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Abstract
This study introduces a culturally adapted 17-item scale of school engagement. It offers an important contribution to the
international literature by seeking to measure the school engagement of young people in a society undergoing transition from
a collectivist to individualist mind-set alongside an education system focused on improving performance in international bench-
marks such as those from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD Programme for International
Student Assessment, PISA) and the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA Trends In
International Mathematics And Science Study, TIMSS). To date, little has been written on how intra-individual and inter-
individual factors contribute to young people’s engagement in education as societal and systemic educational reform occurs.
The school engagement scale is validated by testing the empirical fit of a second-order multidimensional factor model of school
engagement taken from theWestern literature to large-scale data in Kazakhstan. Culturally relevant features are added such as the
strong influence of ‘important others’. Themodel testedwas formed from 1) an individual’s cognitions and behaviours associated
with school and 2) the social influences of parents, peers, and teachers. 1767 secondary education students in Kazakhstan
participated in the study. Confirmatory analyses supported the hypothesized additional contributory factors to school engage-
ment. Use of the overall model indicated differences in means across gender, grade, school-type, and geographic location to
show: (1) higher cognitive engagement for young women; (2) rural students with higher levels of behavioural engagement; and
(3) substantial differences in social support by grade and rurality.
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Introduction

This paper sets out to provide original insight on the topic of
modelling and measuring school students’ engagement in
Kazakhstan, as an example of a post-Soviet society and an
education system undergoing rapid transition towards a more
individualised Western model. A subsequent aim of the paper
is to examine how a validated and culturally adapted measure
of school engagement varies across a set of key demographic
and contextual factors thereby providing novel empirical

evidence on factors associated with greater levels of school
engagement in Kazakhstan.

As with many countries undergoing change, Kazakhstan’s
stated aspirations for its educational system revolve around im-
proving test scores in international assessments such as PIRLS,
PISA and TIMSS (OECD 2018). To achieve this, there has
been considerable investment in the education system and sub-
stantial institutional change including an entire overhaul of
higher education (Hartley et al. 2016) and the school system
(Bokayev 2016; Bridges 2014). Politically, tangible returns on
this investment in education are important. This is both inter-
nationally and at home to present a forward-looking trajectory
of nation-building and a growing world presence (Alexander
2012). Kazakhstan is now a generation away from its commu-
nist past, following independence in 1991. Arguably, if the
educational aspirations of policymakers are to be realised,
young people should by now conform to a Western model of
individualised attainment; with a suitable school climate and
social support to facilitate this. Commensurately, young peo-
ple’s attitudes in Kazakhstan towards school should bear rela-
tion to a Western model of school engagement.
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There is little research on how school engagement changes
during such transition periods, and it is not clear that well
validatedWestern measures of school engagement can simply
be applied to such a different context. Using an adapted mea-
sure of school engagement, this paper presents exploratory
research and the first empirical evidence on this issue from a
post-Soviet soceity intended to undergo transformation.
Effectively, this paper hypothesises that the model of school
engagement seen in Kazakhstan should contain influences
from within the individual, as seen in the Western literature
and contexts, but also, again as seen elsewhere, depend on
support from important others. It is the balance of these con-
tributions that are unknown alongside any differences be-
tween social groups in the country that may affect matters.
This claim is predicated on young people in Kazakhstan hav-
ing only second-hand experience of communism such that any
self-definition through the collective has diminished to the
point of recognising individual self-efficacy and actions that
determine attitudes towards school. The research seeks to
identify universal and context specific factors which promote
or detract from school engagement and hence can guide policy
in Kazakhstan’s aim to develop its youth’s educational out-
comes. The paper will end with recommendations for future
research and applications of a culturally valid model that can
profit deeper and more specific inquiry.

Apart from this study’s direct relevance for Kazakhstan, in
general there is a paucity of research on the topic of how
fundamental changes in society’s attitudes towards personal
responsibility and autonomy of study affect young people’s
attitudes towards school. This work seeks to address this.
Charting how attitudes are constructed within an empirical
paradigm, combined with a culturally sympathetic approach,
will indicate ways forward in capturing the perspective of
pupils during fundamental change to the education system as
concurrent changes from a collectivist to a more
individualised society occur. We therefore focus on the most
peripheral and final link in a chain of rapid and dramatic
change, that is the end-point of pupil attitudes. Although the
focus is on Kazakhstan, more general comparisons with soci-
eties in transition and aspiring to Western models of educa-
tion, such as other former Soviet Union (fSU) nations and
China, are clearly relevant (e.g. Bear et al. 2018).

The Purposes of Schools in Transition
Societies

According to Adler (1982), the purpose of school for students
is threefold: to learn, enjoy and apply appropriate patterns of
social interaction; to instrumentally leave with sufficient per-
sonal character and resources to provide as much fiscal secu-
rity as possible for whatever the future may hold; and, to
permit the first two purposes, to set oneself up for a lifetime

of learning through the creation of a receptive mind-set. In
effect, Adler’s (Western) purposes of school are: learning
how to behave; learning enough to become employable;
and, of paramount importance, learning how to learn. To
achieve success across these three aspects, young people need
to engage with school and make it personally relevant to rec-
ognise and realise these goals as befits their ambitions
(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Osterman 2000).

Regarding the socialisation purpose of school, endorsing
the social norms of behaviours for young Kazakhstanis has
required a major overhaul since independence. Personal ex-
pectations and responsibilities have been required to shift
from a collectivist to a capitalist set of values (Biyekenova
et al. 2016). Similarly, Adler’s second purpose of school, an
instrumental aim to gain employment, has also had to change
as the country moves from full, lifetime-employment to a
competitive and uncertain job market. Relaxation of the tight
control on uniformity across the employment and education
systems from a central Soviet bureaucracy has meant that
opportunities in Kazakhstan have predictably become more
uneven (Rigi 2003). Outcomes for students now vary at group
level. Rural or urban location, the effects of internal and ex-
ternal migration, differences in school and local facilities, var-
iable teacher quality, and available jobs all impact on young
people’s opportunities through education (OECD/World Bank
2015). In urban areas, through patchy affluence and parental
choice, private schools and paid tutoring have emerged as
common phenomena. In parallel, school dropout and a bifur-
cation of attitudes towards school has led to significant num-
bers of disaffected and unemployed youth (Rigi 2003). An
additional factor has been the introduction of a high-stakes
national test in 2004, which has considerably changed atti-
tudes towards what qualities are sought for entry to higher
education (Winter et al. 2014a). A need for incorruptible ex-
ternal evaluations to select students rather than rely on
schools’ recommendations and universities’ own procedures
has certainly impacted on how students engage with leaning in
the later years of school (see OECD 2018; Oka 2018; World
Bank 2002).

Adler’s paramount purpose of school, to teach young peo-
ple the skills to become receptive, open, lifelong learners of
the twenty-first Century, has still to be fully realised in
Kazakhstan (OECD 2018). This paper seeks to provide evi-
dence on one important aspect of the wider educational trans-
formation being undertaken in Kazakhstan, namely the extent
to which students now engage with school.

School Engagement: Its Visibility and Importance

Often, the first sign of school (dis)engagement stems from
observable behaviours with the most extreme form of disen-
gagement being school dropout or intermittent attendance.
Sadly, dropout or non-attendance have long-standing and
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potentially lifetime negative implications (Ceci and Williams
1997). Even if a pupil attends school, they may display other
observable behaviours reflecting disengagement; such as dis-
ruptive acts, not listening to instructions or non-completion of
tasks. This can similarly affect outcomes. Hence behavioural
engagement is strongly correlated with academic performance
across all students (Green et al. 2012). There is also some
evidence that attitudes towards education impact on young
people’s mental health (Suldo et al. 2014), which is an issue
of great importance in Kazakhstan and other former Soviet
Union countries given their relatively high youngmale suicide
rates (WHO 2018). Thus, measuring and understanding the
factors that drive school engagement in a culturally sensitive
manner is important, not just for predicting students at risk of
drop out but also potentially to devise policies and early warn-
ing systems to improve educational and mental health out-
comes (White and Murray 2015).

School Engagement: Its Factors

Fredricks et al. (2004) suggest three dimensions to student
engagement: the psychological tenets of cognition, affect
and behaviour. Firstly, behavioural engagement is manifest
by students who follow the social norms: attend school regu-
larly, do not exhibit disruptive behaviours and who work
constructively to complete school work. Next, affective
engagement is indicated by students who feel they belong,
enjoy coming to school, and who do not report negative
emotions. Finally, cognitive engagement refers to students
who are stimulated to extend their learning beyond the
required minimum. For example, cognitively engaged
learners seek opportunities to personally invest in the
learning process through asking questions, unrequested
private study and actively incorperating new material in
extant knowledge structures. These three components are
usefully summarised by Appleton et al. (2006, 2008) who
name behavioural, affective and cognitive components of en-
gagement as ‘indicators’ and contextual factors that drive
these variables as ‘facilitators’.

In terms of measurement and construct validity, James
Appleton’s work has been developed by Andrew Martin
(Liem and Martin 2012; Martin 2007). The latter identifies
first- and higher-order factors surrounding cognitions and
behaviours that drive motivation and engagement in school.
Martin (2007) identifies four higher-order factors as positive
and negative contributors to school engagement through adap-
tive and maladaptive cognitions and behaviours. He also sug-
gests 11 more fundamental aspects that load on these: self-
efficacy; valuing; mastery orientation; anxiety; failure avoid-
ance; uncertain control; task planning; task management; per-
sistence; self-handicapping and disengagement. Martin
(2007) initially validated his MES-HS scale (Motivation and
Engagement Scale - High School) in a large-scale study in

Australia but it has since been translated and applied in
China (Martin and Hau 2010), where its construct validity
was confirmed. Although this is not fulsome support for its
cross-cultural validity, it does provide some confidence to
reapply the scale in a further non-Western context to examine
these constructs of this school engagement model. Whilst
Martin (ibid.) pays less attention to affective engagement
and the influence of important others, he espouses strongly
that the twin aspects of self-determined behaviour and self-
cognition are significant factors to school engagement, and
which together drive the variances found in measures of such.

Considering school engagement merely as a consequence
of cognitions and behaviours omits the role of emotional
factors recognised by Fredricks et al. (2004) and so, as argued
by some, cannot fully represent the holistic experience of stu-
dents. However, as a counter to this, mood-states within a
learning environment are often of a transitory nature and do
not necessarily translate to more long-standing attitudes with a
fine balance between mastery of easy tasks versus coping
techniques for more challenging demands (Boekaerts 1993).
Indeed, teasing school engagement apart from a broader and
more enduring sense of wellbeing in school is a difficult task;
with some models of wellbeing such as the PERMA model
(Seligman 2011) including engagement as a contributory fac-
tor - albeit one that is, importantly, conceptually distinct and
constructed independently of positive emotions.

Capturing an emotionwithout also askingwhat an individual
does with that emotion through self-regulation has limitations.
For example, a well-prepared individual knows they are anxious
approaching an examination but uses this positively to harness
adrenalin towards sharper attention and a better focus on recall,
drawing on social facilitation to perform above their usual level.
By contrast, an ill-prepared student who exhibits social inhibi-
tion will find that the same scenario reduces their performance
below their personal average (see, originally, Zajonc 1965 and,
more recently in a non-Western context, Lam et al. 2004).
Taking this further, self-perceived emotions can be moderated
through use of an individual’s emotional intelligence to signif-
icantly adapt thoughts and behaviours regarding school and
hence to improve attainment and engagement (Petrides et al.
2004). Hence, any measure of affect also requires simultaneous
tracking of an individual’s emotional intelligence. By contrast,
measuring cognitions and behaviours affords more clear-cut,
direct and mutable ways of helping individuals achieve
Adler’s triple aims of becoming an effective learner, socially
well-adjusted, and academically successful.

School Engagement: Appraising Sources of Influence
Rather than Motivation(S)

International literature on school engagement (see Martin 2016)
supports the view that the influences on an individual’s engage-
ment in school stem from two sources: personal influences and
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desires from within; and, from all others who stand without.
How these two factors are represented and interact in the polit-
ical and culturally dynamic setting of an evolving nation such as
Kazakhstan is therefore of significant interest as the purposes of
school change. The argument for dual influences from within
and outside the individual that form attitudes towards school has
clear parallels to motivation at school stemming from self-
determination theory (SDT) as it relates to the psychological
needs of students being met through an adequate sense of com-
petence and autonomy alongside satisfactory relationships with
others (Ryan and Deci 2000).

The role of motivation will be revisited elsewhere in the
article and we acknowledge that motivation is closely related
to engagement but for the purposes of this article, we adhere to
the distinction between engagement and motivation as made
by Skinner and Belmont (1993). As with Skinner and
Belmont (ibid.), we seek to adopt a more socially inclusive
model where the reciprocal effects of student behaviour on
others and vice versa are modelled. For example, a teacher
observing a passive, seemingly disengaged student affects
their behaviour by focusing on a student with more obvious
engagement to reward their attempts to teach and so a self-
fulfilling cycle begins as students form attitudes of how they
themselves are seen by others. Similarly, children labelled as
‘academic’ or not by families, alongside general expectations
and support by peers and families, can be better modelled
through an engagement model rather than an individually ori-
entated model of motivation.

Apart from limiting school engagement to be based primar-
ily on cognitions and behaviours, there is clearly much debate
as to how school engagement and motivation are defined con-
ceptually, overlap and interact (Martin et al. 2017). It has been
argued by others (e.g. Wang and Eccles 2013) that engage-
ment cannot occur until the psychological needs of individuals
are met and hence the prerequisites to create a motivated learn-
er are in place (Ryan and Deci 2000). This means engagement
in relation to school environment can act as a proxy for aca-
demic motivation in relation to school context without moti-
vation itself being drawn out as a separate measure, since
motivation is merely one factor in many that forms a more
general attitude towards school (Wang and Eccles 2012). To
conclude from the above, it is clear how students think, feel,
behave and are motivated regarding school are interwoven.
However, for the mechanics of looking at internal and external
influences on attitudes towards school, treating end-emotions
and motivation as a consequence or third order effects of the
thoughts and behaviours of the individual and others may
serve reasonably well.

School Engagement: Important Others

Despite a general trend during adolescence for disengagement
to occur (McDermott et al. 2001; Simons-Morton and Chen

2009), and the lessening importance of the family as a source
of influence during this period (Cummings et al. 2000), much
research indicates that familial support and attitudes towards
formal education are critical in terms of students’ school en-
gagement (Christenson and Thurlow 2004; Ou 2005;
Rodríguez-Fernández et al. 2012; Sinclair et al. 2003).
Family stability, cohesion and togetherness have also been
linked to higher levels of students’ school engagement
(Annunziata et al. 2006; Bowen et al. 2008). Several studies
have pointed out that parental monitoring and authoritative
parenting practices positively influence school engagement
in early adolescents (Bartle-Haring et al. 2012; Simons-
Morton and Chen 2009) and at-risk students (Annunziata
et al. 2006). Similarly, high but realistic parental expectations
have further been found to promote school engagement
(Woolley and Bowen 2007).

Concerning the school environment, there is substantive
evidence that teachers exert a significant and direct effect on
student school engagement (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Perry
et al. 2010). Indeed, Fernández-Zabala et al. (2016) found
teacher support to be the variable with the greatest explanatory
capacity to predict all types of school engagement, compared
to other sources of social support such as family and peers. As
additional evidence, a meta-analysis conducted by Roorda
et al. (2011) showed medium to large associations between
teacher-student relationships on school engagement, with
stronger effects on secondary education. Other studies suggest
that middle and high schools who perceive that their teachers
value them, care about them, respect them and are fair to them
are more likely to be engaged and attached to their schools
(Hallinan 2008; Kelly and Zhang 2016). However, a few stud-
ies have challenged this connection and found no effect of
teacher support on school engagement (e.g. Bowen et al.
2008; Daly et al. 2009).

The study of the relationship between peer support and
school engagement has yielded contradictory results. On the
one hand, a considerable number of studies suggests that peers
have a positive influence on school engagement. For example,
Furrer and Skinner (2003) found that relatedness to peers acts
as a significant predictor of self-reported behavioural and
affective school engagement in middle and high school.
Similarly, Perdue et al. (2009) found that the quality of close
friendships and social support from peers positively predicts
middle school engagement. On the other hand, several studies
have found a negative relationship between peer support and
school engagement (e.g. Fernández-Zabala et al. 2016) and
detrimental effects of peers on school classroom participation
and school attainment. For example, students who experience
early and chronic peer rejection, exclusion, and abuse report
lower levels of classroom participation and increased desire to
avoid school (Buhs and Ladd 2001; Buhs et al. 2006).
Moreover, some studies have failed to find a relationship be-
tween peer support and school engagement at all (e.g., Bowen
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et al. 2008; Daly et al. 2009; Lam et al. 2012; Rodríguez-
Fernández et al. 2012; Virtanen et al. 2014).

Therefore, it appears that there are three direct sources of
influence on students’ school engagement which come in
many forms and with conflicting levels of evidence, but which
centre on family members, teachers and peers. Secondary in-
fluences come from educational policies and senior leadership
in a school that may shape a school’s ethos and value systems,
the media, cultural norms and other wider social influences
but these are not generally explored in the literature and sowill
not be included here.

The Kazakhstan Context

There are 1.6 million children in secondary education and 1.2
million in tertiary education in Kazakhstan. The majority fin-
ish school aged 17 (Grade 11) but remain in education through
a mix of TVETcolleges and universities until they are aged 21
(UNESCO 2018). The staffing ratio of teachers to students is
generous in Kazakhstan with official figures suggesting that
the average ratio in secondary education, including many
teachers acting as specialist methodologists or in senior man-
agement roles, is 6.96 pupils per teacher (UNESCO 2018).
Current legislation stipulates the ratios of teachers to students
with little flexibility, whichmany observers comment is some-
thing that needs systemic rationalisation to employ fewer but
better paid and higher quality teachers in the classroom
(OECD/World Bank 2015).

Kazakhstan, in common with many other post-Soviet
countries, is in the process of passing over more direct control
for children’s development from the state to the family (Mead
and Silova 2013). Hence, parental support may be an increas-
ingly important factor in school engagement in Kazakhstan
(Kulakhmetova 2017). Evidence supporting this stems from
research that suggests children from larger and/or low socio-
economic families and those who experience poor relation-
ships with teachers appear to be significantly more at risk for
school dropout in Kazakhstan (ESP 2007; Antonowicz 2013).
The dynamic between private and communal responsibilities
are symbolised by the culturally engrained frequent and public
competitions (Olympiads) that operate at all levels of accom-
plishment to act as public recognition of academic achieve-
ment and excellence (Astana Times 2019). Entrants are cho-
sen by schools and coached on a one-to-one basis with funds
raised communally to support travel to more distant and
higher-level Olympiads. Thus, despite the shift to a more
individualised model of educational, the critical and overlap-
ping role that teachers, parents and their communities have as
a kollective remains to this day (Hernández-Torrano and
Tursunbayeva 2016).

As noted previously, there is an uneven pattern of educa-
tional provision in Kazakhstan with acknowledged

differences in performance in the national test scores between
urban and rural locations (Musina 2015). Indeed, to compen-
sate for this, there are reserved quotas for some higher educa-
tion specialties for students from rural areas (MoJRK 2012).
An additional facet to variation in the type of education re-
ceived by students in Kazakhstan is the setting up of an au-
tonomous organisation to govern what are called Nazarbayev
Intellectual Schools (NIS). This network of 20 selective
schools is evenly distributed around Kazakhstan to deliver
12-year schooling as opposed to the mainstream 11-year
norm. NIS are positioned to be a piloted model for reform of
the whole educational system and afford a more international
curriculum, teaching methods and well-above average facili-
ties and resources (Bridges 2014). In general, schools in
Kazakhstan are clustered to be one of five types: NIS; a spe-
cialist Lyceum or Gymnasium; an urban mainstream school; a
rural mainstream school; or a small village school that may or
may not involve multi-grade teaching in some classes (IAC
2019). The latter two of these types are deemed rural schools
and the remainder, urban.

A Model of School Engagement
for Kazakhstan

Martin (2016) models school engagement as a combination of
an individual’s cognitions and behaviours. This sensibly al-
lows school engagement to be framed as an attitude towards
school and schoolwork to then apply the principles of attitude
formation (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980). Whether the individual
applies the peripheral route to attitude formation which is
based on affect and pleasing conscious or unconscious asso-
ciations with school or whether the individual takes a central
or direct informational approach through conscious reasoning
of the benefits of qualifications or other trade-offs is less rel-
evant than the endpoint: a positive or negative attitude and
likely compliance or non-compliance to the demands of
school. However, what is clear is that the latter of these routes,
conscious informational thoughts, is generally more open to
change than the former. This is primarily because the central
route to attitude formation is more available to cognitive trans-
formation through the persuasive arguments of others than the
peripheral, emotional route that works on implicit rather than
explicit attitudes. Hence, it is important to model school en-
gagement with students’ cognitions as explicit variables and to
examine these as well as the larger picture across groups to
identify problems and then to measure the performance of any
remedial interventions that change students’ attitudes for the
better.

Consistent with the previous discussion, looking at school
engagement as an attitude allows it to be represented as a
continuum with each student holding a position somewhere
between the poles of rejection and non-attendance through to
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school being a very central part of life. Indeed, attitudes run
through the three stages of conformity, then compliance and
finally conversion which, looking through the lens of Adler’s
(1982) purposes of education would equate, respectively, to
social preparation, academic preparation and becoming learn-
ing prepared. Lower levels of school engagement would rep-
resent a demonstration of conformity by a student simply
agreeing to abide by social obligations and norms through
attendance. The next attitudinal level of compliance would
extend this behaviour by a student agreeing with the reasons
behind attending school. However, compliance may be based
on an instrumental approach that supports strategic behaviour-
al engagement to produce success as a means to an end. For
example, working hard enough to pass a test but not striving to
excel in it. Higher levels of engagement and the most positive
attitudes towards school culminate with conversion that rep-
resents an individual being convinced of the personal rele-
vance of school and academic success therein to develop the
foundational skills important in a lifelong love of learning. In
line with Martin’s definitions of higher school engagement
(Martin 2007), the most positive attitudes towards school de-
rive from the higher-order factors of supporting (vs.
distracting) cognitions and adaptive (vs. maladaptive) behav-
iours at the intra-individual level; effectively akin to intrinsic
motivation and Adler’s openness to learn through a receptive
mindset.

Research Aims and Research Questions

Locating and validating a model of school engagement for
Kazakhstan and other post-communist nations is overdue.
Bringing measures of school engagement forwards as a con-
tribution to the general discourse on improvements in educa-
tion in Kazakhstan, the wider region of Central Asia and other
former Soviet Union nations is timely. Generation by genera-
tion, many of these countries continue to accommodate soci-
etal transformation. Policymakers within such countries need
to be advised with evidence so they may consider students’
attitudes towards education especially if it is a tenet of nation-
building and a demonstration of visible modernity on the
global stage. Any country in societal transformation that oft
includes modernisation of its educational system needs to map
change in students’ behavioural responses and thoughts or
else it will be unsure of direction and progress, Thus, the
primary research aim is to to construct a theory-led means of
measurement, road-test it by examining its general perfor-
mance and then asks if any indicated differences in social
groups exist as preparation for fuller inquiry.

There is no such instrument available and, as the literature
demonstrates, first examination of age and gender differences
seen elsewhere would inform on their naturein Kazakhstan to
explore any universal versus context dependent factors (see

Fredricks et al. (2004) for a discussion of age effects and
Fernández-Zabala et al. (2016) for a discussion of gender dif-
ferences). Effectively, how does school engagement in
Kazakhstan vary - across grades and is there a gender differ-
ence as found in the West? Taking the latter of these questions
first, as the Western literature would suggest, are young wom-
en in Kazakhstan more behaviourally engaged than young
men whilst exhibiting little difference in cognitive
engagement?

Making comparisons with how school engagement varies
with grades from one education system to another is problem-
atic as it requires controlling for differences between cohorts
of the influence of compulsory versus post-compulsory stages
in students’ careers. Meaningful international contrast is dif-
ficult since the structure of educational systems are highly
influential in shaping students’ attitudes towards school.
Separating out more general features of adolescent develop-
ment such as increasing social maturity and the value of
family versus peer relationships is a further challenge. As
Fredricks et al. (2004) suggest, detail is of importance here
and the most useful research findings should be aimed at a
local rather than international audience although general ob-
servations would still be good background in such an article as
this to inform on national trends. It is also important to note
that conformity in the Soviet era was mandatory and continues
in Kazakhstan to this day with fines for parents and published
league tables for schools if students fail to attend. As the
OECD concludes: ‘Attendance is almost universal’
(OECD/The World Bank 2015: 29). Students in Kazakhstan
may leave school after Grade 9 so looking at differences be-
tween those obliged to attend and those thereafter should in-
form on levels of engagement stemming from forced versus
optional attendance. Insight to levels of compliance versus
conversion should they vary with grade may also become
apparent.

Kazakhstan has a difficult topography with inequality in
the quality of education provided. This is already
established as a concern for rural versus urban settings so
exploring application of a more broadly validated model
could, again, provide first steps in looking at the level and
type of differences seen in school engagement as one factor
among many. The final area to seek difference in this article
is in the type of school as an initial attempt to represent the
roles of selective entry versus open entry for schools in
Kazakhstan. As discussed above, Kazakhstan values com-
petition in the recognition of educational attainment through
Olympiads and outstanding performances in national tests.
So, how students differ between schools that demonstrate
the prowess of their students publicly versus mainstream
schools that rely on a catchment area is of interest. This
would potentially provide insight as to the role of academic
expectations and school ethos as it influences students’
school engagement.
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Method

Participants

The sample included 1767 secondary education students (863
female) aged from 12 to 18 years (M = 15.23, SD = 1.07) from
22 schools in six different locations across Kazakhstan; 4
schools were located in the North-centre region of the country,
4 in the North-West, 4 in the South-centre, 4 in the South-
West, and 6 in the West. Schools were purposefully selected
to represent a wide array of cultural norms, ethnicities, lan-
guage backgrounds, and income levels. From the total sample,
1227 were ninth- and 10th-graders (i.e. in school years that
signalled the final year of compulsory schooling and the first
year thereafter) and 540 were 11th- and 12th-graders (in their
final year at school). Among them, 10.4%were studyingwith-
in the network of selective urban schools, 16.5% in special-
ized urban schools (i.e., lyceum and gymnasiums), 33.1% in
mainstream urban schools, 34.4% in large village schools, and
5.6% in small village schools. All in all, 60% of the students
were living in urban settings, and 40% in rural settings (see
Table 1).

Instrument

Based on the principle described previously of attributing
school engagement to internal and external sources, i.e. indi-
vidual characteristics (intra-personal) and the social (inter-
personal) influence of others (parents, peers and teachers), a
questionnaire was developed to measure school engagement.
The questionnaire comprised three sections.

In the first section, demographic data were collected re-
garding the student’s gender, grade, type and location of
school attended. In the second section, 10 items focussed on
school engagement at an intra-personal level through students
assessing how typical specific thoughts and behaviours were
of themselves. The 10 items were taken as a sub-set of the
nominated ‘typical’ items from Martin’s larger 44-item
Motivation and Engagement Scale – High School survey
(Martin 2007). The intra-personal items loaded on three as-
pects to school engagement: adaptive cognitions (positive
thoughts about school); adaptive behaviours (positive behav-
iours towards school work); and maladaptive cognition and
behaviours (negative thoughts and behaviours concerning
school and/or school work). Martin’s suggested negative af-
fect item regarding examination anxiety was removed based
on the decision that not only did it fail to relate directly to
cognitions and behaviours, but also as data collection took
place in October, this was too remote for students’ consider-
ations regarding the examinations due in May. The third sec-
tion of the questionnaire examined inter-personal factors by
means of eight culturally appropriate items that recorded stu-
dents’ perceptions of positive social influence from others in
relation to school. Of these, three items measured parent sup-
port, three items measured teacher support, and two items
measured peer support. The itemsmeasuring parent and teach-
er support were adapted from the Adolescent Health Attitude
and Behavior Survey (AHABS) (Reininger et al. 2003). The
items measuring peer support represent a selection of typical
items in the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction
Scale (MSLSS) (Huebner 2001). For each item in the second
and third sections of the instrument, students rate themselves
on a scale of 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’).

The questionnaire was designed in English and then trans-
lated into Russian and Kazakh languages following the guide-
lines for translating and adapting tests promulgated by the
International Test Commission (2017). Table 2 shows the
items of the questionnaire, as well as the hypothesized theory
loadings based onMartin’s (2007) multidimensional model of
student engagement.

Procedures

Firstly, permission to approach the selected schools was re-
quested from the corresponding regional education depart-
ments. The background and purpose of the research was ex-
plained along with its anonymity. Next, the school principals
were contacted for assurance of their interest in participation
and, if agreeable, to consult with their staff in order to compile
as non-disruptive a schedule as possible for a visit. At each
school, with principals’ and teachers’ in-loco parentis permis-
sions in place, pairs of the research team spoke to students in
the language of instruction, one class at a time during normal
lessons. Again, the background and purpose of the research

Table 1 Demographic
Characteristics of the
Sample

n %

Gender

Female 863 54.1

Male 731 45.9

Grade

Ninth 693 39.2

Tenth 534 30.2

Eleventh 510 28.9

Twelfth 30 1.7

School cluster

Urban selective 184 10.4

Urban specialized 292 16.5

Urban mainstream 585 33.1

Village large 607 34.4

Village small 99 5.6

Geographic location

Urban 1061 60

Rural 706 40
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was explained along with its anonymity. Replies were given to
questions prior to a request for participants to voluntarily com-
plete a paper version of the survey to the extent to which they
felt comfortable. With few exceptions, all students in atten-
dance chose to take the survey. Anonymity was guaranteed by
not collecting any personal information that could reveal the
identity of the participants. Ethical approval for the study was
provided by the two universities to which the researchers were
affiliated and followed principals and ethical guidelines of
both The British Educational Research Association (BERA
2018) and The British Psychological Society (BPS 2018).

Data Analysis

Since this was the first application of the engagement survey
in a former Soviet Union context, the following 3-step proce-
dure was carried out. First, a principal component analysis
(PCA) with varimax rotation and Kaiser normalization was
performed using SPSS v24. The number of factors to retain
was determined using multiple criteria, including Kaiser’s cri-
terion (eigenvalues >1), scree test, parallel analysis, and theo-
retical interpretation of the factor solution. Descriptive, reli-
ability, and correlation analyses of the components extracted
were carried out.

Second, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was exe-
cuted to test the fit of the model derived from the principal
component analysis to the data using AMOS v25.
Maximum likelihood was the method of estimation used
for the model. Several measures of fit were used, as the
χ2 test, which is the standard statistical test for goodness of
fit is very sensitive to distributional misspecification with
large samples sizes (Bentler and Bonett 1980). Thus, sev-
eral fit indices encompassing absolute as well as incremen-
tal fit were considered given Hu and Bentler’s (1999) rec-
ommendation that a combination presentation strategy was
more likely to lead to a satisfactory decision about overall
model fit given that their simulation work revealed that
different indices behave more or less adequately dependent
on sample size and distribution. Partly determined by avail-
ability within the software, indices of absolute fit consid-
ered were the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) and the Goodness-of-fit index (GFI). Indices of
incremental fit included the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) and
the Comparative fit index (CFI). According to Schreiber
et al. (2006), values approaching RMSEA < .06, and
values > .95 on the TLI, CFI, and GFI indicate a good
fit and > .90 for an adequate fit, and this combination of
indices generates reasonable confidence in an overall judge-
ment of model fit.

Table 2 Survey items and
hypothesised theoretical loadings # Item Martin (2007) constructs

Higher-order First-order

Q1 If I try hard, I believe I can do my schoolwork well. Adaptive
cognition

Self-efficacy

Q2 Learning at school is important for me. Valuing

Q3 I feel very pleased with myself when I really understand
what I am taught at school.

Mastery orientation

Q4 Before I start an assignment I plan out how I am
going to do it.

Adaptive
behaviour

Planning

Q5 When I study I usually study in places where I
can concentrate.

Task management

Q6 If I cannot understand my schoolwork at first, I keep
going over it until I understand it.

Persistence

Q7 I’m often unsure how I can avoid doing poorly at school. Maladaptive
factors

Uncertain control

Q8 I sometimes do not study very hard before exams so I
have an excuse if I don’t do as well as I hoped.

Self-handicapping

Q9 I often feel like giving up at school. Disengagement

Q10 My parents push me to be the best I can be at school. Parent influence Encouragement

Q11 My parents make me feel good if my school marks
are good

Encouragement

Q12 My parents allow me to do certain things if my school
marks are good (e.g. see friends, give me money)

Encouragement

Q13 My friends treat me well Peer influence Encouragement

Q14 My friends will help me if I need it Encouragement

Q15 My teachers really care about me Teacher influence Encouragement

Q16 Teachers at school push me to be the best I can be Encouragement

Q17 I get a lot of encouragement at school Encouragement
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Third, a series of four one-way between-groups multivari-
ate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to exam-
ine the effect of some demographic (i.e., gender, grade) and
contextual (i.e., geographic location, type of school) variables
on the school engagement subscales. Preliminary assumption
testing was conducted for all analyses to check violations for
normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, ho-
mogenei ty of var iance-covariance matr ices , and
multicollinearity. To account for the multiple comparisons,
adjusted Bonferroni correction at the p < .008 was used to
interpret significant differences in the tests of between-
subjects effect. Effect sizes were calculated using the eta
square statistic.

Findings

Principal Component Analysis (PCA)

The Bartlett’s test of sphericity and the Kaiser-Meter-Olkin
(KMO) test of sampling adequacy were used to determine
the appropriateness of the data for principal component anal-
ysis in the school engagement scale. The KMOvalue was .841
and the Bartlett’s test was significant (χ2 = 7411.04; df = 136;
p < .001), suggesting that the data was appropriate for princi-
pal component analysis. The analysis yielded five components
with eigenvalue greater than 1.0, which accounted for 57.87%
of the total variance. However, based on a careful examination
of the scree plot, and substantive considerations regarding the
structure and interpretability of the four- to six-component
solutions, the six-component solution was considered the best
to interpret the scores in the sample, which accounted for
63.49% of the total variance. Table 3 presents the factor load-
ings of the six-component solution, together with the eigen-
values and the variance explained by each component. All
items loaded on the expected component with coefficients
ranging from .52 to .86. Based on the item loadings, compo-
nents were interpreted as teacher support (component 1),
adaptive cognition (component 2), adaptive behaviour (com-
ponent 3), peer support (component 4), maladaptive factors
(component 5), and parent support (component 6).

Total scores were then computed for each of the six sub-
scales. Mean scores, standard deviations, internal consistency
coefficients, and intercorrelations among subscales are pre-
sented in Table 4. The internal consistency coefficients were
acceptable to good for the teacher support (α = .82), peer sup-
port (α = .80), adaptive cognition (α = .67), and adaptive be-
haviour (α = .63) subscales, but low for maladaptive factors
(α = .55) and parent support (α = .49) scales. No increases in
alpha for any of the scales could have been achieved by elim-
inating items. All correlations among the components were
statistically significant at the p < .001 level. The strongest cor-
relations were found between adaptive behaviour and teacher

support subscales (r = .48) and between adaptive behaviour
and adaptive cognition subscales (r = .43).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

CFA using AMOS v25 was conducted for the model shown in
Fig. 1. The model included the six first-order factors identified
in the principal component analysis (adaptive cognition, adap-
tive behaviour, maladaptive factors, parent influence, peer in-
fluence, and teacher influence) and two correlated second-order
factors (intrapersonal engagement and interpersonal engage-
ment). Results indicated that there was a relatively good fit to
the data, despite the significant value of the chi-square statistic
(χ2 = 587.25, df = 112, p < .001). Given that the χ2 is heavily
dependent on sample size (Byrne 2016), as noted above, other
goodness-of-fit indices were examined to evaluate the hypoth-
esized model (see Table 5). Both absolute measures of fit indi-
ces (e.g., RMSEA and GFI) as well as comparative fit indices
(e.g., TLI and CFI), reached the values indicated for relatively
good fit to the data (Schreiber et al. 2006). Examination of the
modification indexes and standardized residuals did not suggest
alteration to the model. All indicators loaded significantly on
their respective first-order factor and factor loadings to be great-
er than .50, ranging .52 to .83, except for three indicators (Q8,
loading = .39; Q12, loading = .39; and Q10, loading = .34),
which was not surprising considering the findings from the
principal component analysis. The correlation between the
two second-order factors was low (r = .25), suggesting that
these two factors represented distinct dimensions.

Effect of Personal and Context Variables on School
Engagement

A series of one-way between-groups multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA) was conducted to assess the effect of gen-
der, grade, geographical location, and type of school on school
engagement. Six dependent variables were used in all analyses:
adaptive cognition, adaptive behaviour, maladaptive factors, par-
ent support, peer support, and teacher support. The independent
variables were gender (male, female), grade (9th–10th grade,
11th- 12th grade), geographic location (urban, rural), and type
of school (selective urban, specialized urban, mainstream urban,
large rural, small rural). Adjusted Bonferroni correction at the
p < .008 was used to interpret significant differences in the tests
of between-subjects effect. Preliminary assumption testing re-
vealed a significant Box’s M test (p < .001) in the four
MANOVAs, indicating a violation of homogeneity of covari-
ance matrices. Therefore, Pillai’s Trace test was used to interpret
significant effects of the independent variables on the school
engagement subscales. No other serious violations were noted.

Gender There was a statistically significant difference be-
tween males and females on the combined dependent

2487Curr Psychol (2022) 41:2479–2495



variables, F (1, 1594) = 7.79, p < .001; Pillai’s Trace = .029,
partial η2 = .016. When the results for the dependent variables
were considered separately, the only difference to reach statis-
tical significance was adaptive cognition (p < .001, partial
η2 = .016). An inspection of the mean scores indicated that
female students reported significantly higher levels of adap-
tive cognition (M = 4.40, SD = 0.61) than male students (M =
4.24, SD = 0.65).

Grade The data were dichotomised in terms of students re-
maining in school versus those in their final year of school.
There was a statistically significant difference between

students in grades 9–10 and students in grades 11–12 on the
combined dependent variables, F (1, 1765) = 7.12, p < .001;
Pillai’s Trace = .024, partial η2 = .024. Tests of between-
subjects effect revealed statistically significant differences be-
tween the two groups on parent support (p < .001, partial
η2 = .009). Students in grades 9–10 reported higher levels of
parent support (M = 3.97, SD = 0.68) than students in grades
11–12 (M = 3.84, SD = 0.72).

Geographic Location The was a significant effect of geograph-
ic location on school engagement, F (1, 1581) = 8.01,
p < .001; Pillai’s Trace = .030, partial η2 = .030. Tests of

Table 3 Principal component analysis

Component

1 2 3 4 5 6

Q1 If I try hard, I believe I can do my schoolwork well. .79

Q2 Learning at school is important for me. .52

Q3 I feel very pleased with myself when I really understand what I am taught at school .74

Q4 Before I start an assignment, I plan out how I am going to do it. .80

Q5 When I study I usually study in places where I can concentrate. .71

Q6 If I cannot understand my schoolwork at first, I keep going over it until I understand it. .58

Q7 I’m often unsure how I can avoid doing poorly at school. .73

Q8 I sometimes do not study very hard before exams, so I have an excuse if I
don’t do as well as I hoped.

.65

Q9 I often feel like giving up at school. .75

Q10 My parents push me to be the best I can be at school. .60

Q11 My parents make me feel good if my school marks are good .69

Q12 My parents allow me to do certain things if my school marks are good
(e.g. see friends, give me money)

.75

Q13 My friends treat me well. .86

Q14 My friends will help me if I need it. .83

Q15 My teachers really care about me. .79

Q16 Teachers at school push me to be the best I can be. .86

Q17 I get a lot of encouragement at school. .77

Eigenvalue 4.52 1.76 1.36 1.13 1.06 0.95

% Variance explained 26.60 10.34 8.02 6.65 6.24 5.62

Factor loadings < .40 were removed

Table 4 Descriptive statistics and
correlation matrix for latent
variables

M SD α 1 2 3 4 5

1. Adaptive cognition 4.33 0.63 .67 –

2. Adaptive behaviour 3.65 0.81 .63 .43*** –

3. Maladaptive factors 2.74 0.84 .55 −.12*** −.13*** –

4. Parent support 3.94 0.69 .49 .31*** .23*** .08*** –

5. Peer support 4.26 0.76 .80 .41*** .34*** −.16*** .20*** –

6. Teacher support 3.70 0.93 .82 .39*** .48*** −.20*** .21*** .38***

***p < .001
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between-subjects effect revealed that rural students demon-
strated higher levels of school engagement compared to urban
students on adaptive behaviour (p < .001, partial η2 = .013),
peer support (p < .001, partial η2 = .008), and teacher support
(p < .001, partial η2 = .021).

Type of School There was a statistically significant difference
in school engagement based on type of school, F (24, 7040) =
9.57, p < .001; Pillai’s Trace = .127, partial η2 = .032. Separate
univariate ANOVAs on the outcome variables revealed signif-
icant differences in school engagement between the five
groups on adaptive cognition, F (4, 1766) = 4.16; p = .002,
partial η2 = .009; adaptive behaviour F (4, 1766) = 26.76;
p < .001, partial η2 = .057; maladaptive factors, F (4,
1766) = 4.85; p = .001, partial η2 = .011; peer support, F (4,
1766) = 6.74; p < .001, partial η2 = .015; and teacher support,
F (4, 1766) = 36.65; p < .001, partial η2 = .077. In general,
post-hoc comparisons using the TukeyHSD test indicated that
students in selective and specialized schools (i.e., lyceums and
gymnasiums) reported lower levels of engagement with
school compared to students in urban mainstream and rural
schools (large and small). Thus, students in specialized
schools scored significantly lower than their peers in urban
mainstream, large village, and small village schools on adap-
tive behaviour (p < .001) and obtained higher scores than stu-
dents in urban mainstream (p < .001) and large village schools

Fig. 1 Model of school
engagement depicting a second-
order factor structure hypothe-
sized to underlie the six first-order
factors - all factor loadings are
statistically significant (p < .001)

Table 5 Goodness-of-fit indexes

CFA Criteria for satisfactory
level of fit 1

Chi-square 587.24, p = .000 p > .05

Degrees of freedom 112 –

RMSEA .049 < .06

TLI .921 > .95

GFI .961 > .95

CFI .935 > .95

RMSEA Root mean square error of approximation, TLI Tucker–Lewis
index, GFI Goodness-of-fit index, CFI Comparative fit index. 1

Schreiber et al. (2006)
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(p = .002) on maladaptive factors. Although students attend-
ing selective schools reported higher levels of adaptive cogni-
tion than students in specialized schools (p = .006), they also
reported lower adaptive behaviour than students in urban
mainstream, large village, and small village schools
(p < .001 for all group comparisons). Similar results were
found for self-reported social support. First, students in spe-
cialized schools indicated lower levels of peer support com-
pared to students in large village (p < .001) and small village
schools (p = .004), and lower levels of teacher support than all
other groups (p < .001 for all group comparisons). Second,
NIS students reported greater teacher support than students
in specialized schools (p = .001) but significantly lower sup-
port from their teachers when compared to that reported by
students in urban mainstream (p = .002), large village
(p = .001), and small village (p = .001). No statistically signif-
icant differences in school engagement nor social support
were found between students in mainstream, large rural, and
small rural schools.

Discussion

The first inference that can be drawn from this work is that an
individualised model of school engagement used in Western
cultural settings (Martin 2004) can be improved for use in a
former Soviet Union country with the addition of measures of
self-reported social support. Adding the influence of positive
social influences from peers, teachers and parents results in a
validated model and useful tool to measure school engage-
ment in a former Soviet Union country as it transitions to-
wards a more individualised model of education. There is
clear evidence that students’ engagement in education in
Kazakhstan is drawn from two sources: intra-personal and
inter-personal elements. At the level of the individual, the
model suggests positive cognitions and behaviours have equal
importance, with some lesser influence from maladaptive be-
haviours. Overall engagement is supported by positive inputs,
in order of importance from teachers, peers and, finally but not
insignificantly, parents. There are limitations in the way the
influences of parents are modelled in this research and
revisiting the items that provide measures of this are a clear
improvement that could be made in the overall representation
of school engagement. This is a significant cultural shortcom-
ing in that kin relationships are of paramount importance for
young people in Kazakhstan with 81% of young people con-
sidering themselves having a responsibility towards the wider
family compared to 51% feeling responsible for themselves
(Biyekenova et al. 2016).

There are additional areas of improvement in the model in
that it consists of merely 17 items and whilst this confers ease
of use and high completion rates, it means that additional
items could be introduced to provide better reliability in the

representation of some factors. More specifically, items that
relate to peer influences and parental support could be im-
proved and increased in number. The sub-scale of maladaptive
behaviours would also bear further consideration in order to
improve its reliability.

Although there are influences on school engagement in-
cluded in the model from those with whom students havemost
immediate and frequent social contact such as peers, parents
and teachers, the model does not extend to wider social influ-
ences. Thus, it is limited in its ambition to fully represent the
ongoing mindset of a collective society as still evident by
strong media interest in the best performing students receiving
‘Altyn Belgi’ (gold pendant) as a badge of honour for their
school career and examination results or as winners of
Olympiads (Winter et al. 2014b). Indeed, the role of
Olympiads in Kazakhstan continues to press and winners of
these from school to regional to Republican levels and espe-
cially at international competitions are lauded by their com-
munities at each and every level (egov 2019). Certainly, it has
been a stated aim of the First President of Kazakhstan in every
decree since independence that education is a priority and the
future of Kazakhstan depends on education to build and se-
cure Kazakhstan’s future, summarised and phrased as ‘to in-
crease competitiveness of education and development of hu-
man capital through ensuring access to quality education for
sustainable economic growth’ (Akorda 2019). Success at in-
ternational Olympiads publicly displays and honours this aim
in the tradition of competative Soviet acheivements. Hence, an
addition to the scale here could be to encapsulate and measure
the effect on young people of a national aim for evidenced
improvements in education. These could be through media
reporting in terms of performances in international large-
scale assessments or, at a more individual level, how an ethos
of competition in education affects them through pressures to
sit entry examinations for selection into schools for gifted
pupils and participation in public competitions.

There is a general trend for female students to report higher
levels of school engagement than males, consistent with other
evidence from across Europe, North America and Asia (Lam
et al. 2012). Coupled to this, there is considerable evidence
that male students demonstrate more behavioural problems at
school and lower levels of school compliance (Brewster and
Bowen 2004; Wang and Eccles 2012). The data presented
here confirm that youngwomen inKazakhstan also havemore
positive engagement than their male counterparts. This sug-
gests that, although there is no difference in compliance
through observable behaviours between youngmen and wom-
en in Kazakhstan, young men are less convinced about the
purpose of school and, relatedly, about higher education as a
next move. This is an area for further research and reiterates
the need to compare both observable behaviour and attitudes
against beliefs. At present, the enrolment rate of women in
higher education in Kazakhstan is higher than males: 53.4%
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of the cohort are female (OECD 2017a). Whether this is an
artefact of alternative opportunities for men vs women or any
other causal factors outside school is unexplored but clearly
the poorer development of cognitive engagement in young
men in Kazakhstan is a topic worthy of concern and future
study.

The reduced levels of overall school engagement found in
older participants is consistent with the extant literature on
school engagement and can be construed as an age-
dependent effect (Fernández-Zabala et al. 2016; Janosz et al.
2008; Simons-Morton and Crump 2003; Wang and Eccles
2012; Witherspoon and Ennett 2011). That said, the support
of Kazakhstani parents (albeit the least influential of the ex-
ternal factors) diminished significantly between the younger
and older student groups and this may be an important trend.
One explanation for this could be the inter-generational differ-
ences in experiences as the country transforms the curriculum
and content of education. Hence, the potentially limited assis-
tance parents could provide in the new system. There is a
relative paucity of literature on the effect of parental involve-
ment in the latter stages of schooling, compared to parental
involvement in the pre-school and early years (Avvisati et al.
2010). However, one aspect that has emerged is the pivotal
role of student voice (Rudduck and Flutter 2000) and the
growing need for negotiation by adolescent students them-
selves in-between their home and school environments so that
the level of parental involvement is commensurate with stu-
dents’ own desire for such support (Edwards and Alldred
2000). It is a fine line between encouragement and perceived
pressure and interference from parents.

There could be several explanations as to why students in
rural schools are more engaged than those in urban schools.
The most obvious reasons are that a sense of belongingness is
higher, and class-sizes are smaller so more individualised at-
tention at school is possible in such cases (Blatchford et al.
2011; Finn 1993; Slaten et al. 2016). There are more close and
extended kin in the school; quality friendships from stable
cohorts are more likely; family circumstances are well under-
stood by teachers and vice versa, with a sense of community
permeating from the village to the school. This supports inter-
national findings that even an easy and familiar walk from
home to school against a bus-ride may profit a sense of be-
longing (Anderman 2002). Furthermore, stronger personal re-
lationships may enable peers, teachers, family and the wider
community to spot early indications of disengagement and to
offer support. However, it is important to note that students’
cognitions, sources of social encouragement and maladaptive
behaviours do not differ significantly between rural and urban
locations, but their adaptive behaviours do. Given the items
that form this measure, it may be that rural students make less
academic progress simply because they possess less-
developed skills to plan, pay attention to and persevere with
independent work. This could be due to a less developed sense

of personal control or immaturity. Certainly, it is an issue that
could be explored further. Perhaps the close relationships that
rural students have with teachers may benefit relationships
and encourage greater school engagement but, in parallel,
may also hinder independent learning. As seen elsewhere
(Furrer and Skinner 2003), the tension between effortful learn-
ing, personal control and relatedness is unclear especially as
they relate to academic performance.

Another key finding is that different types of school in
Kazakhstan have different levels of school engagement.
Specialised urban schools and selective schools have students
with the least positive attitudes towards education. It is well-
known that high-stakes testing penalises some aspects of
learning, particularly the vicarious and more enjoyable jour-
neys of exploration that foster intrinsic motivation. More se-
lective schools may have a stronger emphasis on
performativity and maintaining their strong academic reputa-
tions, which may impact negatively on student engagement
(see Ryan and Sapp (2005) for a full discussion of this). This
too merits further research.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to this study. Firstly, the data
collected could usefully be directly linked to academic perfor-
mance to explore the extent to which academic achievement
and school engagement interact. Unfortunately, this ambition
may not be as straightforward as one would wish since there
are limited national performance measures in Kazakhstan to
set school engagement against academic outcomes for any of
the grades prior to the final grade of Grade 11. Even then, the
national test in Grade 11 has many flaws that need remedy
before it may become a ‘more credible and valid instrument’
to signal learning (OECD 2017b: 131). That said, correlates
between academic outcomes using school examinations and
engagement measures could inform to some extent on a
school-by-school basis to give insight on local conditions that
affect learning outcomes.

Secondly, the research would have benefited from a
broader set of measures to capture the attitudes of young peo-
ple in Kazakhstan regarding their future and career aspira-
tions. Questions looking at retention and projected pathways
in education were piloted in a preliminary version of this scale.
However, this led to a diverse set of reasons for transferring or
exiting from the current school that did not simply rely on
school engagement. For example, demographic, cultural and
linguistic reasons for switches in educational pathways includ-
ed lack of access to upper grades from a remote village loca-
tion, a need to work in a family business or insufficient num-
bers to form a viable class of students taught with a certain
medium of instruction. These are clearly situational factors
that can vicariously affect engagement beyond psychological
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influences. Thus, recognition of additional variables may be
useful in any future model to address the variety of school
circumstances found in Kazakhstan. Finding a means to con-
trol for local conditions would secure fuller external and pre-
dictive validity of the psychological model as it performed
against later educational choices. However, without
recognising external factors and uneven opportunities for stu-
dents, hypothesising purely psychological influences affected
educational choices would be inappropriate for Kazakhstan.

Thirdly, a more structured approach to obtaining informa-
tion on what young people, parents and teachers believe are
the purposes of school would have improved the analysis and
allowed comparison across groups and group influences.
Exploring young people’s attitudes towards autonomy and
how they differ from those of their parents would have helped
explore potential tensions resulting from differences in inter-
generational expectations and most likely improved the paren-
tal influence component within the model.

Finally, despite the limitations discussed above, the devel-
opment of a short (17-item) tool is a first step in facilitating
further research on school engagement in former Soviet Union
and other societies. Enhancing the understanding of the inter-
action between individual and social influence contributions
from important others with a usable model of school engage-
ment in Kazakh and Russian languages can give measure to
those developing student-centred learning as a new paradigm
in such contexts.
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