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Abstract
Student engagement is associated with various aspects of students’ school experiences, including
student achievement, high school completion, and post-secondary success. As measurement of
student engagement has grown in countries around the world, few studies have been conducted in
South America. This study examined a translated version of the Student Engagement Instrument,
widely used in the U.S. and other countries, in a study of 2337 adolescents in Chile. Consistent
with prior research, confirmatory factor analyses revealed a six-factor solution as the best fit for
the data. However, fewer items were retained than on the studies of the SEI with students in the
U.S. The Future Goals and Aspirations and Extrinsic motivation subscales were associated, in
expected directions, with achievement 1 year later.
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Student engagement is a multifaceted construct comprised of students’ emotion, cognition, and
behavior (Fredricks et al., 2004). These dimensions are commonly operationalized in terms of
indicators such as self-regulation (cognitive), belonging and relationships with teachers or peers
(emotion), and school-related misbehavior or participation (behavior). Although the origins of
student engagement are drawn from the literature on high school dropout, engagement is con-
sidered relevant for all students from kindergarten through college. Indicators of students’ en-
gagement are associated with both short- (e.g., achievement, Lei et al., 2018) and long-term
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outcomes (e.g., high school completion, Lovelace et al., 2014; college attendance, Fraysier et al.,
2020). Further, much of the interest in student engagement may be attributed to its amenability to
intervention (Reschly & Christenson, 2022).

Although international interest in student engagement continues to grow, there are questions
regarding the universality of the construct. Such questions include the similarities and differences
in youth development, measurement, and intervention design relative to students’ engagement
across cultures (Reschly & Christenson, 2022). One large study of students from 12 countries
(Canada, China, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Malta, Portugal, Romania, South Korea, United
Kingdom, and United States) with students in grades 7–9 found evidence of universality in that
girls were more engaged than boys, there were declines in engagement across grades, and that
contextual influences (i.e., instructional practices, teacher, and parent support) were associated
with students’ engagement. Conversely, means were significantly different across countries and
parent influence was found to have a stronger association with students’ engagement in countries
that were higher on collectivism (Lam et al., 2016). Notably, few, if any studies of students’
engagement have been conducted in South America.

The purpose of this study was to examine the Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton
et al., 2006) with adolescents in Chile. The SEI is well-suited to cross-cultural examination. It was
developed based on a conceptual model of student engagement that grew out of work with the
school completion program, Check & Connect, around the time in which interest in student
engagement was growing rapidly (e.g., National Research Council, 2004). In addition, the paper-
and-pencil SEI was made freely available. Permissions to use the SEI have been granted to
educators or scholars from 70 countries, all 50 U.S. States, and several U.S. territories (E. Klem,
personal communication, June 24, 2019). Based on research with the SEI conducted in other
countries (e.g., Moriera et al., 2009; Virtanen et al., 2016, 2018), we hypothesized that we would
find six dimensions (3 subscales each for cognitive and affective engagement). Moreover, we
expected that each SEI dimension would predict higher levels of achievement and attendance
1 year later, consistent with previous studies, after controlling for age and gender.

Method

Participants

Data were collected in the school population in the Valparaı́so, Bı́o-Bı́o, and Metropolitana
regions of Chile. A total of 2337 student between 10 and 19 years old participated (M = 15.6, SD =
1.0), of which 55.0% were female, and 55.1% attended 9th grade, and 44.9% attend 10th grade
from public schools.

Procedure

Bilingual mental health professionals from the Ministry of Education translated the SEI into
Spanish. The translation was validated with four Spanish native speakers and professional
translators (see supplemental materials). The SEI was administered during the regular school day
in the second semester (October and November) of 2016 by professionals who implemented a
government-sponsored dropout prevention program (Life Skills). All students present that day
complete the whole survey.

Our research team obtained formal authorization of the schools and the passive consent of
parents or guardians. Additionally, the students received a letter of assent, where they were given
the option to participate and assured that their abstention would not have negative consequences.
No abstentions were reported during this process.
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Measures

Student Engagement Instrument. The SEI was originally published with 35 self-report items on a
Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 4 = Strongly Agree; Subsequent studies have used a 5-point
Likert type scale with a neutral mid-point). The SEI was based on a framework of student
engagement that grew out of work with the Check & Connect school completion program
(Christenson & Pohl, 2020). Check & Connect is one of the few school completion programs
recognized by IES as having a promising effect on students staying in school (Reschly, 2020). The
program draws broadly from literature in resilience, motivation, systems theory, mentoring, and
dropout. The developers noted that some indicators of students’ engagement at school and with
learning were readily available to educators and intervention staff (e.g., attendance, homework
completion rates, participation in class and school) whereas others, particularly those that rep-
resented students’ thoughts and feelings about school and their relationships, required students’
self-report. The SEI was designed specifically to measure these higher inference forms of students’
engagement (i.e., cognitive and affective engagement).

The SEI was piloted with a large, diverse group of 9th grade students in the U.S. Exploratory
and confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) supported the use of either a 5- or 6- factor model
(Appleton et al., 2006). When used as a six-factor model, there are 3 subscales on each type. The
affective engagement dimensions are: The affective dimensions are: (1) Family Support for
Learning (FSL), (2) Peer Support for Learning (PSL), and (3) Teacher Student Relationships
(TSR). The cognitive dimensions are: (1) Future Goals and Aspirations (FGA), (2) Control and
Relevance of Schoolwork (CRSW), and (3) Extrinsic Motivation (EM). The sixth factor, EM, is
frequently dropped from research studies conducted with the SEI due to a low number of items
(n = 2) and that both were reverse coded whereas many schools that use the SEI elect to keep the
6th factor due to its perceived importance in their setting (O’Donnell & Reschly, 2020). Most
studies examine scores for each subscale or dimension (e.g., Fraysier et al., 2020; Lovelace et al.,
2014); however, a total score may also be used.

Several studies in the U.S. have confirmed the factor structure of the SEI and provide evidence
of measurement invariance across gender and grades 6–12 and longitudinal predictive validity
with high school graduation and college attendance (see O’Donnell & Reschly, 2020 for a review).
Internal consistency reliability of each of the dimensions or subscales is adequate, with estimates
ranging from .72 (Extrinsic Motivation to .88 (Teacher–Student Relationships; Appleton et al.,
2006).

There are three published studies of the SEI in languages and countries outside of the U.S. In
Portugal, Moreira et al., (2009) found support for the six-factor solution; however, measures of
internal consistency were adequate but lower than those typically found in the U.S. and some
items did not load as expected. Finnish researchers found evidence confirming the five-factor
structure of the SEI and associations, as expected, with measures of achievement, self-esteem, and
burnout (Virtanen et al., 2016). Another study examined a brief version of the SEI with students
from Finland, Denmark, and Portugal, finding evidence of measurement invariance across
country, gender, and different levels of academic performance (Virtanen et al., 2018).

Achievement. Student academic records were used as an indicator of achievement over time,
consistent with other studies (e.g., Reschly, 2020). In Chile, students’ academic records have a
range of 1–7 points, with higher scores indicating higher achievement. For the purpose of the
study, we used the final average score in 2017.

Demographic Variables. Gender was coded as a dummy variable (1 = female), included as a control
variable because females are more likely to show positive signs of engagement and less likely to be
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disengaged (e.g., Lawson & Masyn, 2015). We include age because student engagement declines
as students’ move from middle to high school (e.g., NRC, 2004), which was entered as a
continuous variable.

Data Analysis

The factor structure was examined via CFAwithMplus 8.4.We analyzed the goodness of fit of two
alternative factor structures: a) six correlated factors and b) six first-order factors and one second-
order factor. Student Engagement Instrumentation used a four-point ordinal scale and therefore the
multivariate normal distribution assumption was not met. Thus, we obtained the matrix of
polychoric correlations and estimated the parameters of the model using the Mean and Variance
Adjusted Weighted Least Squares (WLSMV) method. The above procedure generated robust
information regarding the statistics and adjustment of the analyzed model, as well as adequately
estimating the parameters and their standard errors (Finney &DiStefano, 2013; Forero et al., 2009;
Lei & Wu, 2012). The quality of the models was examined using: a) χ2, b) CFI, c) TLI, and d)
RMSEA and its 90% confidence interval. The criteria for good model fit included a non-significant
χ2 statistic, values of 0.95 or higher for CFI and TLI, and a value less than 0.08 for RMSEA (Hu &
Bentler, 1999; West et al., 2012).

Finally, we proceeded to analyze the predictive ability of the SEI on a measure of academic
achievement 1 year later. This analysis was carried out using an SEM model. In this model,
academic achievement was the dependent variable, factor scores were specified as predictors,
while age and sex were included as control variables.

Results

The quality of the adjustment of the both CFA models were satisfactory (Table 1). CFI, TLI, and
RMSEAmet or exceeded criteria for fit. However, based on modification indices, the second order
factor model was allowed to include a correlation among two first-order factors: F1 and F5
(r =�.78). Standardized factor loadings for this final model may be found in Tables 2 and 3; these
values vary from 0.53 to 0.85 for the first-order factors and 0.28 to 0.91 for the second-order factor.
Internal consistency reliability based on parcels of items was alpha = .89 for the whole scale.

To examine the predictive ability of SEI on achievement the following year, we ran a SEM
model, controlling for age and sex. Due to missing values in age and sex, 20 (0.9%) participants
were excluded. The longitudinal model has adequate adjustment results (Table 1). Following
Figure 1, general factor has (β = 0.11) a positive relationship with achievement 1 year later. In
addition, younger students (β = �0.08) and female participants (β = 0.23) had better grades.
Overall, the model a variance 7% for achievement (R2 = 0.07).

Table 1. Goodness-of-fit Indices for the CFA-WLSMV Factor Models of the SEI Scale.

Models χ2 (df) p CFI TLI RMSEA (90% CI)

CFAa 2232.32 (545) <.001 0.93 0.92 0.037 (0.035–0.038)
CFA second order 2568.20 (554) <.001 0.92 0.91 0.040 (0.038–0.041)
CFA second order + correlated factors 2363.16 (553) <.001 0.92 0.92 0.038 (0.036–0.039)
Achievement 2017b 2525.99 (658) <.001 0.92 0.92 0.035 (0.034–0.037)

aN = 2321.
bN = 2301.
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Table 2. First-order Factor Loadings for Student Engagement Instrument.

Factors Item Number Standardized Loading

F1 Teacher–Student Relationships (TSR) U3 0.71
U5 0.68
U10 0.60
U13 0.72
U16 0.75
U21 0.70
U22 0.69
U27 0.69
U31 0.76

F2 Peer Support for Learning (PSL) U4 0.63
U6 0.73
U7 0.74
U14 0.73
U23 0.80
U24 0.76

F3 Family Support for Learning (FSL) U1 0.67
U12 0.73
U20 0.78
U29 0.77

F4 Control and Relevance of Schoolwork (CRSW) U2 0.55
U9 0.67
U15 0.62
U25 0.70
U26 0.67
U28 0.58
U33 0.68
U34 0.74
U35 0.53

F5 Future Goals and Aspirations (FGA) U8 0.79
U11 0.69
U17 0.72
U19 0.84
U30 0.85

F6 Extrinsic Motivation (EM) U18 0.64
U32 0.85

Table 3. Second-order Factor Loadings for Student Engagement Instrument.

Standardized Loading

F1 Teacher–Student Relationships (TSR) 0.84
F2 Peer Support for Learning (PSL) 0.65
F3 Family Support for Learning (FSL) 0.78
F4 Control and Relevance of Schoolwork (CRSW) 0.91
F5 Future Goals and Aspirations (FGA) 0.81
F6 Extrinsic Motivation (EM) 0.28
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Discussion

Our study provides further international evidence for the factorial structure for SEI and is among
the first studies of students’ engagement conducted in South America. However, some factors did
not predict student achievement 1 year later. In particular, FGA and EM were the only factors
associated with future academic achievement, consistent with the cognitive features of student
engagement but missing the emotional dimension. These differences may be due to features of the
Chilean school system in which students with lower academic achievement tend to be con-
centrated in the public schools whereas those with higher achievement are more likely to be in
private schools. Students may already have dropped out by the time of our data collection and/or
there may be negative peer effects on students’ engagement and achievement in lower achieving
schools. Future studies should explore the way Chilean adolescents self-report their information
about emotional engagement while further examining its effect on achievement and other in-
dicators of well-being. Students’ engagement at school and with learning consists of alterable
variables that are directly linked to important outcomes, such as achievement, high school
graduation, and college attendance. Thus, the interest in measuring students’ engagement is driven
by the desire to intervene and positively impact students’ educational outcomes. The psychometric
examination of instruments such as the SEI is one step toward this goal; however, work is still
emerging in how student engagement data may be most effectively linked to intervention (e.g.,
Fredricks et al., 2019; Reschly, 2020). Engagement research is an important source of information
for school personnel to provide better support for student learning and achievement, especially for
reforms in Chile promoting high school completion (Espı́nola & Claro, 2010). Thus, validated
national and international instruments represent important tools for this development.
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Figure 1. Second-order SEI Factor Predicting Achievement One Year Later.
Note. PSL: Peer Support for Learning; TSR: Teacher–Student Relationships; FGA: Future Goals and Aspirations; FSL:
Family Support for Learning; EM: Extrinsic Motivation; CRSW: Control and Relevance of Schoolwork. ***: p < .001.
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