying the teacher as their primary focus 

factor and 34.21% pointing to the subject. Only 5.26% provided no response, indicating that 

nearly all students could articulate what drives them to pay attention more when forced to decide 

between those two factors. The dominance of the teacher as the top engagement determinant 

suggests that instructional delivery, teacher–student relationships, and classroom climate are 

central to student motivation. Conversely, the sizable secondary group connected to subject 

interest shows that content preference still plays a significant role but is less dominant than 

teacher influence. 

When analyzing the engagement breakdown per question, hands-on learning stands out as 

the most powerful engagement driver. With 71.05% reporting full engagement and only 7.89% 

falling into any disengaged category, it is evident that active learning produces the most uniform 

positive response. This aligns with broader pedagogical principles that experiential learning 

deepens focus and retention. The data suggests that if maximizing engagement is the goal, 

hands-on methods should be prioritized in instructional design. 
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In contrast, reading from the book and note-taking produce a starkly different 

engagement result. For reading tasks, only 39.47% reported full engagement while 44.74% 

indicated partial engagement creating a middle to heavy distribution. Note-taking follows a 

nearly identical pattern. This indicates that passive or semi-passive activities neither fully 

disengage students nor stimulate strong engagement; rather, they keep students at a moderate to 

minimal engagement level. These activities may serve functional purposes in learning but are not 

effective as primary engagement strategies. 

Students’ emotional responses toward the teacher provide some of the most striking 

contrasts in the dataset. When asked about liking the teacher (Q6), 89.47% reported full 

engagement. This was the highest full-engagement percentage across all items. Conversely, when 

asked about disliking the teacher (Q5), only 2.63% reported full engagement and 42.11% were 

partially disengaged. This polarization underscores the tremendous influence teachers hold over 

student motivation. Positive rapport appears to lift engagement dramatically, while negative 

perceptions correlate with significant disengagement. 

The distinction between learning something new versus relearning material reveals 

another critical pattern. A majority (55.26%) reported full engagement with new skills or 

concepts, whereas only 18.42% reported the same for relearning. Relearning tasks also generated 

much higher rates of partial disengagement. This indicates that novelty, cognitive challenge, and 

authentic discovery (content relevance) significantly boost student interest. While repetition, 

though instructionally necessary, risks reducing energy and attention. This pattern highlights the 

importance of designing relearning tasks that incorporate novelty, variation, or new context to 

sustain engagement. 
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Subject interest appears to serve as a strong stabilizing factor. When students reported 

liking the subject (Q9), 86.84% indicated full engagement; this is nearly as influential as liking 

the teacher. While fewer students cite subject interest as their primary attention driver compared 

to the teacher, the engagement data shows that passion for a subject can independently sustain 

high motivation. This duality suggests that teacher effectiveness and subject design together 

create a layered safety net that protects against disengagement. 

Overall, the data paints a consistent narrative: students are most engaged when learning is 

interactive, novel, and delivered by a teacher they connect with. Passive tasks and repetitive 

content reduce engagement, though this does not fully disengage most students. Teacher 

influence emerges as the most powerful factor, but strong subject interest also plays a critical 

supporting role. These findings suggest that maximizing student engagement requires a blend of 

relational teaching, hands-on instructional design, meaningful novelty, and thoughtful structuring 

of any repetitive tasks. The survey provides actionable insight for refining instructional strategies 

that align with student motivational patterns. 

Recommendations: 

The survey results make it clear that hands-on learning is a powerful driver of full student 

engagement, with 71.05% of respondents reporting maximum engagement during interactive, 

application‑based tasks. This is the only category in which full engagement exceeds 70% if we 

eliminate the teacher (89%) or subject (87%) from the equation. Hands-on learning significantly 

outperforms passive or semi‑passive activities such as reading (39.47% full engagement) and 

note‑taking (39.47% full engagement). Increasing the frequency of hands-on activities (e.g. labs, 

manipulatives, collaborative construction tasks, simulations, and real‑world problem‑solving, 
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etc.) would therefore capitalize on one of the strongest, most consistent engagement factors 

identified in the results. These approaches not only elevate interest but sustain attention across a 

group of diverse learners where maybe they don’t like the subject or teacher, and can shift 

towards higher engagement regardless of teacher or subject preferences. 

 Student responses also showed that passive academic tasks, such as note‑taking and 

reading from the book, produce significant concentrations of “partial engagement” 50% and 

44.74% respectively. This suggests that students tolerate these tasks but do not thrive under 

them, and overreliance on such methods risks diminishing overall engagement. Teachers should 

therefore treat passive tasks as supporting elements rather than central instructional strategies. 

Blending brief note‑taking with active processing methods: turn‑and‑talks, sketch notes, physical 

models, quick challenges, or real‑time demonstrations, which can maintain academic rigor 

without sacrificing the interactive elements students respond to most strongly. 

A study examining passive instruction vs active hand-ons instruction Deslauriers et al. 

(2019) found some insightful results. This study used self-reporting from university level 

students in two groups. They specifically compared students’ self-reported results with the same 

students’ actual test results. They found that the active hands-on group's perception was that they 

learned less because they weren’t getting as much information as the passive group (which 

received a traditional lecture format). However, the actual test results showed each time that the 

active hands-on group in fact retained more knowledge and scored higher on each test when 

examining the overall study results. This suggests whether K-8, high school, or university level 

learning we can agree hand-ons learning can have an impact on retention and engagement. 

Notable, is the interesting aspect of university level students assuming they learned less because 

they simply heard less direct instruction and “did more” during their course work. First 
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recommendation is to increase hands-on approaches as it’s proven to increase retention but 

it also shifts the majority of students into full engagement.  

In a similar study Putri and Dewi (2025) found that experiential learning (defined by 

Kolb in 1984 as a “process where knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience”) they looked at more real-world guidance and application to increase student 

engagement.  In this study experiential learning was found to significantly boost student 

engagement by making lessons more hands-on, relevant, and interactive. Students self-reported 

higher motivation, stronger interest, and better knowledge retention when they participated in 

this type of learning. The study also showed that experiential approaches improved academic 

outcomes as reported by the instructors themselves. This included higher achievement, improved 

critical‑thinking skills, and greater confidence in applying what they had learned to other areas. 

They additionally reported students were more likely to transfer their knowledge to practical 

situations in turn demonstrating a deeper understanding of the material. 

A study from Johansen et al., (2023) investigated how increasing content relevance of 

academic lessons affects motivation and engagement among higher education STEM students, 

drawing on Self-Determination Theory. Using a randomized experimental design, the researchers 

compared students who completed a learning exercise framed as personally and professionally 

relevant against other students who completed a more generic, traditional version of the same 

task. Results showed that students in the relevance-enhanced group reported higher levels of 

motivation, vitality, and effort than those in the control group. In contrast, students who received 

the generic assignment experienced increases in negative perception and decreases in positive 

perception during the learning activity. Analysis further indicated that the type of assignment 

influenced student functioning indirectly through motivation. Overall, the study demonstrates 



16 

that even simple changes to how learning tasks are framed, specifically content relevance, can 

meaningfully improve student motivation, emotional experience, and engagement. The second 

recommendation is that real-world application should be at the forefront of lesson 

planning.  

Relearning tasks showed the lowest full‑engagement rate at only 18.42%, suggesting that 

repetition, even when pedagogically necessary, can push students into “auto‑pilot” mode. Where 

they remain present but mentally disengaged. The high percentages of partial engagement and 

partial disengagement in this category indicate that students perceive these activities as 

monotonous or redundant. To counter this pattern, relearning could be redesigned as game‑based 

reinforcement, hands-on challenges, competitive group formats, or applied practice in new 

contexts. Infusing novelty into review learning would align with students’ preferred preference 

for active engagement and reduce the cognitive fatigue associated with repetitive content. 

In contrast, the data also shows that students are far more engaged when learning 

something new, with 55.26% reporting full engagement during new concepts. This is nearly 

triple the rate observed during relearning tasks. Building on this, teachers can frame review 

elements within the introduction of new extensions, applications, or real‑world tie‑ins. This 

approach allows students to experience the sense of discovery they find motivating while still 

reinforcing previously learned skills. In a classroom where novelty remains a constant thread, 

even during review, students are more likely to sustain curiosity and avoid disengaging. The 

third recommendation is to seek meaningful novelty as much as possible when planning 

educational experiences.  
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Teacher influence emerged as the strongest single factor for full engagement, with 

89.47% reporting full engagement when they liked their teacher. However, when students were 

asked about disliking the teacher, engagement collapsed, with nearly half reporting some degree 

of disengagement. These extremes highlight that teacher delivery style, relational presence, 

enthusiasm, and classroom climate have a direct and powerful effect on student motivation. 

Incorporating high‑engagement strategies like authentic enthusiasm, humor, personal connection, 

clarity, and good pacing; should therefore be considered essential components of every teacher’s 

instructional toolkit. 

Carpenter et al. (2013) found that students often mistakenly believe they learn more from 

fluent, polished instructors, even when their actual learning does not improve. In this study 

participants rated instructors who appeared confident, maintained eye contact, and spoke 

smoothly as more effective in their teaching. Students felt they learned more from them; 

however, objective tests showed no corresponding increase in actual content retention or 

learning. This discrepancy suggests that students rely heavily on an instructor’s delivery style or 

personality rather than genuine comprehension, when judging how much they have learned from 

an instructor. This highlights a metacognitive bias that can lead learners to overestimate their 

understanding when instruction feels easy or engaging vs tough or disengaging. So, as much as 

students self-reporting suggest the educator themselves matters to their engagement, this study 

would suggest it doesn’t actually impact learning and knowledge retention.  

Liesveld and Miller (2005) argue in their book Teach With Your Strengths that teacher 

engagement is a primary driver of student engagement and academic success. Their data shows 

that students who have at least one teacher who makes them “excited about the future” are up to 

30 times more likely to be engaged in school than those who do not. Teachers who report being 
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excited about what they teach are significantly more likely to have students who are excited to 

learn (83% versus 58%) and on track for success (76% versus 56%). Additionally, they identified 

student engagement and “hope” are powerful predictors of achievement, accounting for roughly 

one-third of the variance in academic outcomes such as grades and attendance. They also argued 

that exceptional educators achieve excellence by maximizing innate talents rather than focusing 

on correcting weaknesses. The research highlights how high-performing teachers often display 

“unorthodox” behaviors that intentionally bend conventional rules to meet specific emotional or 

developmental student needs allowing them to shift disengaged learners towards engagement. By 

identifying and using their own individual talents and strengths educators can create more 

engaging, personalized learning environments while sustaining their own professional 

motivation. Overall, the findings support a shift from remediation-based models to a 

strengths-based approach, emphasizing long-term effectiveness and inspiration that can stem 

from leveraging unique psychological and instructional strengths. 

Finally, while the teacher is the most influential factor in engagement, subject interest 

also plays a substantial role, with 86.84% of students reporting full engagement when they liked 

the subject. This underscores the importance of designing instruction that ignites curiosity 

through relevance, real‑world context, interdisciplinary connections, and student‑choice 

pathways. When combined with hands-on learning and relationally effective teaching, 

subject‑interest strategies help build a multilayered engagement system in which students are 

supported not by a single factor, but by a cohesive network of instructional strengths. The fourth 

recommendation is for educators to understand they have the strongest influence on 

student engagement and perception of learning. Therefore, bring enthusiasm, personality, 

and lean into your strengths as much as possible to increase student engagement.  
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Appendix: 

 

STUDENT SURVEY:   Student Survey (Capstone Project 2026)

RAW RESULTS: Survey Results 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1yreSsrSpJgoVp8tBJ4kU6eI8HyIBbVKCj1V6boKZZUo/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.gallup.com/cliftonstrengths/en/286556/ndys.aspx
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0297771
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/u/0/d/1IXgAlYKH_3GkKkmpHXkkQCD4w8XJrSWfbdWCEsvWapA/edit
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SLIDESHOW PRESENTATION:  ED6900 Final Presentation for Class

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Oh78jovTVi-x0BxfN_oo8A6vQoG6HRh7eyBJzhseL-g/edit?usp=sharing

