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1

1
K E Y  P R A C T I C E S  F O R 

F O S T E R I N G  H I G H - Q U A L I T Y 
E N G A G E D  L E A R N I N G  I N 

H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

Eight hours a day during a summer research program for incoming 
first-year students, Maya works in a molecular biology lab, growing 
cultures and running gels. A full-time postdoc checks in with her from 

time to time to double-check her techniques, and a graduate student works 
part-time on another branch of the principal investigator’s research. Midway 
through the summer, a high school student, Delsin, joins the lab as part of 
an education, outreach, and diversity program, with his work also supervised 
by the postdoc. Delsin occasionally asks Maya for advice, though, when oth-
ers aren’t available. Typically, the lab is whisper quiet, with the exception of 
an occasional alarm signaling loss of power in the building. Lab members 
eat alone in shifts, either outside the building or in a windowless conference 
room. Maya talks with her faculty supervisor twice during the summer, seek-
ing clarity on how her work fits into the lab’s larger research goals but leaves 
both meetings feeling frustrated by her lack of understanding. At the end of 
the summer, she notifies the faculty supervisor that she has decided not to 
declare a major in molecular biology, even though she still has a strong inter-
est in the field. Maya doesn’t understand the larger purpose for the work she 
is doing in the lab, and she feels isolated from other lab members, especially 
the faculty supervisor who she thought would mentor her.

In her second year at college, Maya enrolls in a writing center the-
ory and practice course that includes phased work in the college’s writing 
center. Two days a week, the class has seminar-style discussions about writ-
ing studies scholarship and its applicability both to peer consulting and to 
the  students’ own writing experiences. Two additional days a week, Maya 
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2  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

observes experienced consultants during writing center sessions and com-
pletes guided reflections about how the consultants apply writing center 
theory and pedagogy. As the semester progresses, Maya earns the oppor-
tunity to lead sessions under the supervision of experienced consultants, 
with the faculty director nearby. After each session, Maya talks with the 
experienced consultant about her self-assessment of the strengths and chal-
lenges of the session and makes notes about questions and ideas to raise 
in the next class session. For the final project in the class, Maya writes a 
journal article manuscript for a peer consultant column in a writing center 
publication, discussing drafts with peers and her faculty member before 
sending a revised version to the journal for review. Near the end of the 
semester, the faculty director invites the students to her house for a potluck 
dinner. Maya’s manuscript receives a revise and resubmit decision after the 
semester has ended, but she has a community with whom to process the 
feedback. Excited about what she’s learning, she declares a major in English 
so that she can continue to study professional writing, and she accepts a 
part-time paid consulting position in the writing center, where she contin-
ues to work until she graduates.1

Comparing these two experiences highlights six key practices that 
 fostered engaged learning in Maya’s second year (and that were minimally 
present in, or even noticeably absent from, her first-year research experience):

 • Class discussions and Maya’s work in the writing center acknowledged 
and built on students’ prior knowledge and experiences.

 • The faculty member facilitated relationships among students in the course 
and with students’ near peers (e.g., more advanced peers, such as the 
experienced consultants) working in the writing center.

 • Maya had frequent opportunities for feedback from peers, near peers, 
and the faculty director, and even received feedback from a disciplinary 
scholar (the journal editor).

 • Maya and her peers made connections to contexts beyond the classroom—
both to the writing center on campus and to broader disciplinary 
conversations.

 • Maya and her peers had frequent opportunities for guided reflection on 
their learning and their own development as consultants.

 • The authentic experience consulting in the writing center promoted inte-
gration and transfer of  knowledge and skills from the course and prompted 
Maya to consider the discipline’s relevance to her professional goals.

This book unpacks these six key practices, grounding them in relevant 
research and offering strategies for applying them in varied higher education 
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HIGH-QUALITY ENGAGED LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION  3

contexts. As Maya’s experiences highlight, opportunities for engaged  learning 
are important in college classes but also aren’t limited to the physical or  virtual 
classroom; on-campus employment, leadership roles in student organiza-
tions, and mentored internships or undergraduate research experiences rep-
resent only a few of the many opportunities for staff and faculty to foster 
meaningful learning in college. As a director of an international research 
center on engaged learning, I’ve had the opportunity to work with dozens 
of multi-institutional, faculty/staff research teams studying engaged learn-
ing across higher education. I draw on that research for this book, distilling 
six strategies that continue to emerge as key practices for fostering engaged 
learning—across learning activities, in and beyond the classroom.

Regardless of your role on campus, you’ll find examples of how to enact 
these practices with the students you supervise, teach, advise, or mentor. In 
addition, supplemental resources available on the book’s website (https://www 
.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/key-practices-for- fostering-engaged- 
learning/) will help you reflect on how to adopt these six key practices in your 
specific context, and if you lead professional development activities for others 
on your campus, I’ve offered additional recommendations and resources for 
supporting colleagues’ adoption of the practices.

As a foundation for exploring the six key practices, this chapter shares 
a definition of engaged learning, situates the six key practices within related 
scholarly conversations, and begins to explore the importance of each of 
these practices for fostering engaged learning in higher education.

What Is Engaged Learning?

Amid the myriad of learning- and learner-focused terms in higher educa-
tion, this book examines engaged learning. Engaged learning entails students 
actively and intentionally participating in their own learning, not only at 
discrete moments but rather as an ongoing, lifelong activity. As How People 
Learn II notes, “‘Learn’ is an active verb; it is something people do, not 
something that happens to them. People are not passive recipients of learn-
ing, even if they are not always aware that the learning process is happening” 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, p. 12). 
Similarly, Susan A. Ambrose, Michael W. Bridges, Michele DiPietro, Marsha 
C. Lovett, and Marie K. Norman (2010) define learning

as a process that leads to change, which occurs as a result of experience and 
increases the potential for improved performance and future  learning. . . . 
It is the direct result of how students interpret and respond to their 
 experiences—conscious and unconscious, past and present. (p. 3, emphasis 
in the original)
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4  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

While these definitions of learning suggest that the process can happen 
unconsciously, engaged learning adds an element of conscious, intentional, 
and active participation.

Student development and success scholarship, including projects like 
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), use engagement to 
invoke “two elements: what the student does and what the institution does” 
(Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 413). Building on this institutional involve-
ment, in Engaged Learning in the Academy: Challenges and Possibilities, David 
Thornton Moore (2013) writes that effective engaged learning pedagogies

induce the learner to look carefully at her experience, to question her own 
assumptions, to place the experience in relation to larger institutional and 
societal processes and discourses, to hear others’ voices, to grapple with the 
question of why things happen the way they do, to imagine how things 
might be different, to read her experience in terms given by major social the-
ories and to critique those theories from the perspective of her  experience—
to engage, in other words, in serious critical thinking. (pp. 201–202)

Even as they invite the dual contributions of students and institution (or the 
faculty and staff who act on behalf of the institution), these pedagogies elicit 
the student’s active participation in her learning—as she questions, imagi-
nes, and critiques. And while students’ college courses, degree programs, and 
cocurricular experiences often are time-bounded, institutional missions and 
students’ own professional development goals typically reflect an intention 
for application or transfer of those experiences and associated knowledge 
to contexts beyond the university. How People Learn II devotes a chapter to 
“Learning Across the Life Span” and suggests that active engagement is par-
ticularly important for learning to occur outside of structured education or 
training programs.

As a result, fostering engaged learning in higher education—and giving 
college students opportunities to practice active and intentional participation 
in their learning—is critical to lifelong learning goals.

Engaged learning entails students actively and intentionally participat-
ing in their own learning, not only at discrete moments but rather as an 
ongoing, lifelong activity.

How Do the Six Key Practices Extend Other Conversations  
About Engaged Learning?

Although other publications focus on aspects of engaged learning, includ-
ing challenges associated with maintaining quality while scaling up access, 
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HIGH-QUALITY ENGAGED LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION  5

providing equitable experiences for all students, and fostering integration, 
these texts typically do not provide extended discussions of the key  practices 
that make teaching and learning practices high impact. The American 
Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) has published a number 
of short publications that are critical contributions to our understanding of 
the 11 AAC&U-designated high-impact educational practices (HIPs; e.g., 
Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013):

 • capstone courses and projects
 • collaborative assignments and projects
 • common intellectual experiences
 • diversity/global learning
 • ePortfolios
 • first-year seminars and experiences
 • internships
 • learning communities
 • service-learning, community-based learning
 • undergraduate research
 • writing-intensive courses

These publications’ brevity means that they tend to focus on case studies and 
outcomes, offering scarce detail (e.g., a bulleted list, a table of examples, etc.) 
about the essential actions for fostering high-quality engaged learning. Key 
Practices for Fostering Engaged Learning builds on, strengthens, and modifies 
this foundation.

George Kuh, Jillian Kinzie, John Schuh, Elizabeth Whitt, and Associates’ 
(2005) Student Success in College: Creating Conditions That Matter offers more 
detail but focuses principally on institution-level structures and practices; five 
chapters focus on “effective practices used at DEEP [Documenting Effective 
Educational Practice] colleges and universities,” but the book is now 17 years 
old. Over the past decade, Elon University’s Center for Engaged Learning 
research seminars (described more in the following) and other institutional 
and multi-institutional research projects have extended what we know about 
facilitating high-quality engaged learning. Drawing from these research sem-
inars, Key Practices for Fostering Engaged Learning also builds on the scholarly 
teaching conversation established by other significant publications on stu-
dent learning. More than 2 decades ago, Arthur W. Chickering and Zelda 
F. Gamson (1987) wrote that “good practice in undergraduate education:”

1. Encourages contacts between students and faculty.
2. Develops reciprocity and cooperation among students.
3. Uses active learning techniques.
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6  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

4. Gives prompt feedback.
5. Emphasizes time on task.
6. Communicates high expectations.
7. Respects diverse talents and ways of learning. (p. 3)

This list inspired multiple adaptations, including principles for good practice 
in student affairs, the Learning Process Inventory and Assessment, and the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE; Chickering & Gamson, 
1999). Therefore, it’s not surprising that Chickering and Gamson’s seven 
principles foreshadow George Kuh’s (2008) description of high-impact 
 activities, which Kuh, Ken O’Donnell, and Carol Geary Schneider revisited 
in 2017 as “eight key HIPs features”:

 • Performance expectations set at appropriately high levels
 • Significant investment of concentrated effort by students over an 

extended period of time
 • Interactions with faculty and peers about substantive matters
 • Experiences with diversity, wherein students are exposed to and must 

contend with people and circumstances that differ from those with 
which students are familiar

 • Frequent, timely, and constructive feedback
 • Opportunities to rediscover relevance of learning through real-world 

applications
 • Public demonstration of competence
 • Periodic structured opportunities to reflect and integrate learning (p. 11)

In this book, the six key practices for fostering engaged learning echo elements 
of these lists, particularly the preceding 2017 list of “key HIPs features.” But 
the key practices also reorient attention by faculty, staff, programs, and insti-
tutions to six priorities that are based on findings from multi-institutional 
research seminars (described later in this chapter and in subsequent chapters) 
and other studies. Moreover, individual faculty and staff can enact the key 
practices in and beyond the classroom, regardless of whether their institution 
implements HIPs.

While HIPs publications focus on the educational activities that faculty, 
staff, or institutions can offer, other scholars have examined student learning. 
In How Learning Works: 7 Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching, for 
example, Ambrose et al. (2010) identify seven principles of learning from 
multidisciplinary K–12 and higher education literature. Similarly the 2018 
update to How People Learn synthesizes decades of research from multiple 
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HIGH-QUALITY ENGAGED LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION  7

fields to identify 21 conclusions about learning across the lifespan (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018).

Table 1.1 synthesizes HIPs scholarship, learning science research, and 
the key practices for fostering engaged learning, which draw on a decade of 
international and multi-institutional research from the Center for Engaged 
Learning at Elon University.

TABLE 1.1 
Comparing the Key Practices, High-Impact Practices 

Scholarship, and Learning Science Research

Key Practices for Fostering 
Engaged Learning

HIPs Research, and  
Learning Science Research

Acknowledging and 
building on students’ 
prior knowledge and 
experiences

HIPs: HIPs set performance expectations at 
appropriately challenging levels (Kuh et al., 2017).

Learning Science: Students’ prior knowledge can 
help learning by reducing attentional demands 
or can hinder learning by causing bias, lack of 
attention to new information, or overreliance 
on that prior knowledge (Ambrose et al., 2010; 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine, 2018).

Facilitating relationships HIPs: HIPs put students in circumstances that 
necessitate interaction with faculty and peers 
(Chickering & Gamson, 1987) about substantive 
matters, over extended time, and expose students 
to people and circumstances that differ from those 
with which students are familiar (Kuh, 2008; Kuh 
et al., 2017).

Learning Science: Although relationships are not 
explicitly addressed, learning often is described as a 
social act.

Offering feedback HIPs: Frequent, timely, and constructive feedback 
about students’ performance contributes to the 
“high-impact” nature of HIPs (Chickering & 
Gamson, 1987; Kuh, 2008; Kuh et al., 2017).

Learning Science: Engaging students in goal-directed 
practice and providing targeted feedback facilitates 
students’ learning and development of metacognitive 
skills (Ambrose et al., 2010; National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018).

(Continues)

Moore_TEXT.indb   7 10-03-2023   08:14:52



8  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

Key Practices for Fostering 
Engaged Learning

HIPs Research, and  
Learning Science Research

Framing connections to 
broader contexts

HIPs: HIPs provide opportunities for students to 
discover the relevance of their learning through real-
world applications, on and off campus (Kuh, 2008; 
Kuh et al., 2017).

Learning Science: Making logical connections 
among information enables students to generalize 
their knowledge and solve problems (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2018).

Fostering reflection on 
learning and self

HIPs: HIPs provide periodic, structured 
opportunities to reflect (Kuh et al., 2017).

Learning Science: Students must attend to and adapt 
their approaches to learning (Ambrose et al., 2010), 
and that ability to self-regulate can evolve over time 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2018).

Promoting integration 
and transfer of 
knowledge and skills

HIPs: HIPs provide periodic, structured 
opportunities to integrate learning (Kuh et al., 
2017).

Learning Science: Students need to practice 
integrating component skills and experiences 
and applying them to new contexts or challenges 
(Ambrose et al., 2010; National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). 
Learners’ capacity to integrate changes over time 
and is shaped by their context and prior attempts 
at integration (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2018).

Table 1.1 (Continued )

Obviously, these practices, principles, and conclusions closely align. 
So what does this book add to the conversation? Since 2009, the Center 
for Engaged Learning at Elon University has facilitated multiyear, multi-
institutional, and multidisciplinary research seminars on focused engaged 
learning topics:

 • teaching democratic thinking (2009–2011)
 • critical transitions: writing and the question of transfer (2011–2013)
 • excellence in mentored undergraduate research (2014–2016)
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HIGH-QUALITY ENGAGED LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION  9

 • integrating global learning with the university experience: higher impact 
study abroad and off-campus domestic study (2015–2017)

 • faculty change toward high-impact pedagogies (2016–2018)
 • residential learning communities as a HIP (2017–2019)
 • capstone experiences (2018–2020)
 • writing beyond the university: fostering writers’ lifelong learning and 

agency (2019–2021)
 • (re)examining conditions for meaningful learning experiences (2020–

2023)
 • work-integrated learning (2022–2024)

As this list reflects, the center now launches a new international research 
seminar each year. For each seminar, we accept 20–30 higher education 
scholars through a competitive application process. These faculty and staff 
commit to collaborating on 3-year research projects, with 1-week meetings 
each of three consecutive summers. During summer 1, participants form 
multi-institutional cohorts of four to six scholars to develop shared research 
questions and research methods that align with the overarching seminar 
topic. Participants then return to their home campuses to collect their first 
year of data. During summer 2, cohorts analyze their year 1 data and share 
early results across cohorts so that participants can begin looking for inter-
secting themes; they also develop research plans and materials for a second 
year of data collection. During summer 3, participants reconvene to con-
tinue analyzing their data and share some of their findings at the Conference 
on Engaged Learning, held annually adjacent to whichever research seminar 
is in its third summer.

I’ve had the privilege of having a role in each of these research seminars, 
first as a participant, then as a seminar leader, and subsequently as the center’s 
director, planning, implementing, and assessing each research seminar. From 
this perspective, I’ve identified six key practices prevalent across the seminars’ 
findings—the focus of this book.

While reinforcing prior scholarly teaching conversations about stu-
dent learning, these six key practices further reflect lessons learned from 
this multi-institutional, mixed-methods research. The center already has 
worked with over 200 scholars from more than a dozen different coun-
tries. Participants have represented research-intensive universities, liberal 
arts  colleges, community colleges, and many other institutional types. As a 
result, research cohorts have been able to examine how what they learn about 
undergraduate research or study abroad or writing or other engaged learning 
practices applies across multiple institution types, leading to more generaliz-
able recommendations for practice—and a more robust understanding of 
what adaptations might be needed to support learners in specific contexts.
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10  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

Each key practices chapter in this book builds on this principle of adapt-
ability by offering accessible overviews of relevant research and concrete 
strategies for faculty, staff, and institutional leaders invested in implementing 
high-quality engaged learning across varied institutional contexts. The book 
includes examples of application across all 11 high-impact practices and 
other pedagogies, and many of the examples illustrate potential intersections 
among these pedagogies (e.g., writing-intensive first-year  experiences, collab-
orative assignments in capstone courses, service-learning in study away, etc.). 
I organize these examples as occurring in the physical or  virtual  classroom 
and beyond the classroom; although this boundary is fluid, since some 
course-based activities happen outside physical or virtual classroom spaces, 
my goal is to celebrate engaged learning practices in traditional learning con-
texts while also drawing increased attention to staff and faculty efforts to 
foster engaged learning outside of these officially designated learning spaces. 
Each key practices chapter ends with two sets of specific implications and 
recommendations tailored for individual faculty and staff and for program 
and institution leaders.

Why Do the Six Key Practices Need More Attention in  
Colleges and Universities?

Collectively, the six key practices for fostering engaged learning prepare 
 students to actively and intentionally participate in their own learning as an 
ongoing, lifelong activity. Students who experience these practices will learn 
more during college and are better equipped to contribute to communities 
and workplaces beyond the university because they gain confidence identi-
fying and applying relevant prior knowledge, working with diverse others, 
requesting and using feedback, making connections, and reflecting on their 
abilities to contribute—and on gaps in their understanding. Four of the key 
practices help students develop strategies for applying what they learn to 
both routine and new situations:

 • Acknowledging and building on students’ prior knowledge and experiences 
helps them learn to inventory their relevant knowledge as they encounter 
new experiences.

 • Facilitating relationships helps students learn to collaborate with others.
 • Offering feedback helps students seek and respond to feedback from 

others.
 • Framing connections to broader contexts helps students develop strategies 

for identifying and using relevant knowledge and strategies to address the 
world’s wicked problems.
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As a result, all four key practices play pivotal roles in college learning and 
in preparing students for success in their careers, civic participation, and 
21st-century lives. Two additional key practices amplify the impact of these 
practices for lifelong learning:

 • Fostering reflection and metacognition helps students assess their own 
understanding of and ability to apply their relevant knowledge so that 
they can decide when they need to pursue additional learning.

 • Promoting integration and transfer of knowledge and skills helps students 
conceptualize learning not only as happening at discrete moments in 
specific classes or disciplines, but rather as an ongoing, lifelong activity 
that requires drawing from multiple prior and concurrent contexts to 
select and adapt relevant knowledge and skills.

The key practices image (Figure 1.1) therefore illustrates the six practices 
as interlocking, centered around reflection and encircled by integration and 
transfer. The subsequent chapters address each of these practices in more 

Figure 1.1. Key practices for fostering engaged learning.
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12  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

detail, and I conclude this introduction with additional discussion of why 
colleges and universities should give each of these practices more attention.

Acknowledging and Building on Students’ Prior Knowledge  
and Experiences

Extending beyond Kuh’s assertion that HIPs feature “performance expecta-
tions set at appropriately high levels” (Kuh, 2013, p. 8), chapter 2 examines 
how high-quality engaged learning builds on students’ prior knowledge and 
experiences. Ambrose et al. (2010) remind us, “When students can connect 
what they are learning to accurate and relevant prior knowledge, they learn 
and retain more” (p. 15). Therefore making prior knowledge and experiences 
visible to everyone involved in the learning process and helping students 
practice applying or adapting that prior knowledge—with opportunities for 
feedback—combine to support students actively and intentionally partici-
pating in their college studies and in lifelong learning.

Although any curriculum structure with prerequisites assumes that stu-
dents are using prior knowledge and experiences from those prerequisite 
courses in their subsequent course work, this assumption that students will 
transfer their learning from one context to another is not transparent to stu-
dents. In a 2019 survey conducted by the Center for Engaged Learning and 
the Elon Poll, only 58.9% of the U.S. college graduates surveyed (n=1,575, 
ages 18–34) indicated that they had multiple experiences during college 
of faculty asking them to draw on prior experiences when they learned 
new things; 14.5% of the respondents indicated that they never had this 
experience.

Facilitating Relationships

Substantive interactions with faculty, staff, and peers help students form 
meaningful relationships (see Felten et al., 2016) and extend their profes-
sional development networks. Chapter 3 explores key practices for fostering 
students’ development of diverse networks. In the 2019 Center for Engaged 
Learning/Elon Poll survey, nearly 83% of college graduates reported hav-
ing one or more meaningful relationships with faculty or staff, but a full 
17% never developed such a relationship. The numbers are slightly more 
promising when focusing on meaningful relationships with other students, 
as 88% of college graduates surveyed reported having one or more mean-
ingful connections. Given that relationships are a marker of good practice 
or high-impact activity in higher education (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; 
Kuh, 2008) and the “beating heart of the undergraduate experience” (Felten 
& Lambert, 2020, p. 1), colleges should strive to ensure that 100% of college 
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HIGH-QUALITY ENGAGED LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION  13

graduates report having multiple meaningful relationships with faculty, staff, 
and peers.

Offering Feedback

When faculty and staff offer constructive formative and summative feedback, 
students are better equipped to advance their understanding and application 
of key concepts. Drawing from both engaged learning and writing studies 
scholarship, chapter 4 offers strategies for increasing the number of substan-
tive feedback cycles, incorporating both faculty/staff and peer feedback.

In the 2019 survey, nearly 72% of survey participants reported receiv-
ing feedback from faculty/staff on final projects multiple times, but 21% 
indicated they received this final feedback only once, and 7% indicated they 
never received feedback on a final project. Only 66% of these U.S.  college 
graduates reported receiving feedback from faculty/staff multiple times 
to guide their work before they submitted a final version, and only 58% 
reported routinely receiving feedback from peers on work-in-progress.

Feedback is central to learning—and a critical component of professional 
activity in the workforce—so students need opportunities to practice asking 
for and acting on feedback. Yet offering timely feedback does not have to be 
an overwhelming task for any one faculty or staff member in a student’s life 
if colleges develop feedback cultures. Ideally, learners develop strategies for 
using self-assessment, peer and near peer feedback, and faculty/staff feedback 
to inform their continued practice and learning.

Framing Connections to Broader Contexts

Chapter 5 offers strategies for scaffolding students’ exploration of and prac-
tice in real-world applications of their knowledge and skills. Approximately 
88% of the college graduates responding to the 2019 survey indicated that 
they had one or more opportunities to practice real-world applications of 
what they were learning during their college experience. Nevertheless, in an 
open-response question, survey participants repeatedly expressed a desire for 
their college or university to have provided more learning experiences that 
approximated the tasks they were encountering as college graduates.

Maya’s experience in her college’s writing center course offers one exam-
ple of how curricular and cocurricular spaces can enable students to connect 
their learning to authentic “real-world” tasks. Client-based projects, service-
learning, study abroad, internships, and on-campus employment often  foster 
students’ connections among what they’re learning and broader contexts. 
Chapter 5 shares strategies for framing these connections across campus 
 contexts for learning.
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14  KEY PRACTICES FOR FOSTERING ENGAGED LEARNING

Fostering Reflection on Learning and Self

Opportunities for reflection facilitate integration and transfer of learning, 
and opportunities for metacognitive reflection prepare students to take more 
active roles in their own learning. Chapter 6 illustrates this key practice. 
Only 55% of U.S. college graduates reported having multiple opportunities 
to reflect on how the different parts of their college experience fit together, 
and 17% indicated they never had opportunities for that type of reflection 
(Center for Engaged Learning/Elon Poll, 2019). College graduates were more 
likely to have had opportunities to reflect on how what they were learning 
would apply to their futures, with 66% reporting multiple opportunities for 
that reflection, and 23% reporting one opportunity for that forward-looking 
reflection. Chapter 6 offers concrete strategies to bolster these opportunities 
for reflection and metacognition across campus.

Promoting Integration and Transfer of Knowledge and Skills

Drawing from studies of integration and transfer of learning/knowledge/
skills, chapter 7 illustrates how the other five key practices collectively  
 facilitate students’ connection-making among new knowledge, prior knowl-
edge, concurrently gained knowledge from other contexts, and future 
goals. Higher education curricula are built on the assumption that stu-
dents will transfer knowledge from course to course, particularly if courses 
have prerequisites or are part of a strategic course sequence within a major 
or minor. Yet several studies have demonstrated that neither faculty nor 
 students expect what students learn in prior courses to be applicable to their 
subsequent courses (e.g., Bergmann & Zepernick, 2007; Driscoll, 2011; 
Nelms & Dively, 2007). And when students do try to apply knowledge 
from prior courses, their current faculty may not recognize students are 
attempting that transfer of knowledge (Nowacek, 2011). Responding to 
these challenges, chapter 7 shares strategies for promoting transfer and inte-
gration in and beyond the classroom—and for making students’ transfer 
attempts more visible to faculty and staff who can offer feedback to inform 
students’ future practice.

Key Practices for Fostering Equitable Engaged Learning

We cannot rely solely on officially designated high-impact educational 
practices to integrate engaged learning into higher education. Of the 1,575 
college graduates, ages 18–34, who responded to the 2019 survey, 51.7% 
had an internship or work placement during college, 35.4% took part in 
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service-learning or a community-engaged learning course, 31.7% reported 
having a capstone project or experience, 31.6% reported completing an 
independent undergraduate research project, 19.3% had a study abroad 
experience, and only 17.5% composed an ePortfolio. These results roughly 
coincide with what is reported in other large-scale studies of student expe-
riences; for example, in the 2019 NSSE, seniors reported participating in 
internships, research, and study abroad at similar rates, but across Carnegie 
classifications, more seniors reported participating in culminating experi-
ences (with a range of 37% to 76% depending on the institution type; 
NSSE, 2019a, p. 13).

Some institutions now require one or more of these HIPs, which may 
increase the likelihood that students at those institutions experience the 
beneficial outcomes associated with HIPs. Embedding the six key practices 
across curricular and cocurricular experiences, though, even more equitably 
ensures that students develop capacities as engaged, lifelong learners. Every 
faculty and staff member can embed the key practices in their courses and 
programs across the university, ensuring that students encounter and prac-
tice them in multiple courses and cocurricular activities, regardless of the 
pathways they take through their college education. Of course, you do not 
need to wait for a campus-wide initiative to pursue or contribute to the 
goal of fostering equitable, engaged learning. Chapter 8 explores additional 
implications of the current unequal participation in high-impact edu-
cational practices and challenges readers to adopt the six key practices to 
enact more equitable and just higher education. As you read the following 
 chapters, I hope you will consider how you can apply or deepen these six key 
practices in your own work with students, wherever you interact with them, 
to foster their engaged learning.

Note

1. The student profiles at the beginning of each chapter are composites and 
intended to showcase a sampling of the diverse student identities and experiences 
represented in Center for Engaged Learning research seminar studies and in today’s 
colleges and universities.
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