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INTRODUCTION

al. 2004; Fredricks et al., 2016). Student
behavioural engagement involves the
student’s participation in academic and
extracurricular activities; student emotional
engagement means the student’s sense of
belonging to the educational institution; and
student cognitive engagement is the student’s

Scholars have repeatedly shown that school
involvement is an essential component that
has a significant impact on the academic
achievement of students as well as their
overall well-being (Estévez et al. 2021; Lara
et al. 2022; Paik et al. 2024). School
engagement is defined as students’
involvement and attachment to the
educational experience in the behavioural,
emotional, and cognitive aspects (Fredricks et

commitment to learning and problem-solving
(Estévez et al., 2021; Lara et al., 2022; Paik et
al., 2024).

At the heart of the study of school
engagement lie multiple theoretical models.
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In the tradition of Bronfenbrenner (1979), the
interplay among the individual, school, and
societal context is stressed as shaping student
engagement. Just as Deci and Ryan (1985)
developed their self-determination theory in
which intrinsic motivation driven by
autonomy, competence and relatedness needs
is assumed to be necessary for sustained
engagement, so too is independent motivation
by fulfilment of autonomy,
competence and relatedness needs is assumed
to be necessary for sustained engagement. By
developing these frameworks, they offer a
lens to understand the ways that grade
differences  could based on
and

driven

occur

developmental, contextual, other
changes.

School engagement is a strong predictor
of academic achievement, reduced dropout
rates, and more positive social behaviour
(Appleton et al., 2008). Higher engagement
levels are linked to better grades and higher
standardized test scores and increased
persistence at difficult tasks, researchers
found (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Consistent
with this, it may be that variations in
engagement between grade levels can provide
insight into what interventions might work
best to help students.

In terms of variations school
engagement, grade-level differences have

become an important dimension of interest.

in

There are extensive cognitive, emotional, and
social changes that occur with adolescence,
which range from around age 10 to around
age 18 (Eccles et al.,, 1993). Often due to
changes, students experience fluctuations
during their school engagement as they move
from one grade level to the next. With
increased grade level, engagement drops,
especially for the transition from middle to
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high school (Li & Lerner 2011). Academic
demands are growing, peer relationships are
changing, and school environments are not
congruent with adolescents’ developmental
needs (Wigfield et al., 2007), which accounts
for this trend.

It turns out that empirical studies show
that behavioural engagement tends to decline
throughout  secondary More
specifically, in Wang and Eccles (2012), it
was found that middle school students tend to
exhibit higher levels of behavioural
engagement than do high school students.
There has been a decline that is generally
patriarchal to increasing academic demands

school.

and reduced teacher support as well as a
heightened peer influence in higher grades
(Fredricks et al., 2004). Studies also find that
older secondary school students are less
emotionally engaged than younger students
(Roeser et al., 2002). We link this pattern to
the transition from a more nurturing middle
school environment to a rather impersonal
and competitive one in high school (Eccles et
al., 1993). However, research shows that
cognitive engagement also has a subtle
trajectory; some high school research shows
cognitive disengagement from the curriculum
(Marks, 2000). Although other work suggests
that students who disengage cognition, even
during ostensibly relevant work, are those
who think the work is not connected to future
goals (Wigfield & Eccles, 2002).

Systemic factors, including resource
availability, teacher-student relationships, and
curriculum design, compound variability in
school engagement across grade levels in
public secondary schools (Finn & Zimmer,
2012; Fredricks et al., 2016). The dynamics of
this issue are better understood through the
prism of public schools that serve often
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diverse student populations in what are often
economically less affluent contexts. This
process provides the opportunity for
educators and policymakers interested in
creating spaces that support learning to
understand  grade-level  differences
engagement within this setting.

in

In this way, this study seeks to determine
grade level differences in school engagement
of public secondary school students in terms
of emotional, behavioural, and cognitive
dimensions. Research focuses on identifying
the patterns and underlying factors and how
they can be used to inform strategies to
increase engagement and promote equitable
educational outcomes in grades K to 12.

Statement of the Problem

Fredricks et al. (2004) found that active
school participation is a key predictor of
academic performance, social development,
and long-term results for students. Although
research on school participation across grades
consistently shows its relevance, a complex,
at times even contradictory picture results.
Though much is known, there have been few
definitive findings (Archambault et al., 2009;
Arlinkasari, 2017; Estévez et al.,, 2021;
Korpershoek et al., 2019; Wang & Eccles,
2012; Yang, 2018). For example, some
suggest that participation decreases during
the transition from middle school to high
school (Archambault et al., 2017; Wang &
Eccles, 2012), while others predict that
participation levels will be higher in high
school (Estévez et al., 2021). These variations
highlight a need for a more fine-grained
understanding of school involvement as a
multidimensional construct supported by
unique environmental and contextual
variables.
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Although the overall relevance of school
involvement is well-documented, there is a
gap in  knowing
engagement changes between grade levels in
particular  local settings. Additionally,
insufficient information exists on the causes
generating these variances. Addressing these

considerable how

gaps 1is critical to building tailored, school-
and educator-led interventions that promote
engagement at various phases of students'
educational journeys.

In the context of public secondary
schools in Nekemte Town, active school
participation is considered a predictor of
academic performance. However, these
institutions have had difficulty in preparing
pupils for higher education, raising worries
the general of
participation. This problem needs
evaluation of students' school involvement
levels to establish if there is any change and
to analyze whether school engagement
substantially varies between grade levels.

Therefore, this research intends to give

about level student

an

evidence-based insights for boosting school
involvement  throughout developmental
stages. And the results will contribute to the
larger educational dialogue around how to
increase student involvement. To do this, the
study attempts to answer the following
research questions:

1.What are the of
engagement among public secondary schools
in Nekemte?

2.What differences exist school
engagement (overall, behavioural, emotional,
and cognitive) over grade levels of 9, 10, and
11 in Nekemte public secondary schools?

levels school

n
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Research Design

In this present study, cross-sectional
descriptive research was used to undertake
the study. In this perspective, cross-sectional
studies are highly relevant for obtaining data
from surveys that were compiled at one time,
which
characteristics or the behaviour of a particular
population of interest over the time when the
data was collected (Hilviu et al., 2020; Setia,
2016). This approach enables the researchers
to analyze differences or patterns in the data
other than the temporal dimension, a function
that does not need subsequent monitoring.

allows wus to understand certain

Moreover, the cross-sectional research design
was useful in determining differences in the
level of students’ engagement in learning
activities across different grades to establish
how these levels depend on educational
development phases (Thoma, 2023).

Population and sample

The study population consisted of grade nine,
grade ten, and grade eleven public school
students in Nekemte Town. The main reason
for excluding Grade 12 students from the
study was that they had fewer concerns about
classroom learning, for joining classroom
learning is not a priority task for the students
in this grade since they are thinking about the
national examination. During the 2024/2025
academic year, there were a total of 8,250
students enrolled across nine public
secondary schools in the town (grade 9 =
3869, grade 10 = 1948, grade 11 = 2433).
With  Yemane’s (1967) sample size
determination formula, a sample of 385
students was determined. Then, by employing
a proportional selection technique, from the 9
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secondary schools, 385 students

selected.

WEre

Data collection instrument

The study used a questionnaire with items on
background information and measures of
school engagement to collect the data. The
background section had the participants’ sex
and grade level. Ramadhani and Purwono
(2023) adapted the ‘School Engagement

Measure’ from Fredricks et. al. (2004)
originally, which was then adapted by Chala
(2024) by using translations and

modifications to fit the local context to gather
data about the student’s level of school
engagement. This instrument assessed three
dimensions of school engagement: behaviour,
emotion, and cognition. Of the included 19,
five of  behavioural

WEre measurcs

engagement, six measured emotional
engagement, and eight assessed cognitive
engagement. The items were rated on a 5-
point Likert scale that ranged from "never" to
"always."

Ramadhani and Purwono (2023) showed
that the tool possessed the capability to
measure the school engagement construct in
its three dimensions and across the overall
scale. Reliability coefficients of o = 0.82 were
obtained for the total scale; however, 0.83 for
the emotional, 0.78 for the cognitive, and 0.66
for the behavioural dimensions were also
reported. More significantly, in Chala’s
(2024) local context, his instrument was
found to have alpha reliability coefficients of
0.77, 0.80, and 0.86 for the behavioural,
emotional, and cognitive domains. For these
results, the instrument was suitable for
measuring levels of school engagement in the

specified context of this study.
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The procedure of data collection and
analysis

A letter was sent from the College of
Education and Behavioral Sciences at
Wallaga University to public secondary
schools to commence contact. School
principals were then approached and briefed
about the intent of the study. As part of the
data collection process, each principal chose
a teacher to help with data collection from
students.

Responses to the questionnaire were
reviewed carefully for completeness and
entered into SPSS (version 25) for analysis.
Once data were checked for accuracy and
appropriateness for statistical examination, it
was entered into a computer. Again, checks
were made on assumptions for ANOVA, and
extreme outlier responses were excluded
from the further analysis.

Descriptive statistics were determined on
data analysis, with means and standard
deviations calculated for the three dimensions
of school engagement and also for the overall
school engagement scale. Based on the
magnitude of the means and standard
deviations, the levels of school engagement
among the students were determined.

Significant differences in behavioural,
emotional, and cognitive school engagement
among grades 9, 10, and 11 were evaluated
utilizing a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA). The same analysis was also
conducted with the overall scale. It was found
to be statistically significant at alpha = 0.05.
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Ethical issues

All participants in the study were asked to
give their consent to participate in the
research before the data collection survey was
done. Participants were explicitly informed
that their responses would not be used for
anything other than academic research and
analysis and that no individual participant
would be identified or quoted in any
conclusions or published reports arising from
the study. Even if they felt uncomfortable,
uneasy, or  emotionally  distressed,
participants received clear information about
the right to end the questionnaire or the right
to withdraw from the interview at any time.
The data collected from the survey was
entered carefully in a comfortable computer
system; the confidentiality of participants was
preserved and no personal info about
participants, such as their private identity or
what they had told us, was given to anyone.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results

SPSS version 25 was used for data analysis.
To perform the analysis, the data was
carefully checked for appropriateness.
Therefore, 75 of the total 385 responses
(19.5%) were excluded from the final analysis
for reasons such as incompleteness, outliers,
or patterns of responses that indicated other
than serious or inconsistent responses. The
final dataset was formed by 310 student
responses. The demographic background of
the respondents is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1

Background information of the respondents

J. Soci. Sci. & Hum. Res., Jan. — June, 2025, 1(1), 18-30

Variables Category Response frequency  Per cent
Male 161 51.9
Sex Female 149 48.1
Total 310 100
9th 104 33.5
Grade 10th 101 32.6
11th 105 33.9
Total 310 100

Table 1 presents the backgrounds of the
respondents. Of the 310 participants, 51.9%
were male and the remaining 48.1% were
female, showing equivalent gender
participation in the study. Similarly, the
respondent distribution regarding the grade

level also shows equivalent representation.

Table 2

That is, 33.5%, 32.6%, and 33.9% were from
grades 9, 10, and 11, respectively. Thus, the
variable grade level is found to be suitable for
a parametric test, as equivalence of samples is
required. Table 2 presents the descriptive
statistics of school engagement across grade
levels.

Descriptive statistics on school engagement across grade levels (N = 310)

Mean and Standard Deviation by Grade Level

Total
School Engagement 9th 10th 11th Engagement
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Behavioural Engagement  3.82  0.04 3.66 0.05 3.08 0.07 3.52 0.64
Emotional Engagement 333 005 2.74 0.08 2.05 0.06 270 0.83
Cognitive Engagement 375 0.05 339 0.07 282 0.07 332 0.75
Overall Engagement 360 0.03 320 0.04 2.58 0.04 3.12 0.57
Table 2 portrays that the mean score on  grade levels. Thus, the results show that the
behavioural  school  engagement was  student's school engagement has been

consistently decreasing from grade 9 (M =
3.60, SD = 0.30) to grade 10 (M = 3.20, SD =
0.04) to grade 11 (M = 2.58, SD = 0.04). In
addition, the mean scores on emotional school
engagement have shown a decrease from grade
9 (M =3.33,SD = 0.05), grade 10 (M = 2.74,
SD = 0.08), and grade 11 (M = 2.05, SD =
0.06). Furthermore, we have observed a
decrease in mean scores for emotional and
overall school engagement across the three

decreasing across grade 9, grade 10, and grade
11.

Regarding the total level of engagement, the
mean score of behavioural school engagement
M 3.52, SD 0.64) was the highest
compared to emotional (M = 2.70, SD = 0.83)
school engagement and cognitive school
engagement (M = 3.12, SD = 0.57). Thus, the
results suggest that the level of behavioural
school engagement was the highest while the
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level of emotional school engagement was the
lowest among students in the three grade levels.
The overall school engagement mean score in
grade 9 (M = 3.60, SD = 0.03), grade 10 (M =
3.20, SD = 0.04), and grade 11(M =2.58, SD =
0.04) indicate that grade 9 students had the
highest level of school engagement while grade
11 had the lowest school engagement practices.
Lastly, as indicated by Sézen and Giiven
(2019), concerning a scoring range of the five-
point  response (1.00-2.40
negative/weak, 2.41-3.40 = neutral/moderate,

scale
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and 3.41-5.00 = positive/strong), the evaluation
of the level of behavioural school engagement
across grade levels of 9, 10, and 11 becomes
strong (M =3.52, SD = 0.64).

The analyses of the descriptive statistics shown
in Table 2 reveal that the level of behavioural
school engagement among grades 9, 10, and 11
was high while the levels of emotional,
cognitive, and overall school engagement
across the three grades were moderate,
showing declines in rising grade levels.

Table 3
Differences in school engagement across grade levels (N= 310)
Sum  of Mean
School Engagement Squares df Square F Sig.
Between
. Groups 32.003 2 16.001
Behavioural engagement Within Groups _92.839 307 0302 52.913 0.00
Total 124.841 309
Between
. Groups 86.333 2 43.166
Emotional engagement Within Groups ~ 124.02 307 0.404 106.854 0.00
Total 210.353 309
Between
.\ Groups 45.769 2 22.885
Cognitive Engagement Within Groups ~ 127.935 307 0417 54915 0.00
Total 173.704 309
Between
Groups 55.275 2 27.638
Overall Engagement Within Groups 44218 307 0.144 191.886 0.00
Total 99.493 309

Table 3 presents the ANOVA comparison of
school engagement levels across three grade
levels: 9th, 10th, and 11th. Before presenting
the results, the assumptions for independent
groups based on grade level were checked.
Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances
indicated no significant difference (p > 0.068),
confirming that the assumption of homogeneity
of variance was not violated. The data were

normally distributed, thereby satisfying the
assumptions for the ANOVA test.

As indicated in Table 3, comparisons of
behavioural, emotional, cognitive, and overall
school engagement for grades 9, 10, and 11
were conducted. The results revealed a
statistically ~ significant  difference  in
behavioural engagement mean scores among
the three groups (F(2, 307) = 52.91, p = .00).
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Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey test
showed that the mean score for grade 9 (M =
3.82, SD = 0.04) was significantly higher than
the mean score of grade 11 (M = 3.08, SD =
0.07). Similarly, the mean score for grade 10
(M =3.66, SD = 0.05) was significantly higher
than that for grade 11 (M = 3.08, SD = 0.07).
However, the mean score for grade 9 (M =3.82,
SD =0.04) did not significantly differ from that
of grade 10 (M = 3.66, SD = 0.05).

Hence, the result suggests that students’
behavioural engagement was significantly
higher in grade nine than in grade eleven.
Grade 10 students were superior in school
engagement compared to grade 11, while the
differences between grades 9 and 10 were not
appreciable.

The mean score comparison in emotional
school engagement among grades 9, 10, and 11
that statistically
significant difference in the group mean scores
(F(2,307) = 106.85, p = 0.00) set at P = 0.05.
The Tukey post hoc comparison portrayed that
grade 9 (M =3.33, SD =0.05) was significantly
higher in emotional level of school engagement
than that of grade 10 (M =2.74, SD =0.08) and
grade 11 (M = 2.05, SD = 0.06). Similarly, the
mean score of grade 10 (M = 2.74, SD = 0.08)
was significantly higher than the mean score of
grade 11 (M =2.05, SD = 0.06).

The results indicate that there were significant
differences in the level of emotional school
engagement as a function of grade levels. The
comparisons of the differences between a pair

revealed there was a

of grade levels were also significant, showing
the trend of significantly decreasing with the
increasing grade level.

Regarding the level of cognitive school
engagement among grades 9, 10, and 11, as
shown in Table 3, there was a significant
difference in the mean score (F(2,307) = 54.92,
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p = .00) tested at a = 0.05. The pairwise
comparison of the means indicates that the
grade 9 mean score (M = 3.75, SD = 0.05) was
significantly higher than the mean scores of
grade 10 (M = 3.39, SD = 0.07) and grade 11
(M =2.82,SD =0.07). The mean score of grade
10 was also significantly higher than that of
grade 11. The results show that cognitive
school engagement is significantly and
consistently decreasing with the increasing
grade level.

Finally, the comparison of the overall level of
school engagement among grade levels (grades
9, 10, and 11) illustrated that there was an
appreciable difference in mean scores (F(2,
307)=191.89, p=0.00) assessed at alpha equal
to 0.05. The pairwise comparisons of means of
the overall school engagement across the three
grade levels (grades 9, 10, and 11) demonstrate
that the mean score of grade 9 (M =3.60, SD =
0.03) was significantly higher than the mean
scores of grade 10 (M = 3.20, SD = 0.04) and
grade 11 (M = 2.58, SD = 0.04). Besides, the
mean score of the level of overall school
engagement of grade 10 was significantly
higher than that of grade 11. Thus, the results
show that students’ level of school engagement
is significantly and consistently decreasing
with the increasing grade levels of students.

MAJOR FINDINGS

1. The level of behavioural school
engagement among grades 9, 10, and 11
was high, while the levels of emotional,
cognitive, and  overall  school
engagement across the three grades
were moderate, showing declines in
rising grade levels.
The student’s behavioural engagement
was significantly higher in grade nine
than in grade eleven. Grade 10 students
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were superior in school engagement
compared to grade 11, while the
differences between grades 9 and 10
were not appreciable.

There were significant differences in
the level of emotional school
engagement as a function of grade
levels; the comparisons of the
differences between a pair of grade
levels were also significant, showing
trends of significantly decreasing with
the increasing grade level and
Cognitive engagement
significantly and consistently
decreasing as grade levels rise.

school is

Discussions

The study offers thorough look at
behavioural, emotional, and cognitive school
engagement in grades 9, 10, and 11. They
imply important implications for the
understanding of the patterns and predictors of
student engagement at various grade levels.

a

Behavioral School Engagement

Results from the analyses showed that students
in grades 9, 10, and 11 tended to have high
behavioural school engagement (participation
in school-related activities, attending classes,
completing assignments, and obeying rules in
school). Significantly for this thesis, grade 9
students were more engaged, on average, than
grade 11 students, while grade 10 students
showed higher levels of engagement than grade
11 students. Given that grades 9 and 10 do not
differ substantially, it appears that the initial
change in behavioural engagement during the
middle-to-high school transition is not large.
However, the behavioural engagement of
students increases in lower grades and declines
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as they advance to higher grades. This
reiterates previous research that students’
school engagement decreases in later grades as
they carry more academic and extracurricular
work (Fredricks et al., 2004).

Emotional School Engagement

The results indicated moderate emotional
school engagement for all three grades and a
positive trend based on grade level. Students’
emotional involvement in school
encompass feelings of
belonging, interest, and enjoyment (Finn,
1989). Importantly, see considerable
differences between each pair of grade levels,
which indicate a consistent decrease
emotional engagement from grade 9 to grade
11. This pattern could reflect difficulties that
students faced during their high school years,
that heightened academic and social
demands and greater student preparation for
transitions to postsecondary education. As in
prior studies, these developmental and
environmental factors have also been found to
reduce emotional engagement in higher grades

(Wang & Eccles, 2012).

can
connection and
we

in

18,

Cognitive School Engagement

The investment in learning, self-regulation, and
willingness to master complex ideas (Fredricks
et al., 2004) was seen to decrease significantly
and consistently with the grade levels. These
results reinforce the difficulty students have
sustaining the cognitive engagement required
to advance through high school. A combination
of factors, including curriculum complexity,
reduced motivation, and belief that school
content is irrelevant to future goals (Eccles et
al., 1999), could account for the decrease. This
finding highlights the need for interventions
fostering cognitive engagement, especially
those directed at upper-grade students, to
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ensure their sustained intellectual engagement
in the educational process.

Overall engagement

Moderate school engagement across all grades,
measured at the behavioural, emotional, and
cognitive  dimensions, showed declines
alongside increases in school grades. The
developmental theories that we are inscribing
here present adolescence as a critical period
with interest engagement waning or decreasing
(Eccles et al., 1993; Wang & Fredricks, 2014).
These differences in grade are a demonstration
of why targeted strategies to help students
engage in high school are critical.

To combat the decline in engagement, schools
significant regard to creating
bolstering teacher-
student relationships, and, at the same time,

must pay
conducive classrooms,

teaching a curriculum that is appropriate to the
growth needs of the students. Besides, the
existing programs educate on emotional
wellness and cognitive uses as well as
mentorship and extracurricular activities.
However, these efforts will allow students not
only to get more engaged but also to be more

successful academically and overall.

CONCLUSIONS

The focus of this study was grade level
differences in school engagement of public
secondary  school students based on
behavioural, emotional, and cognitive
dimensions. We found significant declines
across all dimensions of school engagement
over grades 9 to 11, severe declines in grade 11,
and began to decline in grades 9 and 10. Across
all grade levels, emotional and cognitive
engagements moderate, while
was consistently

were
behavioural engagement
higher than emotional or cognitive ones. These
results underscore two challenges faced by
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students during critical academic transitions:
(1) maintaining and (2) enhancing engagement.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Schools, where police are used as an
alternative to education, should take
priority in creating a positive school
climate and authentic relationships
between students and teachers.
Strategic setting up of a comprehensive
mentorship program augment,
fortify, and expand the emotional
connection that exists between the
student and
combined
undertaking

to

educational institution,
with  the
of a plethora
activities that
devised meticulously, to resonate and
match well, with the various interests
and inspirations to the student body,
will help in achieving this process.
Creating expectations in behaviour and
rewarding students for their efforts will
allow for continued behaviour. Even
collaborative learning strategies and
hands-on activities

judicious
of

extracurricular are

may improve
engagement.

Teachers should create engaging and
challenging tasks that link the content
to students’ real-life experiences. The
inability  to  sustain  cognitive
engagement can be helped by
encouraging self-regulated learning and
critical thinking skills.

A sharp decline in student engagement
is an issue that can be alleviated by
transition programs for students
moving from grade 9 to 10. For
example, grade 11 students should be

supported by tailored support in

A Peer-reviewed Official International Journal of Wollega University, Ethiopia

27



Lelisa, C.,

navigating academic and career

pressure.
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