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ABSTRACT
Over the last few years, student engagement has become a
commonly used term in HE across the United Kingdom, American
and Australasian higher education (HE) systems. This article
presents research on an area of student engagement absent from
the literature, that of new lecturers’ practices. Following detailed
analyses of interview data after one year of teaching, the� ndings
reveal a range of perceptions, pressures and tensions relating to
student engagement which in� uence practice. Most lecturers
described engagement as an emotional construct (the need for
students to ‘like’ learning) as well as a cognitive construct (what
they learn). However, there were tensions between the two and a
need to overcome perceived barriers. We argue that lecturers can
best be supported by acknowledging the time it takes to gain
con� dence, experiment and take risks, and appreciating their
need to respond to di� erent expectations.
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Introduction

In an era of‘commodi� cation of education’ (Smith,2007, p. 684) and changes to policy,
practice and funding (Tomlinson,2017), student engagement has become a contested
area. Critics maintain that the concept has been weakly theorised (Kahn,2014), has no
single de� nition (Kahu, 2013) and requires a more holistic perspective (Zepke,2015).
There are calls for an enhanced understanding of the term to bene� t students, who
have to learn the rules of engagement to participate in academic practices and processes
(Wimpenny & Savin-Baden,2013). Despite these debates, student engagement remains
generally presented as a‘progressive’ approach emphasising process, activity and inter-
action, as opposed to a‘traditional’ conception of education focusing on academic
content (Trowler,2010).

Researchers agree engagement is a multi-faceted concept (Bloom,1956; Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, & Paris,2004). Studies including behavioural (e.g., attendance, positive
conduct), emotional (e.g., interest, enjoyment or a sense of belonging) and cognitive com-
ponents (e.g., meets assignment requirements) (Lee,2014) are often described as main-
stream research (Zepke,2015). Wimpenny and Savin-Baden (2013, p. 321) unpacked
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emotional engagement to reveal issues of resistance and resilience in the face of‘alienation,
lack of relevance and the drudgery of study’. Others have included active citizenship in
their de� nition (Barnett & Coate,2005; Leach & Zepke,2011). Kahu (2013) also integrates
sociocultural perspectives (e.g., institutional culture), arguing that the process and
outcome of student engagement are often confused and con� ated.

Descriptions of engagement typically involve interaction and participation. Coates
(2007) claimed active and collaborative learning, participation in challenging academic
activities and formative communication with academic sta� are features of student
engagement. Interaction is a signi� cant theme; though Gourlay (2015) argues that a
focus on activity and participation threatens to undermine listening and thinking, skills
still required for assessments. Massi� cation and internationalisation also represent chal-
lenges to engagement as some students may lack the social capital such as cultural literacy
and social networks to practice interaction (Krause,2005).

Despite opposition, universities use student engagement survey data to measure and
monitor HE (Trowler,2010). At an institutional level, managers use engagement to
assess good practice and areas for improvement, possibly leading to institutional
change (Pascarella, Seifert, & Blaich,2010). As a marker of success, the in� uence of
engagement on retention rates and dropout has also featured in research. One of the
reasons for this emphasis is� nancial, as universities seek to allocate resources appropri-
ately (Ryan,2005) and others avoid the� nancial penalties of withdrawal. Yet as Kuh,
Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea (2008) highlight, this places the onus on students
to take up available support.

Responsibility for student engagement has been widely debated. For many, it lies with
the student, speci� cally ‘the time and e� ort students devote to activities… ’ (Australian
Council for Educational Research,2010, p. 1). The Higher Education Funding Council
for England (HEFCE,2008) describes engagement as:‘the process whereby institutions
and sector bodies make deliberate attempts to involve and empower students in the
process of shaping the learning experience’ emphasising the role of the institution in enga-
ging students. Bryson and Hand (2007) recommend three levels of engagement which lec-
turers should model: discourse with students, enthusiasm for the subject and
professionalism with the teaching process. Finally, there is a view that all parties need
to work together for engagement, as Harper and Quaye (2009, p. 6) discuss:

… students should not be chie� y responsible for engaging themselves… but instead admin-
istrators and educators must foster the conditions that enable diverse populations of students
to be engaged.

Most research on engagement centres on inter-relational engagement: engagement as
autonomy, emotional engagement and engagement as connection and disjunction (Wim-
penny & Savin-Baden,2013). Engagement in terms of autonomy re� ects transitional
agency whereby students develop awareness and insight over time (Case,2007).
However, student engagement can also be characterised by anxiety about contributing
to class activities and class discourse (Kettle,2011). For some students then, engagement
entails demonstrating resilience and persistence (Bryson & Hand,2007). Connection and
disjunction might be said to encompass these tensions by showing to what extent learning
connects to students’ current meaning systems, possibly leading to feelings of isolation and
alienation.
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Few studies have focused on lecturers’ views on engagement (Trowler,2010). This is
despite student engagement often being de� ned as‘educationally purposeful activities’
or ‘e� ective educational practices’ (Kuh et al.,2008, p. 542) that require the‘right’ behav-
iour of teachers and students. Indeed an academic’s style and approach can adversely a� ect
student engagement (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden,2013). Whilst many studies are said to
demonstrate a positive correlation between teacher behaviour and student learning
(Pascarella & Terenzini,2005), research focusing on teacher behaviour and student
engagement are rare.

An exception to this is the Zepke, Leach, and Butler (2014) study of students’ and tea-
chers’ perceptions of engagement in New Zealand. They identi� ed nine teacher actions:
feedback to improve learning, challenging students to think, availability for discussion,
teaching to enable learning, providing opportunities to promote application of learning,
caring about learning, making the subject interesting and encouraging students to ques-
tion and challenge lecturers. The latter action is linked to developing active citizens–
teachers have a responsibility to teach beyond operational principles to encompass
questioning, participatory and ontological engagement (McMahon & Portelli,2004).
This reported that teacher views of engagement tended to focus on student behaviours
rather than on their own. It concluded that teachers need to recognise engagement as a
shared responsibility, so that the onus is not on students alone.

The paucity of research into lecturers’ views on engagement may re� ect the perception
that student learning is rooted in an interest for the subject rather than in a learning-
centred approach, indicating the on-going dominance of content-based approaches
(Postare� & Lindblom-Ylanne,2008). As Zepke (2015, p. 395) reported:

Teachers are aware of what students want from them but they are also blindsided, unaware of
how important some teacher behaviours are to students.

Methodology

The research setting

This research was based in a post-1992 UK university with participants studying the
postgraduate certi� cate in teaching and learning. 1992 was the year that John Major’s
government granted university charters to anumber of former polytechnics and colleges
of HE, providing opportunities to a wider population. Post-1992 universities are said to
attract less research funding compared to older universities and to generally contain
more ethnic and class diversity in the student body (Hunt,2016). At the time of this
study, the certi� cate was tied to probationary requirements; lecturers with less than
three years full-time teaching experience were required to complete the programme.
The course provides an introduction to teaching, supporting and assessing students,
with elective modules providing space to consider agendas relevant to contemporary
HE, for example, employability. The programme could be completed within 12
months with successful completion leading to recognition as a Fellow of the Higher Edu-
cation Academy (HEA). The new lecturers had been university employees for varying
timescales and teaching responsibilities. Most were on academic contracts with an
expectation to engage in research activities. A few had arrived toward the end of the
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previous academic year, but most had arrived immediately prior to the start of the taught
programme.

The university has a long history of supporting teaching and learning; it was an early
advocate of postgraduate teaching quali� cations for new lecturers. As an HEA accredited
quali� cation its content and focus align with similar courses o� ered across the sector
(Kandlbinder & Peseta,2009). It is foregrounded in student-centred learning (e.g.,
active learning, classroom interaction and peer-learning), inclusivity and research-
informed teaching, with considerable emphasis on modelling practice.

This study was designed to examine the knowledge and experiences lecturers used to
shape their practice. Speci� cally, the analysis presented here sought to address the follow-
ing research questions:

(1) What practices do new lecturers employ to engage students?
(2) What does this tell us about how new lecturers perceive engagement?

Recruitment

University lecturers represent a hugely diverse community; lecturers can enter university
teaching from a variety of routes (Butcher & Stoncel,2012). Many become lecturers fol-
lowing a period of research training, and possibly post-doctoral experience. However,
many enter HE based on their professional experience (e.g., teacher and nurse educators,
health professionals, engineers and lawyers). Therefore cohorts on postgraduate teaching
quali� cations are recognised as interdisciplinary (e.g., Comber & Walsh,2008). Academia
is also a mobile profession, with new lecturers often geographically relocating (Green &
Myatt, 2011). To accommodate this diversity a purposive sample of 13 new lecturers
was selected for this study. The sample is too small to draw conclusions about di� ering
entry pro� les and prior experiences on lecturers emerging practice. However, this
re� ects the cohorts usually studying postgraduate teaching quali� cations in HE
(Comber & Walsh,2008).

Data collection

This study captured data from participants throughout their� rst year of teaching. Data
from the � rst phase of the study have previously been reported (e.g., Turner, Huang,
Poverjuc, & Wyness,2016) and included� ndings collected in their� rst few weeks of lec-
turing through a combination of semi-structured observations of practice and stimulated-
recall interviews (following the approach of Calderhead,1981). This article reports on the
follow up semi-structured interviews that were held at the end of the academic year to
explore practices and perceptions. The interview questions were:

(1) What shapes your teaching and learning practice?
(2) Has your teaching practice changed over this academic year?
(3) What do you think informed these changes?
(4) What changes (if any) have you seen in your own students’ learning as a result of your

changed practice?

4 H. DISMORE ET AL.

140

145

150

155

160

165

170

175

180
























