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Foreword
by John Hattie

Every night, teachers ponder how to find, adapt, or devise activ-
ities to engage their students in the next day’s learning. Thus, 
it is no surprise that engagement is a major topic of interest, 
research, and discussion. When you ask teachers how they 
know their students are learning, they often answer in terms 
of their engagement with the lesson: They are doing the work, 
completing it, and handing it in. For some teachers, being 
engaged is akin to how we use the term before marriage—a 
formal arrangement to do something. For some students, being 
engaged in lessons is akin to how the armed forces use the word 
engagement—a battle to be fought.

It seems ironic that there is so little evidence of the engagement 
power of lessons. Indeed, there is little evidence of the impact 
of lesson plans. Further, students engaged or “doing the work” 
correlates with but is not necessarily learning. In a lot of “doing” 
there may be little learning. Students can be turned off to learn-
ing, become bored or disruptive, or withdraw when asked to just 
“do” work that has little relevance or meaning.

There is, however, a rich literature that is usually based on the 
notion of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement. 
There are measures resplendent with factor analyses, structural 
models, and high alphas. Seductive indeed. But they predict so 
little. A new broom is sorely needed.

A few years back, a new student enrolled at The University of 
Melbourne to complete a PhD, which in the Australian system 
is a 3–4 year journey solely conducting a research study (or 
studies). Think of this model. Amy Berry, the student, pays to 
complete a four-year degree, delves deeply into a topic, designs 
and runs a series of studies, conducts the analyses, and writes 
her thesis. In this process, she allows me (her supervisor) to be 
a critic, listener, and prompter and to ensure that the project 
has big ideas that can make a contribution. She does the hard 
work, and I become the learner and thus a major beneficiary 
of this process. And I get paid to do this. Amy is number 204 of 
my thesis students, and this book is a testament to a dedicated, 
diligent, and driven student who discovered a “big idea” that is 
the focus of this book.

vii
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The work did not stop upon graduation but continued in Amy’s 
subsequent roles. This book is the outcome of a sustained, 
deeply thoughtful, practical, and scientific process. It started 
in the field asking teachers about their concept of engagement, 
moved to the development and testing of a model, and morphed 
into experimenting with practical strategies to move students 
along the engagement continuum.

Engagement is not a “thing” but a process of moving from dis-
rupting, avoiding, and withdrawing to participating, investing, 
and driving. It assumes students have rich and deep motivating 
resources, but the art is to have them invest these resources in 
valuable classwork rather than saving the resources for sports, 
social life, or media engagement. It involves, like an engage-
ment to be married, a commitment, a pact, and a promise—
that learning will occur, that there will be fun and hard work 
along the way, and that students and teachers can engage in 
the love of learning. It will entail battles, discovering that failure 
is a learner’s best friend, struggling is desirable, and involves 
moving from participating through investing to driving. This 
book will change many ideas about the meaning of engagement 
and open many eyes to the exciting possibilities of engaging 
students in learning.

viii  Foreword
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