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Since the mid-1980s, there has been an academic shift toward students’ involvement in
the learning process. A great number of studies have focused on the relationship between
student engagement and educational achievement. They have highlighted that appropriate
educational input and a supportive classroom environment are necessary, but optimum
learning should occur when students are engaged with the curriculum as well as the
institution, particularly in higher education institutions. Many scholars claimed that higher
levels of engagement will help students deal with academic anxiety and develop a sense
of belonging, which may lead to higher academic success. Educational experts and
policymakers have begun to propose nationwide and international strategies and programs
to promote student engagement in the classroom, which has led to the proposal of well-
known programs such as the National Survey of Student Engagement, the UK Engagement
Survey, and Program for International Student Assessment. Such engagement-centered
international measures have been used across the globe (e.g., Germany) and translated
into different languages (e.g., Chinese). Although the findings of relevant studies confirm
the effectiveness of engagement on learning achievernent, there is still the need to conduct
further (cross-sectional) studies considering the implementation of such programs in a
different context. The present study is an attempt to review the related literature regarding
student engagement among Chinese and German students across a variety of disciplines.
The findings suggest that researchers should devote more time and budget to investigate
the significance of learner engagement, especially in Germany and China.

Keywords: education, engagement, success, educational achievement, international student assessment

INTRODUCTION

Schaufeli et al. (2002) asserted that engagement has been originally implemented in occupational
settings, and then, scholars and practitioners have decided to include this concept in the
academic environment. They also argued that learning engagement is believed to emphasize
personal assets and efficient performance among students. Finn and Zimmer (2012) believed
that the concept of student engagement was developed, in the 1980s, as a response to experiences
of isolation, boredom, and dropout among students (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Educational courses
used to be regarded as successful if students were provided with appropriate materials, and
teachers would employ optimum teaching approaches in the classroom. The impact of affective
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and interpersonal factors as well as classroom environment
was claimed to be of great importance in any educational
endeavor (Newmann et al.,, 1992; Pike and Kuh, 2005).

After the proposal of positive psychology, many scholars
and practitioners decided to investigate the effectiveness of
learners and teachers’ characteristics such as motivation,
happiness, enjoyment, and engagement, as the influential factors
leading to successful learning outcomes (Gardner and Lambert,
1972; Trowler, 2010; Wang et al., 2021). For instance, Egbert
(2020) declared that successful learning happens if only students
are eagerly involved in the learning process, and they are
passionate about exploiting the learning opportunities in the
classroom. Universities and colleges have emphasized the role
of student involvement in decision-making activities, given that
students’ collaboration with university staff may lead to greater
educational achievement (Tchibozo, 2008). In addition, Hunter
et al. (2010) proposed that higher education institutions are
required to attract and maintain students, provide them with
the necessary support, and have them engaged in learning.
Consequently, students in higher education environments are
regarded as partners, rather than customers, who actively
participate in a variety of activities within the university/college
(Lowe and El Hakim, 2020).

Ross et al. (2011) claimed that there is a growing tendency
in China toward higher education, and therefore, China is
regarded as an educational destination for a great number of
students in the world. Consequently, they are trying to establish
a multitude of private higher education institutions whose
major objective is to involve and engage students in the learning
process so that the quality of the Chinese educational system
can be assessed and recommended reformist ideas can
be perceived.

Moreover, the Program for International Student Assessment
(PISA) was implemented in different countries so that they
can measure students’ performance in reading literacy,
mathematics, and science. The German government and
especially educational executives were informed of the students’
dropout rate and low educational engagement in the sense
of belonging and connectedness as a result of comparing
the results of PISA 2000 scores with students from other
countries (Ertl, 2006). It is regarded as the beginning of
the exploitation of academic and curricular development
reform in Germany focusing on providing more appropriate
materials and support to students and fostering learners’
autonomy and engagement in the classroom. Consequently,
results of PISA 2018 indicated higher levels of engagement
and lower levels of skipping or dropout from schools compared
to the average scores of students within the organization
for economic cooperation and development countries
(Education Policy Outlook, 2020).

Given that cross-cultural studies can help practice the existing
knowledge in other cultural contexts, findings might contribute
to understanding new perspectives regarding the research area
and integrating the previous knowledge and the novel information
into a more comprehensive concept (Pishghadam et al., 2021).
Hence, the present review study aims to investigate learners’
engagement in academic courses and institutions in China

and Germany to explore theoretical strengths and weaknesses
in this regard. Besides, the assessment of empirical studies
within these two contexts should help us provide a clear state
about the importance and implementation of the concept of
engagement and the probable correlation with other individual,
interpersonal, and institutional factors.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

According to Trowler (2010), time and effort are the building
blocks of student engagement. He proposed that learners and
institutions are required to employ necessary resources to
promote learning outcomes, enhance learners’ performance,
develop institutional fame, and engage learners in the educational
process. On the other hand, Teslenko (2019) declared that
student engagement is not confined to classroom activities.
Higher education institutions have decided to prepare the
ground for students to take an active role and voice their
ideas in curriculum development, staff recruitment, mental
health issues, and even attend strategy development and policy-
making meetings. Nonetheless, Lowe and El Hakim (2020)
argued that both institutions and students must be wary about
the probable disagreements and conflicts, so they should be able
to patiently manage such challenges in a mutually respectful
environment.

Engagement is defined by a number of scholars and is
believed to include various sub-categories. For instance, as one
of the prominent figures in this area of research, Reeve (2012)
contended that engagement can be defined as a concept
encompassing the following modes:

1. Behavioral engagement: This is the major area of interest
for scholars and refers to the effort and focus on an educational
task leading to taking an active role accordingly;

2. Emotional engagement: It deals with promoting facilitative
emotions (e.g., creativity) and diminishing negative emotions
(e.g., anxiety);

3. Cognitive engagement: It focuses on meaningful learning
through conceptual perceptions in curricular development
activities; and

4. Agentic engagement: It refers to deliberate and preemptive
involvement in the learning procedure.

Having reviewed the related literature, Egbert (2020) concluded
that task engagement can be facilitated through the
following enablers:

1. Authenticity: The task is related to their real life;

2. Social interaction: communicating with the teacher or peers
to receive proper feedback;

3. Learning support: Required resources should be available
and there needs to be enough time and feedback;

4. Student interest: Tasks should be designed according to
learners’ interest to engage them;

5. Autonomy: learners’ control over the learning process and
teaching approaches; and
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6. Task difficulty: The tasks should be designed a little beyond
learners’ capabilities so that they perceive the need to make
an effort to perform the task successfully.

On the other hand, teachers and instructors believe that
developing and maintaining students’ engagement in the
classroom is becoming a challenging task these days (Hiver
et al., 2021). Furthermore, Egbert (2020) argued that teachers
should highlight educational objectives so that learners’
capabilities and demands are taken into account, and then,
students are encouraged to be engaged in classroom tasks.
Moreover, Xie and Derakhshan (2021) claimed that teachers’
positive communication with learners can result in educational
attainment for learners with different characteristics.

Eventually, we should present the conceptual framework
proposed by Kahu (2013). It was introduced with an emphasis
on the psychological perspective on student engagement, along
with the socio-cultural and behavioral views. This framework
encompasses institutional and personal factors based on the
following sub-categories: socio-cultural, structural, and psycho-
social influences as well as proximal and distal consequences
(see Figure 1).

EMPIRICAL STUDIES

Students Engagement Assessment
Instruments

Academic assessment of students’ engagement was proposed
by Indiana University, the United States in the early 2000s
(Kuh, 2009). They would administer the National Survey

of Student Engagement (NSSE), as an institutional instrument
to evaluate students’ academic engagement, each year. NSSE
was designed so as to measure engagement at curriculum
and university levels. It was then followed by some other
related measures in different countries, for instance, the
UK Engagement Survey and the Australian Survey of Student
Engagement(Lowe and El Hakim, 2020). In 2007, a panel
of PhD candidates along with a visiting professor from
Tsinghua University intended to translate NSSE into Chinese.
They further developed the NSSE-C instrument as a
standardized measure of students’ engagement in the
Chinese context.

In this regard, Ross et al. (2011) argued that such
contextualized assessment programs can effectively measure
and improve the quality of education across nations, that is,
because they help collect data on students’ experiences throughout
their education that might lead to expression of their ideas
and learning achievement accordingly. For instance, the Chinese
version of NSSE assessment survey (NSSE-C) was used to
collect data regarding student engagement from students at
Tsinghua University in China in 2009. Ross et al. (2011) reported
that the findings of this study led to the development of some
influential programs such as holding discussions within the
university context focusing on the establishment of student-
faculty collaborations and promoting undergraduate teachers’
professional knowledge.

On the other hand, Martin et al. (2015) conducted another
seminal cross-national survey on student engagement among
high students in the United States (n=975), Canada (n=>562),
England (n=1,558), Australia (n=33,778), and China
(n=3,753). They employed the Motivation and Engagement

Structural Psychosocial

influences influences

) l Influe
| Environment: Culture, power,

STUDENT o Proximal Distal
£ ENGAGEMENT

~ consequences | consequences

Universif
| University e ty Affect
Culture oaching Enthusiasm )
Policies Staft Interest pr— Academic
. Support Belonging : Retention
Curriculum —— | Learning W .
o ork succes:
Assessment bt Achievement
Discipline Cognition Lifelong learning
iscipli
P Relationships Deep learning
Stude Self regulation Sodkii
tudent ocial
Student ) X Social
Background Métvaion Behaviour Satisfaction Clizenp
Squlon Skills Time and effort Well-being | Personal growth
Family Identity Interaction
Lifeload Participat
Self efﬁcacy articipation

FIGURE 1 | Kahu's (2013), p. 766 Framework for student engagement in higher education.
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Scale for High School developed by Martin (2010), which
includes 44 items scored based on a 7-point Likert scale.
They found that there is a consistency in the measurement
of student engagement and motivation among these different
regions since the normality distribution and reliability indices
were similar. Therefore, Motivation and Engagement Scale
is regarded as a generalizable cross-cultural instrument in
this regard. Finally, they asserted that motivation and
engagement were regarded as distinct concepts by the study
population across various cultures.

Student Engagement Across Various
Disciplines

Hiver et al. (2020) developed an assessment instrument to
measure cognitive, social, affective, and behavioral dimensions
of students’ engagement in language learning classroom. The
proposed scale can help evaluate involvement and persistence
among students while completing a task. Moreover, Liu and
Flick (2019) attempted to investigate the relationship between
class engagement and academic performance provided that
learners’ psychological needs are satisfied. For this purpose,
573 accounting students from two universities in China were
selected to participate in this study. The questionnaire
included 5 items on student effort, 7 items on class
involvement, and 7 items on task persistence, which were
scored using a 7-point Likert scale. They concluded that
competence and relatedness were the two psychological needs
directly related to classroom engagement. On the other hand,
effort and persistence were associated with students’
academic performance.

Meng et al. (2018) examined the effect of information and
communication technology (ICT) engagement and students’
academic performance among high schools students in China
(n=9,841) and Germany (n=6,504). The data were obtained
from the PISA administered in 2015. They further concluded
that there was a significantly positive relationship between
learners’ perceived autonomy and academic achievement in
science, reading, and mathematics among Chinese and German
students. However, there were some inconsistencies among
these students of different cultures. For example, Chinese
students believed that ICT interest had a positive impact on
their achievement, while German students reported a negative
impact accordingly. In the end, Meng et al. (2018) argued
that the collectivist nature of Chinese cultural compared to
the individualist framework of German culture might be regarded

REFERENCES

Education Policy Outlook (2020). Available at: www.oecd.org/edu/policyoutlook.
htm (Accessed June 20, 2020).

Egbert, J. (2020). Engagement, technology, and language tasks: optimizing student
learning. Int. J. TESOL Stud. 2, 110-118. doi: 10.46451/ijts.2020.12.10

Ertl, H. (2006). Educational standards and the changing discourse on education:
the reception and consequences of the PISA study in Germany. Oxf Rev.
Educ. 32, 619-634. doi: 10.1080/03054980600976320

Finn, J. D,, and Zimmer, K. S. (2012). “Student engagement: What is it?
Why does it matter?” in Handbook of Research on Student Engagement.

as the predictors of such incongruity among students in
this study.

IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

Hiver et al. (2021) asserted that higher learner engagement
scores indicate their responsibility for their own learning and
academic success. They claimed that communicative language
teaching paradigms welcomed students’ involvement as a crucial
factor in academic success and language development. Therefore,
it is recommended to investigate students engagement from a
variety of perspectives among language learners to identify
the effective factors and lead learners toward enduring success
in their education.

Moreover, Ross et al. (2011) believed that conducting cross-
cultural evaluations of student engagement (e.g., NSSE) can
result in the identification of actionable areas of higher education
measures, which helps (higher education) institutions improve
their curriculum and collaborations with learners. Consequently,
it is highly suggested to assess students’ engagement from
different cultures using fresh data or even classified data
collection measures such as PISA. In this regard, Meng et al.
(2018) argued that economic relationships between different
countries could prepare the ground for cross-cultural investigation
of various disciplines accordingly. For instance, China and
Germany are considered as the major economic partners these
days and there is a growing number of visiting students between
the two countries. Nevertheless, there are very few cross-cultural
studies in academic or business areas of research, which might
help develop a better perception of the two cultures leading
to deeper and more successful mutual relationships in the future.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

The author confirms being the sole contributor of this work
and has approved it for publication.

FUNDING

This study was supported by Beijing Office for Education
Sciences Planning- “Research on Innovation and Reform of
Digital Teaching Mode in German Universities” (Grant No.
AADB2020180).

eds. S. L. Christenson, A. L. Reschly and C. Wylie (New York: Springer),
97-131.

Gardner, R. C,, and Lambert, W. E. (1972). Attitudes and Motivation in Second
Language Learning. Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

Hiver, P, Al-Hoorie, A., and Mercer, S. (2021). Student Engagement in the
Language Classroom. Bristol, UK: Blue Ridge Summit.

Hiver, P, Zhou, A., Tahmouresi, S., Sang, Y., and Papi, M. (2020). Why stories
matter: Exploring learner engagement and metacognition through narratives of
the L2 learning experience. System 91:102260. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2020.102260

Hunter, M., Tobolowsky, B., and Gardner, J. (2010). Helping Sophomores Succeed:
Understanding and Improving the Second Year Experience. Chichester: John
Wiley and Sons.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 754637


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
http://www.oecd.org/edu/policyoutlook.htm
http://www.oecd.org/edu/policyoutlook.htm
https://doi.org/10.46451/ijts.2020.12.10
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980600976320
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102260

Deng

Students’ Engagement in Classroom Education

Kahu, E. (2013). Framing student engagement in higher education. Stud. High.
Educ. 38, 758-773. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2011.598505

Kuh, G. D. (2009). What student affairs professionals need to know about
student engagement. J. Coll. Stud. Dev. 50, 683-706. doi: 10.1353/csd.0.0099

Liu, X, and Flick, R. (2019). The relationship among psychological need
satisfaction, class engagement, and academic performance: evidence from
China. J. Educ. Bus. 94, 408-417. doi: 10.1080/08832323.2018.1541855

Lowe, T., and El Hakim, Y. (2020). A Handbook for Student Engagement in
Higher Education: Theory Into Practice. New York: Routledge.

Martin, A. J. (2010). The Motivation and Engagement Scale. Sydney, Australia:
Lifelong Achievement Group. Available at: wwwlifelongachievement.com
(Accessed June, 2021).

Martin, A., Yu, K., Papworth, B., Ginns, P, and Collie, R. (2015). Motivation
and engagement in the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Australia,
and China: testing a multi-dimensional framework. J. Psychoeduc. Assess.
33, 103-114. doi: 10.1177/0734282914546287

Meng, L., Qiu, C, and Boyd-Wilson, B. (2018). Measurement invariance of
the ICT engagement construct and its association with students’ performance
in China and Germany: evidence from PISA 2015 data. Br. J. Educ. Technol.
50, 3233-3251. doi: 10.1111/bjet.12729

Newmann, E, Wehlage, G., and Lamborn, S. (1992). “The significance and sources
of student engagement” in Student Engagement and Achievement in American
Secondary Schools. ed. F. Newmann (New York: Teachers College Press), 11-39.

Pike, G., and Kuh, G. (2005). A typology of student engagement for American
colleges and universities. Res. High. Educ. 46, 185-209. doi: 10.1007/
511162-004-1599-0

Pishghadam, R., Derakhshan, A., Zhaleh, K., and Habeb Al-Obaydi, L. (2021).
Students’ willingness to attend EFL classes with respect to teachers’ credibility,
stroke, and success: A cross-cultural study of Iranian and Iraqi students’
perceptions. Curr. Psychol., 1-15. doi: 10.1007/s12144-021-01738-z

Reeve, J. (2012). “A self-determination theory perspective on student engagement”
in Handbook of Research on Student Engagement. eds. S. L. Christenson, A. L.
Reschly and C. Wylie (Boston, MA: Springer), 149-172.

Ross, H., Cen, Y., and Zhou, Z. (2011). Assessing student engagement in China:
Responding to local and global discourse on raising educational quality.
Curr. Issue. Comp. Educ. 14, 24-37.

Schaufeli, W., Martinez, I, and Pinto, A. (2002). Burnout and engagement in
university students: A cross-national study. J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 33, 464-481.
doi: 10.1177/0022022102033005003

Tchibozo, G. (2008). Extra-curricular activity and the transition from higher
education to work: A survey of graduates in the United Kingdom. High.
Educ. Q. 61, 33-56. doi: 10.1111/ j.1468-2273.2006.00337.x

Teslenko, T. (2019). “Engaging students and campus community in sustainability
activities in a major Canadian university” in Sustainability on University
Campuses: Learning, Skills Building and Best Practices. eds. W. Leal Filho
and U. Bardi (New York: Springer), 3-20.

Trowler, V. (2010). Student engagement literature review. Higher Educ. Acad.
11, 1-15.

Wang, Y. L., Derakhshan, A., and Zhang, L. J. (2021). Researching and Practicing
Positive Psychology in Second/Foreign Language Learning and Teaching:
The Past, Current Status and Future Directions. Front. Psychol. 12:731721.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.731721

Xie, E, and Derakhshan, A. (2021). A conceptual review of positive teacher
interpersonal communication behaviors in the instructional context. Front.
Psychol. 12:708490. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.708490

Conflict of Interest: The author declares that the research was conducted in
the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed
as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations,
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may
be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is
not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Deng. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal
is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 754637


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.598505
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0099
https://doi.org/10.1080/08832323.2018.1541855
http://www.lifelongachievement.com
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282914546287
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12729
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-004-1599-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-004-1599-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01738-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022102033005003
https://doi.org/10.1111/ j.1468-2273.2006.00337.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.731721
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.708490
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Comparing Students’ Engagement in Classroom Education Between China and Germany
	Introduction
	Theoretical Background
	Empirical Studies
	Students Engagement Assessment Instruments
	Student Engagement Across Various Disciplines

	Implications and Suggestions
	Author Contributions

	References



