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ABSTRACT 
Study engagement is defined as a positive academic disposition characterized by students’ levels of vigor, 
dedication, and absorption in learning processes. This concept provides a key explanatory framework for 
understanding university students’ academic achievement, psychosocial adjustment, and satisfaction with their 
higher education experiences. Within the perspective of positive psychology, study engagement is conceptualized 
not only as observable academic behaviors but also as a holistic construct that encompasses students’ 
psychological investment in learning. In this review, study engagement is examined through theoretical 
approaches and recent empirical findings. Prominent theoretical models of student engagement are examined 
through four primary lenses: contextual perspectives (e.g., Tinto’s Theory of Academic and Social Integration and 
Stage–Environment Fit Theory), affective perspectives (e.g., Flow Theory), institutional perspectives (e.g., Student 
Involvement Theory), and motivational perspectives (e.g., Achievement Goal Theory and Self-Determination 
Theory), in addition to Kahu’s integrative holistic framework. Moreover, recent studies on momentary student 
engagement conceptualize engagement as a dynamic, context- and time-sensitive process rather than a stable 
trait. In the context of Turkish higher education, the growing number of students, increasing dropout rates, and 
youth unemployment have made study engagement a critical issue. Therefore, examining the conceptual and 
theoretical foundations of study engagement provides an essential contribution not only to academic achievement 
and persistence but also to students’ psychosocial adjustment and post-graduation life satisfaction. 
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ÖZ 
Çalışma bağlılığı, öğrencilerin öğrenme süreçlerine yönelik enerji, adanmışlık ve yoğunlaşma düzeylerini içeren, 
olumlu bir akademik tutum olarak tanımlanmaktadır. Bu kavram, yükseköğretimde öğrencilerin akademik 
başarılarını, psikososyal uyumlarını ve üniversite deneyimlerinden aldıkları doyumu anlamada temel bir açıklayıcı 
çerçeve sunmaktadır. Pozitif psikoloji perspektifiyle birlikte çalışma bağlılığı; yalnızca gözlenebilir davranışları 
değil, aynı zamanda öğrencilerin öğrenme sürecine yaptıkları psikolojik yatırımı da içeren bütüncül bir yapı olarak 
ele alınmaktadır. Bu derlemede çalışma bağlılığı kavramı kuramsal yaklaşımlar ve güncel araştırma bulguları ışığında 
incelenmektedir. Alanyazında bağlılığı açıklamak için öne çıkan modeller dört başlık altında ele alınmıştır: bağlam 
düzeyli yaklaşımlar (Tinto’nun Akademik ve Sosyal Entegrasyon Kuramı, Dönem-Çevre Uyumu Kuramı), duygusal 
düzeyli yaklaşımlar (Akış Kuramı) ve kurumsal düzey yaklaşımı (Dahil Olma Kuramı) ve güdülenme düzeyi yaklaşımı 
(ör. Başarı Hedef Kuramı, Öz Belirleme Kuramı) ve Kahu’nun bütüncül yaklaşımı. Ayrıca son yıllarda öne çıkan anlık 
öğrenci bağlılığı çalışmaları, bağlılığı sabit bir özellikten ziyade bağlama ve zamana duyarlı, dinamik bir süreç olarak 
değerlendirmektedir. Türkiye yükseköğretim bağlamında artan öğrenci sayıları, okul terk oranları ve genç işsizliği, 
çalışma bağlılığını kritik bir konu haline getirmektedir. Bu nedenle çalışma bağlılığını kavramsal ve kuramsal 
temelleriyle incelemek, yalnızca akademik başarı ve devamlılık için değil, öğrencilerin psikososyal uyumları ve 
mezuniyet sonrası yaşam doyumları için de önemli bir katkı sunmaktadır. 
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Introduction 
Challenges experienced by students in higher education are no longer addressed solely through academic 
performance indicators but are increasingly understood in relation to psychosocial adjustment processes. 
Within this broader perspective, study engagement has been conceptualized as a positive learning-related 
disposition encompassing students’ energy (vigor), dedication to academic tasks, and absorption in 
learning activities (Schaufeli et al. 2002, Olson et al. 2025). Study engagement captures students’ active 
involvement in learning across emotional, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions, their sustained 
commitment to academic tasks, and their sense of connection to the educational environment within a 
wider contextual framework (Li et al. 2022, Korhonen et al. 2024). 

Research findings demonstrate that students with higher levels of study engagement tend to achieve 
stronger academic performance, experience lower levels of burnout, and develop more adaptive attitudes 
toward learning (Salanova et al. 2010, Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro 2013). Beyond academic outcomes, study 
engagement is also associated with students’ psychological well-being, self-regulation skills, and 
motivational orientations toward learning (Zeng et al. 2016, Obeng et al. 2025). Taken together, these 
associations position study engagement as a meaningful indicator of both academic success and social–
emotional development in higher education. 

International research has approached study engagement through a substantial body of longitudinal and 
cross-sectional work conducted across diverse cultural settings. This literature underscores the role of 
cultural and systemic conditions in shaping how engagement is experienced and sustained (Upadyaya and 
Salmela-Aro 2017, Shcheglova 2018). In European contexts in particular, students’ engagement has been 
shown to vary in relation to educational policies, characteristics of learning environments, and the 
availability of broader societal support systems (Wang and Eccles 2012, Dužević 2015, Maskell and Collins 
2017). By contrast, research in Türkiye remains relatively limited in its systematic integration of theoretical 
frameworks, measurement approaches, and higher education–specific implications of study engagement 
(Yiğit and Günüç 2017, Alan et al. 2018, Kürtül et al. 2021, Güçlü 2022, Günüç et al. 2022,). 

In recent years, Türkiye’s higher education system has faced growing challenges linked to rapid increases 
in student enrolment, the diversification of academic programs, intensified institutional competition, and 
rising levels of academic interruption, most commonly taking the form of temporary leaves of absence, 
alongside university dropout. Data reported by the Council of Higher Education show that each year a 
substantial number of students suspend their studies, transfer between institutions, or leave their 
programs before completion (YÖK 2024a, 2024b). Disruptions of this kind undermine students’ continuity 
in learning, weaken sustained engagement, and pose challenges for long-term academic development. 
Prior research has consistently associated school burnout, reduced motivation, and heightened academic 
stress with difficulties in maintaining strong study engagement (Güçlü 2022, Güngör et al. 2022, Olson et 
al. 2025, Zhang et al. 2025). By contrast, students with high levels of study engagement tend to report not 
only stronger academic outcomes but also greater job satisfaction and occupational commitment after 
graduation (Shimazu et al. 2015). 

Research on study engagement has largely concentrated on isolated theoretical perspectives, restricted 
sets of variables, or single institutional and cultural contexts. Consequently, attempts to integrate 
theoretical models, measurement approaches, and emerging research trends within a comprehensive and 
coherent framework remain limited. In the Turkish context, existing studies are predominantly descriptive, 
seldom situated within broader theoretical discussions, and have rarely incorporated time-sensitive 
approaches, such as momentary or situational student engagement. This gap constrains the 
conceptualization of study engagement as a multidimensional, dynamic, and context-dependent process, 
instead reinforcing its treatment as a relatively static individual characteristic. Accordingly, there is a 
pressing need to examine the theoretical foundations of study engagement alongside its practical 
implications within the Turkish higher education context. Addressing this need is essential for developing 
effective strategies to support university students’ academic development and psychological well-being. 
The present study aims to discuss the major theoretical approaches to study engagement within an 
integrative framework, to synthesize findings from both national and international literature, and to 
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provide an up-to-date evaluation of study engagement among university students in Türkiye. In doing so, 
this review seeks to fill an important gap in the literature and to offer a guiding framework for researchers 
and educational practitioners, contributing to the development of holistic and evidence-based approaches 
to enhancing student engagement in higher education. 

Study Engagement 
In higher education, research has increasingly moved beyond traditional indicators such as academic 
achievement, motivation, and learning outcomes to incorporate students’ social and emotional processes, 
influenced by principles of positive psychology (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Rather than focusing on individuals’ 
weaknesses and problems, positive psychology emphasizes strengths, potential, and optimal functioning 
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). From this perspective, educational settings should attend not only 
to students’ cognitive performance but also to their psychological well-being and active participation in 
the learning process. 

Within the literature aimed at explaining students’ relationships with learning environments, several 
conceptual approaches have been proposed. These approaches focus on different dimensions, ranging 
from students’ levels of participation in school life to their sense of belonging, social relationships, and 
orientation toward academic activities. For example, school involvement primarily emphasizes students’ 
active participation in classroom and school-based activities (Berti et al. 2025), whereas school belonging 
highlights the emotional dimension of students’ perceptions of being accepted as members of the school 
community (Korpershoek et al. 2020). In contrast, school attachment refers to the relational bonds formed 
through students’ social relationships and feelings of connectedness within the school environment 
(Libbey 2004), while school bonding extends this relationship further by incorporating elements of 
commitment and continuity (Gentle-Genitty et al. 2024). Although each of these concepts illuminates 
specific aspects of student–school relationships, their fragmented nature underscores the need for more 
comprehensive constructs that capture students’ engagement with learning processes in a holistic 
manner. 

Study engagement offers a contemporary framework for explaining students’ experiences of energy, 
dedication, and sustained focus in the learning process. This construct encompasses not only school 
belonging or classroom participation but also students’ intrinsic motivation, psychological investment in 
learning, and satisfaction derived from academic activities. As defined by Schaufeli et al. (2002), study 
engagement represents a positive and sustainable mental state characterized by high energy, a sense of 
meaning in learning, and deep absorption in academic tasks. In this regard, study engagement supports 
students’ voluntary involvement in academic activities, their active participation in learning processes, 
and their experience of psychological fulfilment derived from learning. Accordingly, examining the core 
dimensions of study engagement is essential for a deeper understanding of how students engage with 
academic processes 

Dimensions of Engagement 

Definitions and conceptualizations of engagement vary across researchers and theoretical perspectives. 
Early studies primarily conceptualized engagement in terms of two core components: behavioural (e.g., 
participation, effort) and emotional (e.g., interest, sense of belonging) dimensions (Finn 1993; Skinner and 
Belmont 1993). Over time, this framework was expanded to include a cognitive dimension, capturing 
students’ mental processes related to learning (Fredricks et al. 2004). Accordingly, study engagement has 
been conceptualized as a multidimensional construct that encompasses students’ participation in 
academic activities, emotional experiences, and cognitive strategies (Appleton et al. 2006). Recent 
approaches have further proposed the inclusion of a social engagement dimension to reflect students’ 
interactions with peers and educators (Wang and Hofkens 2020). 

Engagement has most commonly been conceptualized as comprising three dimensions: emotional, 
behavioural, and cognitive engagement (Fredricks et al. 2004). This framework emphasizes observable 
behaviours and learning strategies as central indicators of engagement. The emotional dimension refers 
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to students’ feelings toward school and learning; the behavioural dimension includes measurable activities 
such as class attendance, task completion, and classroom participation; and the cognitive dimension 
encompasses strategic thinking, self-regulation, and efforts toward deep learning (Finn and Zimmer 2012). 

Initially, engagement was defined by Maslach and Leiter (1997) as the positive antithesis of burnout, 
representing the opposite poles of exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy. From this 
perspective, high energy, strong identification with one’s work, and a high sense of efficacy were 
considered indicators of engagement. However, Schaufeli and Bakker (2001) demonstrated that 
engagement should not be viewed merely as the opposite of burnout but rather as an independent 
construct. They identified two core dimensions of well-being in work and academic contexts: activation 
(ranging from exhaustion in burnout to energy in engagement) and identification (ranging from cynicism 
in burnout to dedication in engagement). Importantly, the third burnout dimension—reduced professional 
efficacy—does not have a direct engagement counterpart, suggesting that it represents a distinct 
construct. Qualitative findings based on in-depth interviews (Schaufeli et al. 2002) subsequently supported 
the inclusion of absorption as a unique and complementary dimension of engagement. This model, 
grounded in positive psychology, conceptualizes engagement as a holistic mental state that extends 
beyond observable behaviours or emotional reactions to include psychological investment, meaning-
making, and intense focus on academic tasks. 

Within this framework, study engagement is defined as a multidimensional yet conceptually focused 
construct consisting of energy (vigor), dedication, and absorption (Fredricks et al. 2004, Appleton et al. 
2006, Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012). The energy dimension encompasses students’ experiences of high 
energy, mental resilience, willingness to invest effort, and persistence in the face of challenges (Schaufeli 
et al. 2002). Energy reflects the emotional aspect of engagement and includes students’ affective 
responses toward teachers, peers, academics, and the institution itself (Finn 1989, Voelkl 1997). Feelings 
of belonging, identification with the institution, and positive emotions toward learning are central to this 
dimension. Connell and Wellborn (1991) described emotional engagement through affective responses such 
as happiness, interest, sadness, and anxiety. Indicators of emotional engagement include interest in 
learning, valuing academic activities, a sense of belonging to the school community, and feelings of 
enthusiasm, enjoyment, and persistence toward academic content (Fredricks et al. 2004, Trowler 2010, 
Kahu 2013). 

The energy also reflects students’ levels of effort and persistence in the learning process, indirectly 
strengthening behavioural engagement by increasing willingness to participate (Skinner and Pitzer 2012). 
Moreover, the value students assign to learning activities plays a critical role in determining engagement 
levels. Eccles et al. (1983), within the expectancy–value framework, conceptualized value as comprising 
four components: intrinsic value, attainment value, utility value, and cost. These value perceptions shape 
not only students’ participation but also their cognitive investment and effort. Consequently, students who 
attribute higher value to learning activities tend to exhibit stronger motivation and more active 
engagement at both cognitive and behavioural levels. 

The dedication involves students’ sense of meaning, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge in 
relation to their academic work. It reflects not only psychological identification with learning but also a 
strong affective connection to academic tasks (Schaufeli et al. 2002, Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012). 
Dedication corresponds primarily to the cognitive dimension of engagement and includes the use of deep 
learning strategies, activation of self-regulation skills, and sustained effort to understand complex ideas 
(Fredricks et al. 2004, Li and Lajoie 2022). Grounded in the notion of academic investment, dedication 
encompasses the cognitive and psychological effort required to master challenging skills and content 
(Henrie et al. 2015). 

Cognitive engagement is closely associated with motivation for learning, use of cognitive strategies, 
critical thinking, information processing, coping with academic challenges, and self-regulatory processes 
(Xu et al. 2023, Singh et al. 2024). Students’ cognitive investments in learning shape not only deep 
information processing but also other engagement dimensions. Empirical findings indicate that students 
with high levels of cognitive engagement attribute greater meaning to learning tasks, which in turn 
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enhances emotional engagement (e.g., interest, enjoyment, identification) and fosters behavioural 
participation (Engels et al. 2021, Liu et al. 2024). These findings draw attention to importance of cognitive 
engagement as a key determinant of both the quality of learning and students’ sustained motivation and 
participation. Furthermore, this dimension provides insight into the extent to which students commit 
themselves to learning processes (Darr 2012) and demonstrate flexibility in problem-solving situations 
(Connell and Wellborn 1991). 

Absorption refers to a state of full concentration, loss of time awareness, and difficulty disengaging from 
tasks. This experience involves being fully immersed in academic activities, losing track of time, and 
maintaining intense focus on learning processes. Although absorption resembles the concept of flow, it 
differs in that it reflects a more stable and pervasive mental state rather than a transient experience. 
Accordingly, absorption is conceptualized as an engagement component that captures students’ 
subjective experiences of sustained concentration and immersion in learning (Csikszentmihalyi 1990, 
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012). 

Absorption corresponds primarily to the behavioural aspect of engagement, reflecting students’ active 
involvement in academic tasks and learning activities (Fredricks et al. 2004, Kahu 2013). It encompasses 
positive behavioural patterns such as effort, sustained attention, persistence, and participation in 
learning-related activities. Connell (1990) and Finn and Rock (1997) defined behavioural engagement in 
terms of participation, effort, attention, continuity, and the absence of disruptive behaviours. 
Contemporary research supports this view, demonstrating that behavioural engagement predicts 
academic achievement over time (Li et al. 2022). Meta-analytic evidence further indicates that active 
participation in academic, social, and extracurricular activities is associated with positive academic 
outcomes and serves as a protective factor against dropout (Lei et al. 2018). In online learning contexts, 
motivation has been shown to mediate the relationship between learning environments and behavioural 
engagement (Pan 2023), while instructional design features play a significant role in shaping engagement 
levels (Wang et al. 2025). 

More broadly, behavioural engagement reflects students’ psychosocial adjustment to the school 
environment and their academic functioning. Indicators include time devoted to learning activities, effort 
expenditure, adherence to school and classroom rules, regular attendance, sustained focus, and active 
participation such as asking questions (Kuh 2009). Appleton et al. (2008) emphasized behaviours such as 
preparation, participation, and involvement, whereas Li and Xue (2023) suggested the necessity of 
persistence, attention, and absorption as key behavioural processes. Levels of behavioural engagement 
may range from basic task completion to more advanced forms of participation, such as involvement in 
student organizations (Fredricks et al. 2004). 

Overall, study engagement is conceptualized as a dynamic and multidimensional process that 
characterizes students’ relationships with education. This process is shaped by individual characteristics, 
institutional practices, and broader social and cultural contexts, and it remains sensitive to changing 
environmental conditions. Academic and social opportunities provided by institutions, support services, 
the quality of learning environments, and students’ relationships with peers and instructors play a decisive 
role in shaping students’ perceptions and attitudes toward school. Students who develop positive attitudes 
toward their educational environment are more likely to engage willingly in courses, learning materials, 
assignments, projects, examinations, and extracurricular activities, whereas negative attitudes may lead 
to absenteeism, reduced academic participation, and university dropout. 

Understanding Student Engagement through Diverse Theoretical 
Approaches 
Study engagement has been examined through a range of theoretical approaches that vary across 
disciplines and contexts. To clarify the meaning and scope of engagement, scholars have developed 
models operating at different analytical levels. These approaches encompass a broad spectrum of 
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influences, ranging from students’ individual characteristics to institutional factors, and from motivational 
processes to social interactional dynamics. 

Context-Level Approach 

Conceptualizing engagement at the context level emphasizes interactions among students and the role of 
these interactions in learning processes. Anderson (2003), particularly in the context of distance 
education, highlighted learner-to-learner engagement as a key mechanism through which students 
enhance their engagement via knowledge sharing, collaboration, and social support. From this 
perspective, relationships established with others in the learning environment—such as peers, instructors, 
and institutional staff—are considered critical determinants of both academic success and emotional well-
being. Within this approach, study engagement is conceptualized at the contextual level through several 
influential frameworks, including the Theory of Academic and Social Integration, the Participation–
Identification Model, and the Stage–Environment Fit Theory. These models emphasize how students’ 
interactions with their academic and social environments shape engagement and persistence in higher 
education. 

The Theory of Academic and Social Integration 

Tinto’s (1975) Theory of Academic and Social Integration posits that students’ decisions to persist in or 
withdraw from university are primarily shaped by their interactions with the institution’s academic and 
social environments. According to this model, the university experience is structured around two core 
dimensions: academic integration and social integration. 

Academic integration refers to students’ academic performance, satisfaction with learning experiences, 
relationships with faculty members, and perceptions of progress toward academic goals (Tinto 2012). High 
academic achievement and positive learning experiences strengthen students’ attachment to the 
institution. Social integration, in contrast, encompasses peer relationships, participation in campus 
activities, involvement in student organizations, and access to social support networks. These social 
connections enhance students’ sense of belonging and increase their willingness to remain enrolled 
(Braxton et al. 2011, Aypay et al. 2012). 

The model suggests that positive experiences in both academic and social integration processes increase 
the likelihood of persistence through institutional commitment and alignment with personal goals (Tinto 
1997). Conversely, weak academic or social integration may reduce students’ motivation and increase the 
risk of withdrawal from higher education. 

Participation–Identification Model 

The Participation–Identification Model, developed by Finn (1989), explains student engagement through 
two primary components: participation and identification. Participation includes behavioural (external) 
elements such as involvement in decision-making processes, engagement in extracurricular activities, 
and adherence to classroom rules (Wang and Eccles 2012). Identification, on the other hand, reflects 
emotional (internal) elements, including students’ perceptions of education as valuable and useful, their 
sense of belonging to the school, and feelings of acceptance within the institutional context (Wang and 
Holcombe 2010, Finn and Zimmer 2012). 

According to the model, participation and identification mutually influence one another. Early participation 
is thought to strengthen both academic achievement and identification with the institution (Finn and 
Zimmer 2012). Academic achievement is proposed to play a mediating role in the relationship between 
participation and identification. Low academic achievement may weaken students’ self-concept and lead 
them to attribute failure to the school, thereby initiating a negative cycle characterized by disengagement, 
poor performance, and increased risk of dropout (Finn 1989). 

Within this framework, persistence or graduation is viewed as the outcome of long-term processes. 
Sustained participation, high academic achievement, and strong identification support graduation, 
whereas declining participation, low performance, and emotional withdrawal may culminate in school 
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dropout (Finn and Zimmer 2012). The model particularly emphasizes the importance of simultaneously 
enhancing engagement and academic performance among students at academic risk. 

Stage–Environment Fit Theory 

The Stage–Environment Fit Theory posits that positive academic and psychological outcomes emerge 
when students’ developmental needs at specific stages align with the opportunities provided by their 
environments (Eccles and Midgley 1989). When academic settings can meet students’ evolving emotional, 
cognitive, and social needs, higher levels of engagement, motivation, and academic achievement are 
observed. Conversely, a lack of alignment may result in negative outcomes such as school burnout and 
academic disengagement (Wang and Peck 2013). 

According to the theory, educational transitions—such as the transition from high school to university or 
from university to the workforce—directly affect the fit between the individual (student) and the 
environment (educational or work context). Negative academic changes during these transitions often 
stem from increased competition, a diminished sense of belonging, or expectations that conflict with 
students’ developmental needs (Wigfield and Eccles 2000). When personal and environmental changes 
occur simultaneously, the quality of fit may deteriorate, leading to declines in motivation and engagement 
(Eccles and Roeser 2009). While developmental misfit may foster alienation from school and indifference 
toward learning, environments that support students’ interests, goals, and psychological needs promote 
higher engagement, motivation, and well-being (Salmela-Aro et al. 2008, Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro 2013). 

Emotional-Level Approach 

Examining engagement at the emotional level places psychological processes at the centre of analysis and 
conceptualizes engagement through behavioural, cognitive, and affective (or emotional) subdimensions 
(Fredricks et al. 2004). From this perspective, students’ emotions and attitudes toward learning are 
considered powerful determinants of academic participation and performance. Emotional engagement 
facilitates positive learning-related feelings, thereby supporting both behavioural and cognitive 
involvement in academic activities. 

Flow Theory 

Flow Theory, proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), describes a psychological state in which individuals are 
fully immersed in an activity, experience a loss of time awareness, and demonstrate high levels of intrinsic 
motivation. Flow represents an optimal psychological experience characterized by intense concentration 
and deep enjoyment during task engagement. In this regard, the flow experience substantially overlaps 
with the absorption dimension of study engagement (Salanova et al. 2006). 

Flow emerges when individuals’ skills are well matched to the level of challenge posed by the task. When 
this balance is achieved, tasks are perceived as neither too easy nor excessively difficult, thereby 
enhancing intrinsic motivation and sustained focus on learning activities (Csikszentmihalyi 1997, Schüler 
and Nakamura 2013). Research conducted in educational settings indicates that students who experience 
flow during academic activities report greater satisfaction with learning, higher levels of attention and 
effort, and improved academic performance (Shernoff et al. 2016). 

As a process that integrates emotional and cognitive engagement, the flow experience encourages 
students’ voluntary participation in learning. When students actively engage in classroom activities and 
experience deep concentration (flow), they tend to develop high levels of engagement in alignment with 
the characteristics of both the learning environment and academic tasks (Steele and Fullagar 2009). Flow 
simultaneously encompasses full task involvement, intense focus, and emotional gratification. Recent 
research point to that flow is not only an antecedent of engagement but also a reciprocal psychological 
process that mutually reinforces engagement over time (Dai and Wang 2025). Consequently, flow is 
conceptualized as a psychological state that enables students to fully participate in learning processes by 
integrating enjoyment with a sense of accomplishment. 
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Control–Value Theory 

The Control–Value Theory, developed by Pekrun (2006), aims to explain students’ emotional experiences 
during learning processes. According to this theory, achievement-related emotions experienced in 
academic contexts—such as interest, enjoyment, hope, anxiety, or boredom—are primarily determined by 
students perceived control over learning activities and the value they attribute to those activities. 

When students believe that they can effectively control an academic task and perceive it as meaningful or 
valuable, they are more likely to experience positive emotions such as interest, enjoyment, and pride 
during learning. These positive emotions broaden students’ attention and cognitive resources, thereby 
enhancing emotional engagement with the learning process (Pekrun 2006, Pekrun and Perry 2014). In 
contrast, low perceptions of control and value tend to elicit negative emotions such as anxiety, boredom, 
and hopelessness. These emotions reduce students’ participation, effort, and persistence in learning 
activities, ultimately leading to lower levels of engagement (Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia 2012). 

Control–Value Theory highlights the central role of emotional processes in explaining student engagement. 
Experiencing positive emotions toward academic tasks supports deeper cognitive involvement and more 
sustained behavioural effort in learning (Pekrun and Perry 2014). From this perspective, emotional 
engagement is conceptualized not merely as an internal experience but as a key mechanism that shapes 
academic performance and the continuity of learning over time. 

Institutional-Level Approach 

At the institutional level, engagement is conceptualized as a multidimensional process reflecting students’ 
interest in, motivation for, and attention to the learning environment. The quality of the learning 
environment plays a decisive role in the development of these cognitive and emotional components of 
engagement (Kassab et al. 2024, Papageorgiou et al. 2025). Porter (2006) emphasized that factors such as 
peer achievement, institutional intensity, curriculum differentiation, and a research-oriented institutional 
culture substantially influence student engagement. This approach focuses on how institutional policies 
and structural arrangements shape students’ participation in learning processes. 

Student Involvement Theory 

Student Involvement Theory, proposed by Astin (1999), posits that students’ active participation in 
university life—both academically and socially—enhances engagement and plays a critical role in academic 
achievement, persistence, and graduation rates. According to the theory, student learning and 
development are directly proportional to the amount of psychological and physical energy that individuals 
invest in their educational experiences. Astin conceptualized this energy investment through observable 
behaviours such as class attendance, completion of assignments, participation in classroom discussions, 
interaction with faculty members, and involvement in campus activities. In this regard, the theory 
emphasizes that students are not passive recipients of knowledge but active producers of their university 
experiences (Astin 1999). 

Astin (1985) further argued that student development should be understood not only in terms of academic 
performance but also through levels of social integration. The quality of time students spends in the 
university environment and the interactions they engage in during this time enrich their learning 
experiences. Relationships with peers, interactions with faculty, and participation in campus-based 
activities are particularly important factors that strengthen students’ sense of belonging to the institution 
(Kuh 2009). 

The theory also draws attention to the quality of learning opportunities provided by higher education 
institutions. Astin emphasized that students’ efforts alone are insufficient and that institutional academic 
and social resources must actively support student engagement. Consequently, Student Involvement 
Theory has become one of the most widely used theoretical frameworks in research on student success 
and persistence, offering a foundational perspective for understanding student experiences in higher 
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education (Ross and Okojie 2023). In this respect, the theory provides a valuable framework for 
understanding university students’ engagement from both theoretical and practical standpoints. 

Motivation-Level Approach 

The motivation-level approach emphasizes the central role of intrinsic and extrinsic motivational 
processes in the development of student engagement. It posits that students’ participation in learning is 
influenced by both intrinsic interest and satisfaction, as well as extrinsic rewards and expectations (Reeve 
2012). Intrinsic motivation refers to engagement in learning driven by inherent interest, enjoyment, and a 
sense of meaning, whereas extrinsic motivation involves behaviours regulated by external factors such as 
rewards, recognition, or avoidance of punishment (Deci and Ryan 2000, Ryan and Deci 2019). In this 
context, motivational theories provide an essential explanatory framework for understanding students’ 
orientation toward learning and their engagement processes. 

Achievement Goal Theory 

Achievement Goal Theory, originally proposed by Nicholls (1984) and later expanded by Elliot and colleagues 
(1999), is one of the foundational frameworks for explaining students’ achievement-related orientations 
and motivational processes in learning contexts. According to this theory, students typically adopt two 
primary goal orientations when engaging in learning activities: mastery goals and performance goals. 
Mastery goals focus on learning, personal development, and competence enhancement, whereas 
performance goals emphasize outperforming others, demonstrating superiority, or appearing successful 
based on external evaluations (Elliot and McGregor 2001). 

Achievement Goal Theory provides a valuable framework for understanding the purposes that guide 
students’ participation in learning processes. Mastery goals have been consistently associated with the 
use of deep learning strategies, development of self-regulation skills, and positive effects on sustained 
learning outcomes (Hornstra et al. 2017, Benita and Matos 2021). Performance goals, while capable of 
increasing effort and competitive motivation, demonstrate context-dependent effects on learning and 
emotional outcomes. Under supportive learning conditions and adaptive personal goal orientations, 
performance goals may contribute to academic achievement, however, in environments characterized by 
excessive evaluation pressure or external competition, they are often associated with surface learning 
strategies and negative emotional experiences (Senko 2019, Katz-Vago and Benita 2024). 

Empirical research further indicates that students’ goal orientations influence not only academic 
performance but also their modes of participation in learning and their satisfaction with educational 
experiences. Consequently, Achievement Goal Theory remains a widely used and influential framework in 
contemporary research aimed at understanding students’ motivational levels and engagement in learning 
processes (Kaplan and Maehr 2007). 

Motivational Systems Theory 

Motivational Systems Theory, developed by Ford (1992), offers a comprehensive framework for explaining 
individuals’ motivation and engagement levels. According to this theory, human behaviour emerges from 
the interaction of three core components: goals, emotional experiences, and personal resources. 
Students’ engagement in learning processes is therefore shaped by the dynamic interplay of these 
elements. Goals define desired outcomes, emotional experiences reflect affective states arising during 
learning, and personal resources encompass cognitive, social, and environmental supports (Ford 1992). 

Within this framework, students’ academic goals and their perceptions of their capacity to achieve those 
goals are key determinants of learning motivation. When students believe that their goals are attainable 
and experience positive emotions during learning, they are more likely to demonstrate sustained 
engagement. Conversely, perceiving goals as unattainable or experiencing intense negative emotions may 
undermine motivation and engagement. The theory emphasizes that academic success depends not only 
on cognitive competencies but also on effective emotional regulation and the strategic use of personal 
resources (Ford 1992, Ford and Smith 2007). 
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Motivational Systems Theory thus provides a holistic framework demonstrating that students’ goal 
orientations, self-efficacy beliefs, and emotional experiences are closely linked to academic motivation 
and performance (Frumos et al. 2024, Jafari et al. 2024). In the context of higher education, Ford’s model 
offers an important theoretical contribution to understanding student engagement. 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000), represents one of the most 
comprehensive contemporary frameworks for explaining human motivation. The theory posits that 
behaviour is guided not only by external rewards or obligations but also by internally experienced needs, 
values, and interests. SDT further emphasizes that individuals play an active role in initiating, sustaining, 
and regulating their behaviours, and that all individuals—regardless of age, gender, or cultural 
background—possess inherent growth tendencies and fundamental psychological needs (Ryan and Deci 
2019). 

SDT comprises six interrelated sub-theories, among these, Basic Psychological Needs Theory is the most 
central for understanding study engagement. This sub-theory asserts that satisfaction of three universal 
psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—is essential for the development of 
intrinsic motivation. Fulfilment of these needs fosters students’ voluntary participation in learning, effort 
investment, persistence, and, consequently, higher levels of study engagement (Deci and Ryan 2000, Ryan 
and Deci 2017). 

Students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are reflected in opportunities for choice, 
experiences of mastery, and supportive relationships with teachers and peers. Research consistently 
demonstrates that satisfaction of these needs significantly enhances students’ emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioural engagement, while also promoting intrinsic motivation, persistence, and deep learning 
(Niemiec and Ryan 2009, Jang et al. 2016, Reeve and Cheon 2021). SDT-based studies provide strong 
theoretical and empirical support for the role of psychological need satisfaction in explaining study 
engagement (Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2014). Autonomy-supportive instructional practices strengthen 
students’ academic participation, intrinsic interest, and dedication to learning (Reeve 2012, Reeve and 
Cheon 2021), whereas frustration of these needs has been linked to burnout, alienation, and low academic 
motivation (Schaufeli et al. 2002, Vansteenkiste et al. 2020). In learning environments characterized by 
high intrinsic motivation, students demonstrate greater effort, stronger goal focus, and higher satisfaction 
with the learning process (Ryan and Deci 2019). 

Kahu’s Holistic Approach 

Kahu (2013) developed a multidimensional model to explain student engagement in higher education, 
emphasizing that engagement is not merely an individual characteristic or an institutional outcome, but a 
dynamic process shaped by the interaction of multiple perspectives. In subsequent work, Kahu and Nelson 
(2018) expanded this model by conceptualizing engagement as an ecological system based on reciprocal 
interactions among students’ personal characteristics, learning environments, and learning outcomes. 
Kahu and colleagues (2020) further signal the importance of the strong associations between student 
engagement, academic achievement, well-being, and institutional belonging in higher education contexts. 

Kahu conceptualizes engagement through four interrelated perspectives: behavioral, psychological, 
sociocultural, and holistic. The behavioural perspective focuses on observable student behaviours such as 
class attendance, participation in classroom activities, completion of assignments, and involvement in 
campus activities (Kahu 2013). Institutional policies and instructional practices designed to enhance 
student participation are also considered integral components of this perspective (Redmond et al. 2018). 

The psychological perspective defines engagement through students’ internal experiences and 
psychosocial processes. Motivation, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and attitudes toward learning are 
key variables shaping engagement levels. From this viewpoint, engagement is conceptualized as an 
individual-level cognitive–emotional process (Xie et al. 2022). The sociocultural perspective situates 
student engagement within a broader socio-political context, emphasizing the influence of social norms, 
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cultural values, educational policies, and economic conditions on students’ university experiences and 
engagement levels (Kahu 2013, Kahu and Nelson 2018). 

Finally, the holistic perspective conceptualizes engagement as a multidimensional and interactive 
process. By integrating individual characteristics, institutional practices, and sociocultural conditions, this 
approach offers a comprehensive explanation of student engagement. Kahu’s model thus moves beyond 
single-dimensional approaches and provides a broad framework that simultaneously considers individual 
and institutional factors in understanding student engagement. 

Momentary Student Engagement 

Recent research has increasingly focused on momentary (situational) student engagement, a time-
sensitive approach that examines short-term fluctuations in students’ motivational, emotional, and 
cognitive states during learning activities (Symonds et al. 2024). Momentary engagement emphasizes that 
engagement is not a stable trait but a dynamic, context-sensitive experience that continuously evolves 
throughout the learning process. The complex dynamic systems model proposed by Symonds et al. (2024) 
point to that students’ attention, emotional states, and behavioural energy rise in response to specific 
triggers, persist for a period, and may culminate in disengagement. This cycle is continuously shaped by 
task characteristics, learning environments, and students’ psychological needs (Salmela-Aro et al. 2024). 

Momentary engagement processes are commonly assessed using methods such as the Experience 
Sampling Method (ESM) and Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA). These techniques capture students’ 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioural states at multiple time points throughout the day, allowing 
researchers to examine micro-temporal and contextual variations in engagement (Järvinen et al. 2025). 
Both qualitative and quantitative findings indicate the emergence of distinct momentary engagement 
profiles among students facing the same learning tasks. While some students display relatively stable and 
high engagement, others exhibit fluctuating or low engagement characterized by brief periods of focus 
followed by rapid disengagement. Factors such as clarity of task instructions, task meaning, and social 
interactions within the learning environment have been shown to directly influence momentary 
engagement fluctuations (Symonds et al. 2021, Järvinen et al. 2025). 

Momentary student engagement complements traditional approaches that rely on semester- or year-level 
averages by offering a dynamic and context-sensitive assessment framework. Through its potential to 
generate real-time feedback and adapt learning environments to students’ immediate experiences, this 
approach provides valuable opportunities for educators and researchers to monitor motivational 
fluctuations more closely and to develop targeted interventions aimed at enhancing student engagement 
(Böheim and Symonds 2025). 

Comparison of Theoretical Approaches 

The theoretical approaches reviewed above conceptualize study engagement at different analytical levels 
and through distinct explanatory mechanisms. Context-level approaches primarily explain students’ 
engagement in higher education through processes of academic and social integration, emphasizing the 
structural and relational ties students establish with their institutions. While these approaches are 
particularly effective in explaining outcomes such as dropout, interruption of studies, and persistence, 
they tend to address students’ psychological and motivational experiences during learning in a more 
limited manner. 

In contrast, emotional-level approaches conceptualize student engagement through subjective 
experiences occurring during the learning process, focusing on flow, academic emotions, and affective 
connections with learning tasks. These perspectives offer valuable insights into why students feel more 
interested, focused, or open to learning during instructional activities. However, they provide more limited 
explanations regarding the continuity of engagement over time and its broader contextual determinants. 

The institutional-level approach, particularly within the framework of Astin’s Student Involvement Theory, 
defines engagement primarily in terms of behavioural participation and the time and effort devoted to 
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learning activities. Although this approach is methodologically strong due to its emphasis on observable 
and measurable indicators, it tends to treat students’ intrinsic motivation and emotional experiences as 
secondary. Similarly, motivation-level approaches explain study engagement through students’ goal 
orientations, motivational systems, and basic psychological needs. Especially within the framework of 
Self-Determination Theory, these approaches successfully highlight the motivational core of engagement. 
Nevertheless, they often consider the structural characteristics of institutions and learning environments. 

This comparative evaluation demonstrates that study engagement is too multidimensional, contextual, 
and dynamic to be adequately explained by any single theoretical perspective. At this point, Kahu’s holistic 
framework of student engagement offers an integrative lens by simultaneously addressing individual 
characteristics, learning environments, psychological processes, and academic outcomes. More recently, 
the emergence of momentary (situational) student engagement approaches has extended this holistic 
perspective by incorporating a temporal dimension, demonstrating that engagement is not a static 
condition but a process that fluctuates in response to contextual and experiential factors within the 
learning process. 

By adopting a comparative and critical perspective, the present study conceptualizes study engagement 
as a holistic process shaped by students’ cognitive, emotional, and behavioural investments in learning, 
which emerge through the interaction of individual, institutional, and temporal factors. Moving beyond the 
mere presentation of theoretical models, this synthesis provides an integrative framework for 
understanding how study engagement should be conceptualized and examined within the context of higher 
education. 

University Students in Türkiye and Academic Engagement 
Students enrolled in higher education are largely in the developmental period of emerging adulthood, and 
the dynamics of this stage can directly influence their levels of academic engagement. Emerging 
adulthood is commonly described as a period in which identity development accelerates, educational and 
career directions take shape, the nature of close relationships changes, and individuals make key 
decisions that can shape their life trajectories (Arnett 2000 2015). During this period, young people attempt 
to meet increasing needs for autonomy while also coping with identity exploration, uncertainty, role 
transitions, and postponed responsibilities (Arnett 2000, Nelson and Barry 2005). The massification of 
higher education, delayed transitions into adult roles such as stable employment and marriage, and the 
continuation of dependent or semi-independent living arrangements have contributed to emerging 
adulthood becoming more pronounced and prolonged in Türkiye (Atak and Çok 2010). Universities function 
as a critical developmental context by providing a social, cultural, and academic environment that differs 
from patterns formed in childhood and adolescence, thereby reshaping identity exploration, social 
relationships, and occupational orientations (Schwartz et al. 2013, Arnett 2015). Accordingly, emerging-
adulthood tasks—such as autonomy striving, identity exploration, future expectations, needs for social 
connectedness, and coping with academic demands—substantially influence students’ vigor, dedication, 
and integration with academic tasks in the learning process (Murray and Arnett 2018). For this reason, 
academic engagement in higher education should be examined not only through academic variables but 
also within the framework of developmental tasks and psychosocial needs specific to emerging adulthood. 

Türkiye’s higher education system has expanded rapidly in recent years, both in the number of institutions 
and in student enrollment. In the 2022–2023 academic year, a total of 208 higher education institutions 
were operating under Law No. 2547, including 129 public universities, 75 foundation (private, non-profit) 
universities, and 4 foundation vocational schools. According to data from the Higher Education 
Information System (YÖKSİS), 3,679,971 students were enrolled in formal education during the same 
academic year, of whom 3,002,119 were studying at public universities, 667,221 at foundation universities, 
and 10,631 at foundation vocational schools (YÖK 2024a). 

Data from the 2023–2024 academic year indicate that Türkiye has 3,740,171 undergraduate students, 
409,559 master’s students, and 108,933 doctoral students. Despite this substantial quantitative growth, 
student continuity and persistence have not increased at a comparable pace. Between 2021 and 2023, a 
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total of 878,909 students left higher education without completing their programs (2021: 338,926, 2022: 
389,564, 2023: 149,909) (YÖK 2024b). Rates of temporary leave of absence are also noteworthy. According 
to figures submitted to the Turkish Parliament by the Council of Higher Education’s Strategy Development 
Department, 56,107 students took a temporary leave of absence in 2024, and this number reached 324,821 
over the past five years (YÖK 2024b). These indicators suggest persistent structural challenges in 
sustaining student continuity across higher education institutions. 

Statistics on temporary leaves of absence, withdrawal from academic programs, and disrupted 
educational trajectories reveal vulnerabilities in students’ academic adjustment, motivation, and 
engagement with university life. In a phenomenological study, Bülbül (2012) showed that decisions to leave 
higher education were closely linked to difficulties in academic adjustment and limited access to financial 
and academic support. Similarly, research with graduate students has associated academic and social 
adjustment difficulties, perceptions of educational quality, and motivational decline with decisions to 
discontinue graduate studies (Deniz 2020). Taken together, these findings suggest that higher education 
statistics in Türkiye should be interpreted not only as outcome indicators but also as early warning signals 
of weakening study engagement. Patterns of withdrawal and temporary leaves of absence therefore 
underscore the need for preventive and supportive interventions aimed at strengthening study 
engagement. 

Evidence from studies conducted in Türkiye further reflects that university students’ study engagement is 
shaped by both individual and institutional factors. At the individual level, academic satisfaction (Doğan 
2015) and self-regulation skills (Güçlü 2022) have emerged as key correlates of engagement. At the 
institutional level, academic support systems, faculty–student relationships, and the quality of learning 
environments play a decisive role. In contrast, school burnout and academic stress are consistently 
identified as major risk factors that undermine students’ study engagement (Aypay 2011, Özdemir 2015). 

Across international scholarship, indicators such as dropout, educational interruption, and disrupted 
academic continuity are not treated merely as consequences of structural or administrative factors. They 
are also considered reflections of weakened cognitive, emotional, and behavioural connections to learning 
processes. Evidence suggests that declines in academic engagement are significantly associated with 
students’ intentions to withdraw from education or take breaks. Studies with university students show that 
lower academic engagement is linked to increased tendencies to disengage from education and that 
engagement is among the key predictors of students’ intentions to persist (Truta et al. 2018, Álvarez-Pérez 
et al. 2021). Moreover, the negative association between burnout and academic engagement has been 
identified as a central component in pathways toward dropout. Research reflect that high burnout co-
occurs with low academic engagement, and this pattern increases students’ psychological disengagement 
from education as well as their risk of leaving university (Bumbacco and Scharfe 2020). These findings 
emphasize the relevance of the indicators related to dropout and interruption should be considered both 
outcomes of weakened study engagement and early warning signs of this weakening. 

The transition from university to the labour market also constitutes a major challenge for young people. 
The group referred to as NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) includes young people who are 
detached from educational and employment opportunities during this transition (Eurostat 2022). Although 
reported levels vary across sources, NEET rates in Türkiye remain generally high. According to TÜİK’s Youth 
Statistics (TÜİK 2024), the NEET rate among individuals aged 15–24 decreased from 24.2% in 2022 to 22.5% 
in 2023. By gender, the 2023 NEET rate was 15.6% for young men and 29.8% for young women. The 2024 
data show an increase to 22.9%, with 16.2% for young men and 30.1% for young women. According to the 
Türkiye Youth Research (TGA) 2023 report, 20% of young people aged 15–24 was NEET, the rate was 
reported as 29% among young women and 10% among young men (UNFPA 2024). The Türkiye Youth 
Research 2024 report also emphasized higher NEET rates among women (18.7%) compared to men (12.3) 
and highlighted gender as a factor disadvantaging women (Lüküslü and Çelik 2022). Taken together, these 
data suggest that Türkiye has high NEET rates, and the gender gap—where rates among women are 
approximately double those among men—remains particularly striking. 
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Persistently high NEET rates and youth unemployment, as structural concerns, may weaken university 
students’ expectations regarding post-graduation returns. This may reduce students’ beliefs that their 
academic efforts will yield meaningful future benefits, indirectly undermining long-term motivation and 
study engagement. Indeed, expectancy–value research reflects that individuals’ commitment to an activity 
is closely related to their perceptions of the future benefits associated with that activity (Eccles and 
Wigfield 2020). International evidence similarly suggests that in contexts where youth unemployment and 
NEET status are widespread, academic and career motivation tends to weaken and uncertain career 
prospects reduce psychological investment in learning (Eurofound 2016, Schoon and Bynner 2019). These 
findings imply that youth unemployment and NEET indicators in Türkiye should be considered important 
contextual risk factors that may influence study engagement indirectly through future expectations and 
motivational processes. 

Career expectations play a central role in sustaining university students’ motivation for learning and 
maintaining academic engagement. During higher education, students’ expectations regarding post-
graduation life are a key determinant of whether learning retains its meaning and whether academic effort 
can be sustained over time. For example, Tomlinson et al. (2023) reported strong associations among 
career expectations, academic engagement, and educational persistence, while Atik and Çelik (2021) 
demonstrated that academic motivation is a key mechanism shaping engagement. Accordingly, policies 
aimed at reducing NEET rates and strengthening post-graduation employment opportunities should be 
viewed as critical structural interventions supporting university students’ academic engagement in 
Türkiye. 

Overall, Türkiye’s higher education system continues to expand rapidly, however, many students 
experience substantial difficulties in sustaining and completing their university education. High rates of 
dropout and temporary leaves of absence underscore the need for closer examination of the factors that 
support academic continuity. In this context, study engagement emerges as a critical construct that 
enables students’ active participation in higher education, persistence in learning processes, and 
sustained academic achievement. 

The importance of study engagement is not limited to academic outcomes. High NEET rates and youth 
unemployment in Türkiye directly shape university students’ motivation and outlook for the future. In 
particular, concerns about post-graduation employment can weaken students’ long-term investment in 
learning and, in turn, undermine academic engagement. From this perspective, strengthening study 
engagement should be considered a key factor supporting not only students’ connection to university life 
but also their social participation and life satisfaction. 

Finally, study engagement is closely linked to professional development. Highly engaged students develop 
not only academic competencies but also skills that are crucial in working life, such as self-regulation, 
problem solving, resilience, and self-efficacy. Research reflects that students who demonstrate high 
academic engagement during university adapt more easily to post-graduation work life and report 
stronger employability-related skills (Salanova et al. 2019, Jackson and Bridgstock 2021, Robbins et al. 
2023). Therefore, evidence aimed at enhancing study engagement among university students is 
strategically important not only for improving academic quality and student well-being in higher education 
but also for strengthening graduates’ professional competence and employability. By adopting a holistic 
perspective, the present study aims to demonstrate why study engagement constitutes a central 
explanatory construct for understanding academic, social, and professional development of university 
students in Türkiye. 
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