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Your work on student engagement has spanned  
a decade. What drew you to this work initially?
In fact, it started more than ten years ago when 
I was working with a small group that developed 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) PISA study. At that time,  
I wanted to get some non-cognitive outcomes  
into PISA. We know that learning is a function 
of the quality of instruction, but it also requires 
emotional and intellectual engagement on the  
part of students.

It is difficult to convince organizations like the OECD  
to move beyond the assessment of cognitive outcomes,  
but we were successful in getting a few measures of 
student engagement included in PISA – students’ 
sense of belonging and truancy. The OECD later 
commissioned me to conduct a study that compared 
levels of student engagement across countries.
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That’s where the third aspect of engagement 
comes in – intellectual engagement – which is 
characterized by students putting in extra effort in 
their studies and being motivated to learn. That 
piece goes hand in hand with quality instruction. 
The teachers are interacting with that positive effort  
and motivation on the part of students, providing 
really effective learning time, and having relevant, 
exciting instruction in the classroom.

So an engaged student is not only engaged socially 
and institutionally, but also intellectually.
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What are the implications for schools? how can we 
use this information to inform school leadership?
Well, the first thing I would say is that most of the 
research in this area has been concerned with 
identifying the risk and protective factors associated 
with vulnerability. It has yielded a long list of 
factors; for example, youth are more prone to be 
disengaged if they come from poor families or single 
parent families, if their parents are unemployed, or 
if they live in a poor neighbourhood. I could give 
you a long list. But these are not factors that school 
staff can do much about.

A more fruitful way to look at this is in terms 
of the actual numbers of disengaged students. 
Among those who are disengaged, they tend to 
fall into three categories. Some students are just 
simply disengaged, but their academic results and 
behaviour are fine. Then you have students who have 
low academic achievement and are disengaged – 
and that’s why I stress the importance of reading 
skills. Finally, you have the “bad actors” – those with 
behaviour problems. The majority of these youth 
have low academic achievement as well as being 
disengaged from school.

So in a school with say, 500 students, you may have 
125 students that are disengaged. These are the 
students the principal and all teachers in the school 
need to know well. They need to make sure there is 
someone checking in with them every day. And this 
is also where you can build in parent involvement –  
meeting with the parents and helping them plan 
and set goals. Parents, after all, want good outcomes 
for their children, but some do not know quite 
how to go about it. Some of them may have been 
disengaged students themselves, or they may have 
low literacy skills. These parents may not feel they 
can sit down with their child to help with homework 
or school projects. But there are many things they 
can do. 

If you have 125 disengaged students in your school, 
these are the ones you have to reach. And you 
cannot say it is not the teacher’s job or it is not the 
principal’s job. If engaging these students is not 
their job, then whose job is it? If they fail to do it, 
then these students will most likely fade out  
of school.
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how can school leaders, then, support teachers  
in addressing student engagement?
Well, at the risk of harping on this, the first thing 
I’d say is that we have to develop a more inclusive 




