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Dimensions of Engagement:  
Definitions and Ways to Incorporate

ngagement is strongly related to student performance on assessment tasks, especially for 
students who have been typically less advantaged in school settings (e.g., English Language 
Learners or students of historically marginalized backgrounds) (Arbuthnot, 2011; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2008; Walkington, 2013). In the traditional assessment paradigm, however, 
engagement has not been a goal of testing and concerns about equity have focused on issues of 
bias and accessibility. A common tactic to avoid bias has been to create highly decontextualized 
items. Unfortunately, this has come at the cost of decreasing students’ opportunities to create 
meaning in the task as well as their motivation to cognitively invest in the task thereby 
undermining students’ opportunities to adequately demonstrate their knowledge and skills. 
This document defines dimensions of engagement from the literature and offers ways for item 
writers to incorporate them into assessment tasks. These engagement dimensions specifically 
aim help item writers by designing performance tasks that are engaging to all students of diverse 
socioeconomic, cultural, and language backgrounds.

E

SCOPE ~ Toolkit
June 2016

Stanford Center for 
Opportunity Policy 
in Education

edpolicy.stanford.edu
@scope_stanford

Stanford Center for 
Assessment, Learning, 
& Equity



View PDF

https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/docsonly/speeding-tickets-grade-11-math-pt-ex.pdf


View PDF

View PDF

https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/docsonly/planting-tulips-grade-4-math-pt-ex.pdf
https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/docsonly/speeding-tickets-grade-11-math-pt-ex.pdf


View PDF

https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/docsonly/taking-field-trip-grade-6-math-pt-ex.pdf


Dimensions of Engagement: Definitions and Ways to Incorporate

Engagement  
Dimension

Definition Ways to Incorporate into the Performance Task with Examples Questions to Consider Appended  
Performance 
Tasks as Examples

Autonomy Autonomy refers to the 
extent to which one is able 
to choose or self-initiate an 
action (Deci & Ryan, 1987). 
Student autonomy may 
be supported by providing 
students with latitude and 
decision-making opportuni-
ties that include cognitive 
and procedural choices.

To foster student autonomy, provide students with opportunities to make  
decisions or choices that are consistent with their personal goals and interests. For ex-
ample, a grade 11 ELA performance task on nuclear power encourages choice within the 
task by having students research the pros and cons of nuclear power and then allowing 
them to choose the side that resonates with their own personal views, to write a report 
that argues in favor of building or not building a nuclear power plant in their town.

In addition, tasks that require students to justify and explain their answers or  
compare and contrast competing ideas promote autonomy. As an example, a grade 
6 math performance task called Taking a Field Trip requires students to analyze a class’s 
votes for a field trip destination and then make a judgment about where to go based on 
the students’ choices and the cost per student. As part of the task, students must read 
and interpret a table containing the students’ votes and make a recommendation for 
where to go. This task allows for multiple solutions since the students could make their 
recommendations based on total 1st place votes or combined 1st and 2nd place votes or 
a weighted total of votes. This freedom of action provides students with the autonomy 
to make cognitive choices among the factors from the data that they feel are important 
and then use that reasoning to justify their answers. In contrast, the same task would 
have diminished autonomy if the students had been instructed to determine the destina-
tion of the field trip based on the greatest amount of 1st place votes.

As much as possible, structure opportunities that allow students to make decisions or 
choices about handling and manipulating the instructional materials and ideas. 
For example, in a grade 8 math performance task called Heartbeats, students are asked 
to evaluate two established equations for calculating maximum heart rates. The task 
provides autonomy by allowing students to choose whether to support their answers by 
creating a chart or a graph. As another example, a grade 4 ELA performance task called 
Animal Defenses asks students to explain in writing how the armadillo’s and the hedge-
hog’s defenses are similar or different. However, the task could provide more autonomy 
to students by giving them a choice between writing their explanations or creating a 
Venn diagram to depict the similarities and differences between the two animals’ de-
fenses. 

How is the task structured 
to allow students to make 
choices consistent with 
their goals and interests?

How is the task structured 
to provide a range of  
possible solutions?

How does the task require 
students to justify and ex-
plain their answers?

How are students  
afforded opportunities  
to handle and manipulate 
instructional materials and 
ideas in the task?

1) Gr 6, math,  
Taking a Field Trip

https://edpolicy.
stanford.edu/publi-
cations/pubs/1430

Engagement  
Dimension

Definition Ways to Incorporate into the Performance Task with Examples Questions to Consider Appended  
Performance 
Tasks as Examples

Higher Order 
Thinking Skills 

Higher order thinking 
skills require students to 
analyze, interpret, and/or 
manipulate information 
and to go beyond routine 
mental work, such as simple 
recall or retrieval of prior 
knowledge. For example, 
tasks that focus on higher 
order thinking skills require 
students to craft a persua-
sive essay about a current 
social issue (e.g., nuclear 
power usage, teen curfews, 
driving restrictions, etc.) by 
evaluating competing view-
points and using evidence 
to support their argument 
(Darling-Hammond, Ancess, 
& Falk.,1995).

Require students to analyze and interpret information beyond simple recall. (Note: 
Tasks requiring higher order thinking skills should still be challenging, grade appropriate, 
and accessible to all students, especially students who are English Language Learners.) 
For example, a 6th grade ELA performance task asks students to write an argumentative 
article for their school newsletter to advocate for or against creating a school garden. 
Students are provided three stimuli (not summaries or simplified synopses) with which 
they must grapple, considering the author and his/her perspective, intended audience, 
credibility, reliability, etc. to form an argument: 

1) Article, “Growing Our Own School Lunch,” by Jeannine Pao from Appleseeds 
Magazine 

2) Article, “Make Your Own Dirt,” by Hallie Warshaw with Jake Miller from Get 
Out! Outdoor Activities Kids Can Enjoy Anywhere (Except Indoors) 

3) Video, “Community Gardens: Typical Costs,” by Kansas Healthy Yards and  
Communities 

The task engages students’ higher order thinking skills by offering them the opportunity 
to interpret and analyze information in order to create a compelling argument. Students 

employ their higher order thinking skills to argue for or against a school garden, us-
ing the provided stimuli to support their argument. The stimuli formats are also varied as 
two are articles and one is a video. Varied stimuli – such as those presented to students in 
the grade 11 ELA task, Nuclear Power, which includes a Google search result page, data 
charts, and pictures – also offer challenging tasks to students.  

To what degree does the 
task involve students in 
manipulating information 
and ideas to arrive at con-
clusions that solve an open-
ended problem?

How is the task structured 
to provide a range of ac-
ceptable right answers that 
can be analytically scored? 
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Engagement  
Dimension

Definition Ways to Incorporate into the Performance Task with Examples Questions to Consider Appended  
Performance 
Tasks as Examples

Self- 
Assessment 

Student self-assessment can 
enhance cognitive, emo-
tional, and behavioral en-
gagement, particularly for 
students from low  
ocioeconomic backgrounds 
(Munns & Woodward, 
2006). Self-assessment re-
fers to students reflecting 
on their own thinking, an-
swers, and explanations. 

Self-assessment is consid-
ered feedback students 
give themselves. Feedback 
has been found to improve 
student achievement and 
should be specific about the 
qualities of the work, pro-
vide advice to improve the 
work, and avoid comparison 
with other students. Produc-
tive feedback assumes that 
the task expectations and 
ways to be successful in the 
task are clearly communi-
cated to the student (Black 
& Wiliam, 1998). Providing 
exemplars has also been 
shown to improve student 
engagement and achieve-
ment (Boud, Cohen, & 
Sampson, 1999).

Students may benefit from self-assessment throughout exam administration. For exam-

ple, self-assessments can offer reflection questions to students such as, “What did you 
find out about your problem-solving skills and strategies while doing this activity?”

Additionally, computer-testing technology may have the capability to provide auto-feed-

back to students. For example,  a pop-up response to may alert a student that the an-
swer is not in the expected format, similar to online forms and surveys, where the form 
alerts the user, “This should be a numerical response,” or, “This should be a response in 
words.” 

Assessments may also provide reminders to students to monitor their thinking  
such as those used in the Fair Go project  (Munns & Woodward, 2006):

•	 How could you broaden your thinking through and learn more about what  
you did today/during a task/lesson/unit?

•	 Connect this knowledge to something you already know or can do.

Where possible, assessments should provide auto-feedback (i.e. clues to the causes of  
difficulties as well as opportunities for attacking the task in a new, more informed way). 

Most importantly, tasks should allow students to go back and revise their answers 
as they progress through the collection of prompts. Doing so reinforces the notion that 
students are learning while doing and therefore should be allowed to correct their an-
swers in response to what they are discovering through the task. These reminders should 
be clear and accessible to all students.

What guidelines, check-
points, reminders, or  
pop-up responses are in the 
task that provide students 
opportunities to self assess 
during their work on the 
performance task? 

What other guidelines 
might help students check 
to see that they are “on the 
right track”?

Are the expectations of the 
task clear?

Are expectations for receiv-
ing “high marks” on  
a task clear?  
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