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1

INTRODUCTION

Student engagement matters. Research has consistently shown strong 
connections between high levels of student engagement and increased 
academic achievement. McClenney et al. (2007) noted, 

The findings from 20 years of research on undergraduate education have 
been unequivocal: The more actively engaged students are—with college 
faculty and staff, with other students, and with the subject matter they 
study—the more likely they are to learn, to stick with their studies, and to 
attain their academic goals. (p. 1)

This was illustrated in a recent study by Delfino (2019), where student 
 behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement were all linked with 
 academic achievement. Kuh et al. (2007) noted that positive effects related to 
student engagement were evident even after controlling for precollege vari-
ables such as ACT and SAT scores. Thus, engaging students is an excellent 
way to increase student learning and overall success.

Recognizing the complexity and multidimensionality of engagement, 
Lei et al. (2018) identified three primary dimensions of student engage-
ment. The first, behavioral engagement, is defined as the student’s level of 
participation in their learning. Emotional engagement, the second dimension, 
is defined as a student’s emotional reaction to learning and to others in the 
learning environment. Level of interest or boredom, feelings such as happi-
ness or anxiety, and sense of belonging all relate to emotional engagement. 
The third dimension, cognitive engagement, is defined by the use of cognitive 
strategies such as self-regulation during the learning process. Lei et al. (2018) 
conducted a meta-analysis of 69 studies with almost 200,000 students and 
found moderately strong positive correlations between all three types of 
 student engagement and academic achievement. 

To increase student success, colleges and universities make many efforts 
to increase student engagement. Many of these efforts are led by student 
affairs professionals and are aimed at new students. For example, orientation 
programs are designed to assist students with making connections to one 
another, faculty, and staff and with developing a strong sense of belonging 
as a member of the college community (Chan, 2019). Although research on 
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2  INtroDUctIoN

new student orientation is limited, some studies, such as the one by Hollins 
(2009), do show that these efforts are important and make a difference in 
terms of academic achievement and retention. 

However, results from national surveys on student engagement showed 
that student engagement in the classroom and with faculty can have the 
greatest impact on student success. In a longitudinal study with almost 
10,000 community college students, McClenney et al. (2007) found that 
active and collaborative learning experiences were one of the best predictors 
of higher grades, persistence, and graduation. Although engagement early 
in college is particularly important, Wu (2019) found that high levels of 
academic motivation, defined as being interested in or engaged with learning, 
were associated with higher levels of academic achievement in all 4 years of 
college. The engagement strategies shared in this book will assist faculty with 
engaging students throughout their educational journey. 

The student body at colleges and universities across the nation has 
become increasingly diverse in terms of race and ethnicity. According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics (2020), 57% of students attend-
ing 4-year public colleges or universities were White while 12% were Black, 
19% were Hispanic, and 8% were Asian. In 2-year public colleges, the stu-
dent population was even more diverse, as evidenced by 14% of the students 
being Black, 26% Hispanic, and 6% Asian. Engaging all students, especially 
students from marginalized or underrepresented populations, is important. 
Based on national survey data, Kuh et al. (2007) noted that “engagement 
has compensatory effects on first-year grades and persistence to the second 
year of college at the same institution for historically underserved students” 
(p. 3). Specifically, students of color and students of lower ability levels 
benefitted the most from being engaged. Thus, when faculty intentionally 
engage students, these actions will not only move the needle on student 
 success outcomes for all students but also can reduce equity gaps because 
of the especially important role engagement plays in the success of students 
from marginalized or underserved populations. This book recognizes the 
diversity of students that faculty are encountering in their courses and high-
lights engagement strategies that support success for all students, especially 
those from underrepresented populations. In addition to sharing research 
that  specifically relates to underrepresented populations, the diverse students 
 represented in the stories shared also bring a personalized perspective that 
can motivate and guide faculty.

Student engagement can also vary for full-time versus part-time  students, 
traditional- versus nontraditional-aged students, and students taking face-to-
face versus online classes. National survey data from both community  colleges 
and 4-year colleges and universities showed that part-time students are less 
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engaged than full-time students (Center for Community College Student 
Engagement, 2015; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). More 
specifically, part-time students were less likely to report engaging in active 
and collaborative learning, being challenged academically, and interact-
ing with faculty. Because there are 6.4 million part-time students attend-
ing community colleges and 4-year institutions, comprising approximately 
42% of the total undergraduate student population, these data illustrating 
lower levels of engagement are particularly problematic (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2020).

Research has also shown a connection between engagement and learn-
ing for adult learners (Lucardie, 2014). According to the National Center 
for Education Statistics (2020), 10% of students attending a public 4-year 
college are over the age of 25. This number climbs to 21% at public 2-year 
colleges. Although adult students typically have higher levels of engagement 
than traditional students, it is still important for faculty to consider ways 
to engage adult learners (Rabourn et al., 2018). This may be especially true 
for adult online learners. The average age of a student in an online bach-
elor’s degree program is 32 (Friedman, 2017). Data from national surveys 
show that online learners are also typically less engaged (National Survey of 
Student Engagement, 2013), According to Knowles et al. (2012), adult learn-
ers are most likely to be engaged when the goals and purposes of learning are 
clearly shared, individual and situational differences are considered, and core 
adult learning principles are applied. This book offers faculty teaching both 
in-person and online classes numerous strategies to engage traditional- and 
nontraditional-aged students from diverse backgrounds. Although many of 
the student examples come from students taking in-person classes, there are 
also numerous examples from online students, many of whom would be 
characterized as nontraditional students. The strategies shared can easily be 
adapted to fit different learning approaches and methods.

Given the importance of engaging our students, this book serves as a 
guide to faculty who want to make the most of key moments and oppor-
tunities by developing rapport with students and using techniques and 
approaches that maximize engagement and learning. For each of these occa-
sions—such as the first day of class or giving feedback, each covered in a 
separate chapter—I provide not only the rationale for and evidence behind 
these interventions but also inspirational student stories that shine a light 
on how even small actions can have a significant impact on the students we 
serve. The personal stories shared by students remind us all that learning is 
a social activity and that our relationships and interactions with students 
really do matter. The student stories provide insight into how students react 
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and respond to our actions and teaching approaches and how high levels of 
engagement translate into increased learning. 

As students share what they have found motivating and stimulating, 
 faculty who have used similar approaches will find validation for their efforts 
and will be reminded of the importance of these actions. It is also hoped 
that the student stories and suggestions, which are grounded in research, will 
prompt faculty to revisit strategies they may have used previously but for a 
variety of reasons are not currently using, modify currently used approaches, 
and incorporate new strategies into their current practices. 

We can learn so much from hearing the thoughts, values, and perspec-
tives of students. These stories offer real-world examples of how faculty 
actions can really make a difference. Although the book is centered around 
the student stories, readers will also discover research and theoretical support 
for the strategies shared. In other words, this book provides faculty with rich 
student examples that are grounded in and supported by research and theory. 
It is my hope that you will find this book to be a valuable resource, one that 
you return to when you need a boost or reminder that the work you do every 
day really does matter and can have a long-lasting impact on your students, 
and one that you use when you are in the midst of designing or redesigning 
a course you teach with increased student engagement and learning in mind. 
Keeping the student perspective front and center as you design and imple-
ment courses will unquestionably improve the overall student experience, 
increase student engagement, and lead to high levels of student achievement, 
especially for marginalized and underrepresented students.

Overview of This Book

This book is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 is focused on starting 
positive. In this chapter, faculty will discover how impactful their actions on 
the first day of class really are to students. Specifically, students share stories 
about how their professors created a sense of belonging by getting to know 
them and helping them feel like a valued member of the class. Student stories 
also illuminate how faculty can generate excitement for the course and can 
help students develop a higher sense of self-efficacy through building content 
knowledge and skill development. Faculty readers will also be challenged to 
think about how to use their syllabus as an engagement tool. Student stories 
illustrate how transparency through clearly articulated expectations along 
with some opportunities for choice in the learning process are excellent ways 
to use the syllabus to engage and motivate students.
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The focus of chapter 2 is on the importance of relationships. In this 
chapter, the significant role of relationships, especially the professor-student 
relationship, is highlighted through powerful student stories. Students share 
examples of how in-class activities helped them get to know their professors 
and peers and why this was so valuable to them. Students also openly dis-
cuss why interactions with their professors outside of class are so important 
and share examples of how their professors engaged them outside of class. 
For example, some students discuss how their professors supported them 
when they were faced with personal challenges while others share how their 
professors served as career mentors who helped them discover their passion, 
opened doors of opportunity, and assisted them with developing a profes-
sional network.

Teaching strategies are the focus of chapter 3. Student stories illustrate 
how student engagement can increase as a result of teaching and learning 
strategies. For example, several student stories focus on how their profes-
sor personalized the learning experience through the use of examples that 
directly linked to their interests and used demonstrations to show real-world 
connections. Students also shared numerous examples of how discussions 
and meaningful group projects also engaged them. Throughout this chapter, 
students emphasize the importance of seeing the meaning and relevance of 
what they are doing and the opportunities to partner with peers in produc-
tive ways.

Chapter 4 highlights how meaningful assignments play an impor-
tant role in student engagement. Students want opportunities to learn in 
authentic and challenging ways. Some stories in this chapter focus on how 
assignments helped them build foundational knowledge and increase their 
self-efficacy while others focus on assignments that had immediate value, 
served a purpose, and fostered their creativity. Students really appreciated 
opportunities to create work products that would serve community partners 
and that pushed them outside their comfort zone. 

The focus of chapter 5 is feedback. Student stories in this chapter focus 
on how learning through feedback increases their engagement and leads to 
long-lasting learning. Several students emphasized the value of formative 
assessments that were linked to summative assignments, noting that this 
allowed them to immediately use feedback to improve and learn. In addition 
to finding value in feedback provided by their professor, several students also 
shared how peer feedback opportunities were especially helpful and engag-
ing. Having the opportunity to revise work after peer or instructor feedback 
was the focus of several other student stories. In these stories, students talked 
about how these opportunities communicated to them that their professor 
believed in their ability to improve and perform better and how engaging in 
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the revision process led to improved products and confidence. Finally, several 
students focused on how even high-achieving students need and benefit from 
feedback.

Although faculty will likely engage in reflection as they read each chap-
ter, there is an opportunity at the end of each chapter to engage in deeper 
reflection. Faculty reflection questions stem from the ideas presented in the 
student stories. These questions can serve as excellent independent reflection 
tools or perhaps could be even more effective if used as part of faculty learn-
ing communities where faculty come together with the goal of increasing 
student engagement.

Overview of Student Contributors

There are numerous resources on student engagement that can be helpful to 
faculty, but most of these resources neglect to include the student voice. The 
aim of this book was to bring the student voice front and center in conver-
sations about how to engage students in the learning process. Faculty will 
undoubtedly find value in the insightful stories shared by students through-
out this book. Anchored in research and theory on student engagement, 
these student stories bring a personalized perspective that makes theory and 
research come to life and provide real-world examples of how our actions 
influence the learning process. In addition to sharing their own experiences, 
student contributors also share suggestions and tips for faculty who want to 
engage and motivate students. 

A total of 50 students from diverse backgrounds served as contributors. 
The stories shared throughout the book highlight the experiences of first-
generation students, students from marginalized or underrepresented groups, 
nontraditional-aged students, and traditional students. Many  student con-
tributors are managing multiple roles as students, employees, and parents or 
caretakers. 

Both undergraduate and graduate students are represented. Stories from 
31 undergraduate student contributors and 19 contributors who are enrolled 
in master’s- or doctoral-level graduate programs are shared. While many of 
the examples are drawn from traditional face-to-face courses—and identi-
fied as such—the majority of the ideas in the book can be transposed from 
face-to-face to online learning environments. Eight of the stories come from 
students taking online courses or who are in online programs, providing 
specific examples of how faculty can engage students in the virtual learning 
environment. Not surprisingly, as it is easier for faculty and students to con-
nect in smaller classes and engagement is, therefore, more likely, many of the 
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stories come from students enrolled in small courses, defined as fewer than 
40 students. However, there are also 11 student examples from students in 
midsized (40–100 students) or large courses (over 100 students).

Geographically, stories come from the United States, with 19 states 
being represented, and Canada. A total of 39 institutions are represented. 
Student contributors share their experiences at community colleges; techni-
cal schools; and public and private colleges and universities, including an Ivy 
League school. 

Dive in and enjoy the stories and strategy suggestions. Hearing the 
examples and suggestions shared by this diverse group of students will most 
certainly inspire and motivate you to reflect on your current practices and 
the actions you can take to increase student engagement. After engaging in 
personal reflection, connect with students and colleagues at your institutions 
and engage in deep conversations about how faculty can increase student 
engagement.
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