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Student Engagement Research in Adolescence: A Scoping Review

Abstract?:

Background: In the last years, studies on student engagement increased in quantity but also in their conceptual
and methodological diffusion. For these reasons, more rigorous and up-to-date systematization is needed.
Objectives: To understand the extent and nature of research on multidimensional student engagement focusing on
adolescence (10-19 years), published in the last decade (2011-2020); to identify directions for future research and
intervention. Method: Following a protocol grounded on Arksey and O’Malley and PRISMA-ScR framework, a
scoping review will be conducted using eight scientific literature databases. Results: Published studies will be
analyzed to understand the research extent, the conceptual options, the design and measures used, the main
subjects, and suggestions for research and promotion. Conclusions: This study complements previous literature
systematizations, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of research on student engagement, its
challenges, and possible gaps, useful for research and intervention.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a pivotal phase of the life course when the best opportunities are needed
to thrive (UNICEF, 2018). In what concerns education, opportunities must go beyond the mere
enrolment or presence in school (Tomasevisk, 2001; UNESCO, 2019) to encompass student
engagement, understood as orientation and commitment toward learning and school (Appleton
et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2004; Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; Veiga, Burden, et al., 2014).
Some authors explain that although many adolescents are at school, they are not engaged,
risking missing vital opportunities for their present and future lives (Appleton et al., 2008;
Fredricks et al., 2004; Li, 2011; Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Stefansson et al., 2018; Veiga,
Festas, et al., 2014). Although research of the last decades has produced enough evidence to
underline student engagement’s critical role in adolescent learning, academic achievement,

school dropout, delinquency, substance use, anti-social behaviors, well-being, mental health,

! Structured summary (PRISMA-ScR 2)
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and positive development (Furlong & Rebelez-Ernst, 2014; Li, 2011; Veiga, Burden, et al.,
2014; Veiga, Festas, et al., 2014), several authors bring forward research haziness or diffusion
(Appleton et al., 2008; Lam et al., 2012; Quin, 2017; Reschly & Christenson, 2012).

The rationale (PRISMA-ScR 3) to conduct a scoping review is related to a former and
exploratory search, including literature reviews published in the last decade concerning student
engagement. The objective was to understand the existing systematization of research on
student engagement, its strengths, and its limits. This search was conducted in December 2020
using Google Scholar, Scopus, and Web of Science. The search strategy, visible in Table 1,
used Student and school engagement, both recurrently appearing in research and often used
interchangeably. Nevertheless, both terms express different perspectives of the concept
(Appleton et al., 2008). In APA’s thesaurus, the reference concept is Student engagement,
introduced in 2006. The search was refined to include peer-reviewed articles published between
2010-2020, within the topics of psychology and education or social sciences, and written in
English, Spanish, or Portuguese.

Table 1. Final Search Strategy

“Student engagement” OR “school engagement”
AND Review
AND NOT (higher OR university OR college)

The search rendered 395 results after removing duplicates. All the studies were analyzed
according to inclusion criteria (literature review, published articles, peer-reviewed,
multidimensional student engagement approach, adolescence, lower or upper secondary
school). From all the results, only 20 literature reviews were selected (Bailey, 2017; Bundick
et al., 2014; Campos et al., 2020; Harbour et al., 2015; Kinsella et al., 2016; Landis & Reschly,
2013; Lee & Shute, 2010; Lei et al., 2018; Li, 2018; McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015; Mufioz-
Hurtado, 2018; Murphy & Holste, 2016; Pedler et al., 2020; Quin, 2017; Rivas-Drake et al.,
2014; Roorda et al., 2011, 2017; Vallee, 2017; Veiga et al., 2016; Wang & Degol, 2014; Wang
& Hofkens, 2020). Table 2 present the primary information about the studies.

Table 2. Literature reviews in the exploratory search

Author, year | Origin | Concept & Approach Methodology Main topic
dimensions
(Lee & Shute, US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Systematic Academic
2010) eng. emo., cog. review achievement
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(Roorda et al., NL-EU | Students’ 3D - Beh,, Meta-analysis Teacher-student
2011) School emo., cog. relation
Eng.
(Landis & US-NA | Student 4D - Aca., Narrative Disengagement and
Reschly, 2013) eng. beh., emo., review dropout of gifted
cog. students
(Rivas-Drake et | US-NA | Academic | Global Systematic Ethnic and racial
al., 2014) eng. engagement review identity (ERI)
(Bundick etal., | US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Narrative Classroom ecology
2014) eng. emo., cog. review (SEC model)
(Wang & Degol, | US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Narrative Knowledge and
2014) eng. emo., cog. review research needs
(Harbour etal., | US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Narrative Teacher-student
2015) eng. emo., cog. review relation
(McGrath & AU-OC | Student’s 3D - Beh,, Systematic Teacher-student
Van Bergen, academic emo., cog. review relation
2015) eng.
(Murphy & US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Narrative What is and what
Holste, 2016) eng. emo., cog. review are the main
findings
(Kinsellaetal., | UK-EU | Lernereng. | Global Meta-narrative | Interdisciplinary
2016) engagement analysis work
(Veigaetal., PT-EU | Student Global Narrative Family and
2016) eng. in engagement review parental variables
school
(Roorda et al., NL-EU | Student 3D - Beh,, Meta-analysis Teacher-student
2017) eng. emo., cog. relation
(Quin, 2017) AU-OC | Student 4D — Aca., Systematic Teacher-student
eng. beh., emo., review relation
cog.
(Bailey, 2017) DE-UE | School eng. | 2 D - Cog., Literature Sports and physical
psy. review activity
(Vallee, 2017) US-NA | Student Global Narrative Inclusive education
eng. engagement review
(Leietal., 2018) | CN-AS | Student 3D - Beh,, Meta-analysis Academic
eng. emo., cog. achievement
(Li, 2018) US-NA | Student 3D - Beh,, Literature Teacher-student
eng. emo., cog. review relation
(Mufioz- CL-SA | School 3D - Beh,, Systematic Teachers role in
Hurtado, 2018) engagement | emo., cog. review peer relations
(Campos etal.,, | BR-SA | School Different Scoping review | General research
2020) engagement | approaches on student
engagement
(Pedler et al., AU-OC | Student 3D - Beh,, Studies review | Teachers strategies
2020) eng. emo., cog. and intervention

The difference between the literature reviews found and the few selected raised doubts
on the extent of student engagement research focusing on adolescence. Nevertheless, an
increase was found from the first half of the decade (8 reviews) to the second half (12 reviews),

with two published in 2020. There was also a change regarding the reviews’ geographic origin.
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While in the first decade most of the reviews were from the United States (75%), in the second
decade, their origin includes countries from Europe (33%), the United States (25%), Australia
(17%), South America (17%), and one study from China (8%). Regarding the quality of the
journals, twelve reviews were published in journals featuring the first quartile of Scimago
Journal Rank (Q1).

About conceptual understanding, 11 reviews opted for the concept of Student
engagement. One literature review used Student engagement in school and another Students’
school engagement. Just three reviews used School engagement. The remaining three used
Academic engagement, Learner engagement, or Student’s academic engagement. Most reviews
acknowledged student engagement multidimensionality, and 12 literature pointed out Fredricks
et al. (2004) threefold dimensions approach as a reference. These findings are not consistent
with the emphasis on student engagement's conceptual and methodological haziness (Appleton
et al., 2008; Lam et al., 2012; Quin, 2017; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Nonetheless, results
reinforced APA’s thesaurus option for “Student engagement” (APA, 2021).

About literature reviews’ main topics, findings highlighted the scope of school
dimension, including teacher-students relations (6 studies), teacher’s strategies and role (2
studies), academic achievement (2 studies), classroom ecology (1 study), and disengagement
of gifted students (1 study). Other isolated reviews focused on a general revision of the concept,
on Ethnic and racial identity, family and parental variables, and sports and physical activity.
However, these findings are thematically narrowed, failing to present the richness of student
engagement research.

Among selected literature reviews, a more comprehensive systematization of student
research was found (Campos et al., 2020), using three databases (ERIC, PsycINFO e SciELO),
a short-range of time (2014-2018), but with no specific results for adolescent students.

In synthesis, this previous and exploratory search suggested the need to complement
existing literature reviews on student engagement with a more up-to-date and broad research
systematization focusing on adolescence. Therefore, the authors decided to conduct a rigorous
and comprehensive scoping review: (i) to compile and analyze the piecemeal research on
student engagement; (ii) to understand the extent and nature of research focusing on

adolescence; (iii) to identify future directions for research and intervention.
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Methods and analysis

Protocol Design

This scoping review protocol (PRISMA-ScR 5) thoroughly describes the main design
options that will guide the study. Although not registered, it will be presented as support
information with the research. This protocol was designed using two important references that
warrant its scientific trustworthiness. The first was Arksey and O'Malley's framework (2005;
Levac et al., 2010), whose five stages are used as subchapters of this section. The second was
PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (Tricco et al., 2018), which encompasses a
comprehensive checklist of 27 items to conduct a scoping review. In this protocol, each
PRISMA’s checklist item is highlighted, which explains the note regarding the title (PRISMA-
ScR 1), abstract (PRISMA-ScR 2), and rationale (PRISMA-ScR 3). In addition, two other high-
quality articles were significant models for this protocol, particularly in what concerns sources
of information and results presentation (O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015; Pham et al., 2014).

Stage 1: Identifying the Research Question

The conceptual and methodological haziness appears as one of the issues regarding
research on student engagement (Appleton et al., 2008; Lam et al., 2012; Reschly &
Christenson, 2012). For this reason, aiming for concrete and clear conceptual focus, two options
were made. Consistent with APA’s thesaurus (APA, 2021) and several authors (Appleton et al.,
2008; Quin, 2017; Wang & Degol, 2014), the first option is the search strategy focused
exclusively on Student engagement. The second option is to focus on multidimensional student
engagement. This option followed Fredricks et al. (2004) understanding of student engagement
as a meta construct, a concept that can be better explained by gathering other different but
complementary constructs.

These two options have consequences in all the research design, starting with the
research problem (PRISMA-ScR 4). Our research problem is: What are the main characteristics
of research produced over the last decade on multidimensional student engagement during
adolescence? Five overarching study questions or SQ were identified to address the problem
and guide the study: (SQ1) What is the extent of the research? (SQ2) What conceptual
definitions are used? (SQ3) What designs and measures are used? (SQ4) What are the main
topics and variables studied? (SQ5) What implications for research and intervention can be

suggested?
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Stage 2: Identifying the Relevant Studies

About the information sources (PRISMA-ScR 7), meaning the studies included in the
review, a search of solely peer-review published studies will be conducted using eight electronic
databases: (1) Academic search complete, (2) Education source, (3) Eric - Educational
Resources Information Center, (4) PsycARTICLES, (5) PsycINFO, (6) Scielo, (7) Scopus, and
(8) Web of Science (WoS).

The research search strategy (PRISMA-ScR 8) is presented in Table 2. In each database,
refinements will be made considering the time frame (2011-2020), the language (English,
Spanish and Portuguese), the subject areas (Psychology and Social sciences), and to retrieve

only published and peer-reviewed studies.

Table 2. Search Strategy

“student engagement"
AND (adolescen* OR "early adolescen*" OR youth)

NOT (“higher education” OR university OR college OR undergraduate)

Stage 3: Study Selection

Balancing comprehensiveness with feasibility (Levac et al., 2010), eligibility criteria
are critical (PRISMA-ScR 6). Although previous decisions, these criteria will be worked
iteratively throughout the selection process. Table 3 presents the final inclusion and exclusion

criteria.

Table 3. Inclusion and Exclusion criteria for Study Selection

+ Peer review - Not scientific journals

+ Published between 2011-2020 - To be published

+ Quantitative or qualitative research - Theoretical articles

+ English, Spanish or Portuguese - Other languages

+ Psychological concept - Only objective indicators such as attendance
+ Multidimensional concept - Unidimensional or specifict approach

+ Lower and upper secondary school levels Higher education, college, or university

Note: * Specific of an area, discipline, or activity.
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The sources of evidence selection (PRISMA-ScR 9) will use Microsoft Office Excel
and will happen in three phases: (i) an organization phase aiming to identify and exclude
duplicated studies; (ii) a screening phase that aims to exclude studies not complying with
criteria by the analysis of the title, abstract, and keywords; (iii) the selection phase, entailing a

deeper analysis of each study to decide, according to the criteria, on inclusion or exclusion.
Stage 4: Charting the Data

Data extraction will use a characterization tool filled in excel (Appendix 2 -
supplementary material) to help retrieve, organize, and prepare the relevant information,
allowing its analysis, charting, and later discussion.

Data charting (PRISMA-ScR 10) is an iterative process to produce meaningful
categories or data items (PRISMA-ScR 11) that will guide information search and presentation.
Table 4 presents the study questions and, for each, the main categories. Categories for the first
three study questions will be defined in advance and improved throughout the review process.
However, for the fourth and fifth study questions, categories will have to be created according
to the results found in the studies, using APA’s Thesaurus (APA, 2021) or APA’s Psychology
Dictionary (APA, 2020) as the ground base.

Table 4. Variables for Data Charting

Study Questions Categories and Brief Explanation

(SQ1) what is the extent of the 2011-2015; 2016-2020

research? Continent or region of the study
Main concept

(SQ2) What conceptual Dimensions

definitions are used? Theoretical approach and its consistency between

conceptualization and assessment options

Design

(SQ3) What designs and measures  Type of measures

2

are used The measure used to assess student engagement (name,
acronym, and author)

(SQ4) What are the main The main topic of the study (descriptive)

variables studied? Most meaningful variables? and main results (descriptive)

2 Variable: “anything that can be measured and can differ across entities or across time.” (Field, 2009, pp. 795—
796).
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(SQ5) What implications for Suggestions for future research (descriptive)
research and intervention are . . .
suggested? Suggestions for promotion (descriptive)

Stage 5: Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting the Results

The results sections begin by presenting three important pieces of information. The first
will be a global view of the studies’ selection process (PRISMA-ScR 14), using PRISMA’s®
flow diagram. The second is a table offering an index of the studies ordained alphabetically by
the author. The third is also a table presenting an overview of the main findings for each study
question.

Because many studies are expected, two options were made to ensure the article's
legibility. The first option followed Pham et al. (2014) suggestion to present both the
characteristics and results of individual sources of evidence (PRISMA-ScR 15, 16) as support
information (Appendix 3 - supplementary material). Following O’Flaherty & Phillips’ (2015)
suggestion, the second option was to use a numerical reference (Ref.) for each study, answering
the challenge of the significant number of in-text quotations in the results and discussion
sections.

The discussion section will summarize evidence (PRISMA-ScR 19) for each study
question, compare results with previous studies, present the study’s implications and limitations
(PRISMA-ScR 20). Finally, conclusions (PRISMA-ScR 21) will synthesize the main findings,

emphasizing suggestions for future research and promotion.

Discussion

The present-day scientific literature on student engagement provides critical findings
for adolescents’ well-being and right to thrive, with high significance in educational endeavors.
Nevertheless, the rapid pace and quantity of published studies demand a methodologically
sound systematization that points out trends, commonalities, and differences. Although
demanding in what concerns methodology to ensure data integrity and bias control, the Scoping
review thorough method is a valuable contribution to answering this systematization
shortcoming.

Therefore, as a strength, the present scoping review has a sound methodological basis,

grounded on cutting-edge protocols and the critical appraisal of high-quality scoping reviews.

3 PRISMA Flow Diagram: http://prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/FlowDiagram
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On the other hand, there are limitations to be considered. The first is the focus of the research
strategy on Student engagement. Although the option’s coherence with the need for precise and
clear concepts and APA’s thesaurus, it may leave out some studies that use other terminologies
such as School engagement or Academic engagement. Due to budget and time restrictions, the
second limitation is the difficulty to enroll more researchers, improving safeguarding odds
regarding bias control, the results integrity, and their richer discussion. Finally, the third
limitation concerns the impossibility to include the sixth stage of Arksey and O'Malley's (2005;
Levac et al., 2010) framework. This stage challenges researchers to open a consultation period
with stakeholders (schools, teachers, parents, adolescents), undoubtedly enriching the results'
significance for education and schools.

Ethics and Dissemination

The studies used in this research are publicly available. Therefore no ethical approval is
needed. In addition, the results will be disseminated through the publication of an article and

possible presentations at scientific conferences.

Supporting Information

Appendix 1: Scoping review protocol
Appendix 2: Studies characterization form

Appendix 3: Summary of the reviewed studies
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