
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Engaging students in the Curriculum:  

 ‘Are we all on the same page?’ 

 

Seóna Joyce 

sjoyce@galwaybusinessschool.ie 

Business Department 

Galway Business School, 

Galway, Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

2 
 
 

Abstract 

As a result of growing up in the digital era, today’s students have distinct ways of 

communicating and new perceptions of what it means to learn in Higher Education 

(HE). This has raised many questions for third level educators around how best to 

develop and deliver curricula to engage modern students in everyday practice. A clear 

understanding of the concept of student engagement and of the factors influencing 

student engagement can provide important insight in this regard. To gain a practical 

and a theoretical understanding of how the curriculum can be developed to enhance 

student engagement, an exploratory case study was undertaken at Galway Business 

School (GBS). The case qualitatively explored how lecturers and students at the 

institute conceptualised and experienced student engagement in the curriculum. 

Informed by extant literature on engagement, this paper presents the key findings 

from narratives collected through semi-structured interviews with lecturers and a 

focus group with students. Information obtained from the analysis and comparison of 

the narratives is used to inform curricular and teaching decisions.  

 

Research results revealed a wide variance in interpretations and experiences of student 

engagement in the curriculum. Lecturers were found to focus on engaging students in 

their studies only (academically and intellectually), while students also considered 

engaging socially or having a ‘sense of belonging’ with the school important to their 

learning. To facilitate engaging students in practice there was unanimous support for a 

conceptualisation of engagement in line with ‘flow theory’ (Shernoff et al, 2003). 

This theory suggests that for students to be fully engaged they must experience 

interest, concentration and enjoyment simultaneously. Based on theoretical and 

research findings the paper argues that student engagement levels can be considered 

throughout the curriculum and proposes a multi-centric model, which describes how 

each element of the curriculum can be approached to enhance student engagement. 

Keywords  

Student engagement, curriculum development, student and lecturer experiences, 

pedagogy, changing HE landscape. 
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1. Introduction and Rationale 
 

Student Engagement is widely linked to enhanced learning experiences and improved 

levels of student satisfaction, achievement and retention (Trowler, 2010, p.2). It is no 

surprise therefore that high levels of engagement have become a desired outcome of 

Higher Education (HE). Bringing about such student engagement in practice however 

can be difficult, as the concept is broadly used with little clarity of understanding 

(Harris, 2008). The great variety and volume of individual pedagogical practices, 

assessments and resources suggested to facilitate engagement, can cause confusion for 

institutes and lecturers around appropriate time and resource allocations. This 

prompted a study to be undertaken with the students and lecturers currently involved 

in the curriculum at Galway Business School (GBS), to provide a clearer overall 

insight into the concept of engagement and the practicalities surrounding it. The study 

examines the factors that influence student engagement and considers what elements 

of the curriculum can be realistically developed to enhance engagement. This paper 

describes this study and suggests a framework for how curricula can generally be 

developed to enhance student engagement. 

 

While many interpretations of Curriculum as it relates to HE exist, through 

discussions in this study, a broad understanding was accepted by participants. This 

identified the curriculum as all elements which contribute to student learning (Kalra 

and Gupta, 2012), viewing the curriculum as a pre-planned written product and a 

process which evolves during delivery interactions. This understanding considers the 

curriculum to include content, teaching strategies, assessment (Prideaux, 2003), 

lecturer/student interactions and the informal curriculum. This interpretation allows 

for student engagement to be considered throughout the total student learning 

experience and not just in the classroom. 

2. Literature Review and Context 
 

Over the last decade Student Engagement (SE) has grown as a “hot topic” within HE 

literature. As highlighted in Lester’s review of SE literature (Lester, 2013 p.4), 

authors consistently view it as a positive concept, which correlates to improved 

grades, enhanced general abilities and critical thinking skills (Kuh et al , 2008). 
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Despite its frequent positive uses however, many studies allude to the fact that the 

term student engagement lacks clarity of understanding and is regularly interpreted 

differently (Harris, 2008, Trowler, 2010). While some view it as only student efforts 

directed towards learning, others believe it also includes practices used by institutions 

to induce such student participation (Kuh, 2003). This latter interpretation places a 

responsibility on institutes to engage students and has lead to much debate over the 

best practices to use to do this (Parsons and Taylor, 2011).   

 

Despite the variety of interpretations there is general agreement that student 

engagement is a multifaceted concept, involving many dimensions, or ways, in which 

students should be engaged (Krause and Coates, 2008). The literature suggests 

numerous different typologies to reflect these dimensions. In an attempt to reflect all 

elements Dunleavy and Milton (2009) propose a model which suggests that to be 

totally engaged students must be engaged academically, intellectually and socially. 

Academic engagement involves the student’s “psychological investment in and effort 

directed toward learning”, (Newmann, 1992, p.12) and includes factors like attending 

class and completing assignments. Intellectual engagement requires higher level 

efforts which display serious “emotional and cognitive investment in learning” 

(Dunleavy and Milton, 2009, p.11). This involves going beyond the essentials and 

enjoying the challenge of learning. Social engagement conversely involves engaging 

with the school and experiencing a sense of belonging and participation in school life. 

Considering this need for students to be engaged across a range of dimensions, it can 

be inferred that engaging students in class alone will not ensure that they reach their 

full potential. Instead students must be engaged across their learning experience or 

throughout the curriculum.  

 

While some literature in the area acknowledges that individual factors like motivation 

and gender can influence engagement levels, a large proportion of authors assign most 

influence to the teacher and teaching practices (Kuh et al, 2006 as cited in Zepke et al, 

2010). This highlights that SE is ‘malleable’ (Fredericks et al, 2004) and can be 

enhanced. Many studies focus on the merits of one particular strategy, assessment 

type or ICT resource regarding engaging students, making choosing what to include in 

a generally engaging curriculum overwhelming. However, one factor frequently 
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referred to across the literature as influencing engagement is student input into the 

curriculum. Where students have contributed to the curriculum either through 

consultation or design involvement they have been found to be more engaged in their 

learning (HEA, no date). Some studies around such student participation initiatives 

however also revealed teacher issues around the time needed for such curriculum 

development amongst other factors (Lam et al, 2013). This highlights the importance 

of advance consultation with both students and lecturers. 

 

The concept of ‘flow’ offers one potential framework to aid the development of 

engaging curricula. Originally proposed by Csikszentmihalyi, 1990 (as cited in 

Parsons and Taylor, 2011) ‘Flow’ relates to a condition of complete absorption in an 

activity. It is achieved when individuals concentrate so much on a task that they lose 

the awareness of time and it becomes intrinsically enjoyable (Schweinle and 

Bjornestad, 2009). People in this state of ‘flow’ perform to their fullest capacity. Flow 

was first adapted to student engagement by Shernoff et al (2003). They proposed that 

students reach this condition of ‘flow’ when they are fully engaged in their learning 

and that this could be achieved when students experienced interest, concentration and 

enjoyment simultaneously (Shernoff et al, 2003). This theory of ‘flow’ as reflecting 

full engagement is echoed in the Irish HE context by Moore (2013). She stresses the 

importance of adequately matching academic challenges with skill level to produce 

this state of total engagement. She suggested such matching will balance anxiety, 

arousal, apathy, boredom, relaxation and control and lead to ‘flow’ or optimal 

learning performance (p.6). Founded on this ‘flow’ theory therefore, for a curriculum 

to engage students, it must generate interest, concentration and enjoyment amongst 

students and must be at an academic level which challenges the learners’ skill level. 

This would suggest therefore that ‘flow’ theory could provide a practical framework 

for educators to consider curricular decisions to enhance engagement. New initiatives 

being introduced could be assessed on their possible contribution to producing ‘flow’. 

 

While the literature revealed many suggestions with regard to how engagement could 

be enhanced, it also highlighted a lack of clarity and a variety of perceptions. This 

study aimed to address this issue through investigating the combined experiences of 

students and lecturers within GBS. This type of research could aid in clarifying 
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understanding and identifying practicable and realistic approaches to adopt, in order 

to enhance student engagement.  

3. Methodology 
 

Studies of student engagement predominantly involve quantitative surveys (NSSE, no 

date) focused on measuring engagement. However, as this study sought individuals’ 

interpretations and experiences instead, a qualitative approach was adopted. Both 

students and lecturers were consulted as the literature review showed a lack of student 

voice on the area (Trowler, 2010) and varied interpretations amongst educationalists 

(Harris, 2008). This dichotomous approach allowed for multiple perspectives and for 

contrasts and comparisons, giving a more holistic understanding of engagement and 

the practicalities surrounding it. To obtain the required information from the two data 

sets, the study adopted a multi-methods approach.  

 

Data from seven lecturers was collected through hour long face to face semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews allowed the lecturers the 

opportunity to explain their perceptions and discuss their personal experiences (Kvale, 

2007) while also allowing the researcher some flexibility in questioning. While all ten 

lecturers at the institute were invited to participate, only seven were available to 

contribute. However as these respondents ranged in age, experience and subject area 

they revealed an array of the understandings and the experiences of lecturers at GBS. 

A focus group was conducted to provide the student data as this facilitated an 

appropriate interaction between the researcher as a faculty member and her students 

(Shrimpton, 2012 p.5). It also provided a more comfortable open discussion 

environment for students than individual interviews might have. Krueger and Casey 

(2014) suggest that smaller focus groups, of four to six people, are “more comfortable 

for participants” (p.67) and are more suitable in studies “to gain an understanding of 

peoples experiences” where the researcher requires more “in-depth insights” (p.68). 

As this study was focused on exploring such detail on experiences of SE from the 

students, a small focus group of participants was deemed appropriate. The sample 

group were chosen from those currently studying Business Management at GBS and 

to obtain a breadth of opinions, participants from each year group (full and part-time 
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where applicable) were invited to contribute. Four full-time and one part-time student 

across varying years responded positively and made up the final focus group.  

 

Study participants were questioned around their understandings of SE, the factors that 

influenced levels of engagement and how the curriculum could be adapted to enhance 

engagement. The data collected was analysed using thematic analysis as this allowed 

for the comparison of “different sets of evidence” (Alhojailan, 2012, p.8) from the 

lecturers and students. Such analysis also allowed for the generation of themes 

through induction from the data and deduction from theory and prior research. The 

researcher mainly focused on induction, allowing for themes to emerge from the 

scripts rather than being pre-determined. However where some conceptualisations 

were proposed to participants a more deductive approach was adopted based on the 

researcher’s theoretical and analytic interest (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.12).  

4. Findings and Discussion 
 

Interpretations and Dimensions of Student Engagement 

Initially the study set out to determine how the students and lecturers interpret student 

engagement from their experiences as this would clarify understanding of the term 

across the institute. Responses from both groups endorsed much of the previous 

research that SE is a positive concept, strongly linked to students learning to their full 

potential (Lester, 2013). This is evident in responses including: “if the students don’t 

engage they won’t understand to the same level” (Lecturer 5) and “you completely 

were disengaged – you literally weren’t learning anything” (Student 2). Also 

concurring with previous authors (Fredricks et al, 2004) interpretations demonstrated 

that engagement was considered to be multidimensional with students requiring 

engagement in a number of ways. While explaining their interpretations all lecturers 

described activities which focused on how engaged students appeared in class or in 

their academic performance: “Turns up on time, looks interested” (Lecturer 4) and 

“does their own research” (Lecturer 1).These descriptions reflected dimensions of 

academic and intellectual SE only. Students however also placed considerable 

importance on the dimension of social engagement, often considered the third element 

of engagement (Dunleavy and Milton, 2009). This was very evident when one student 
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made the following remark concurred with by the rest of the group: “you can’t really 

just engage someone’s brain, you have to engage everything about them….social 

activities, (being) part of a group…that keeps people engaged” (Student 4). This 

difference in interpretation found is significant as it identifies the importance of social 

engagement to students, not always recognised by lecturers. This highlights the 

importance of putting practices and facilities in place to encourage social as well as 

intellectual and academic engagement when developing curricula.  

 

A central theme to this research was to gain a usable understanding of the concept of 

student engagement so that it could be implemented when developing curricula. The 

‘flow’ theory as adopted by Shernoff et al (2003) was therefore proposed as a possible 

conceptualisation of SE. Discussions within the interviews on how engagement 

manifested itself, identified some of the ‘flow’ elements in their own right with 

statements like: “what interests you, engages you” (Student 4) and “challenge is a big 

thing in getting students to engage” (Lecturer 2). While some debate occurred over 

which factor was of most importance when the ‘flow’ theory itself was proposed, all 

respondents unanimously accepted it as a conceptualisation. All agreed that learning 

which generated the correct mix of interest, concentration, and enjoyment, when 

pitched at the correct skill level, would result in high level engagement. This 

enthusiasm is demonstrated through responses like: “that is a very nice formulation of 

what I’ve been talking about, I’d absolutely agree with that” (Lecturer 3) and “that 

works for me ….sums up Strategy this year” (Student 3). These findings suggest that 

‘flow’ theory could be used as a tool when making curricular decisions to enhance 

levels of engagement. The constituents of ‘flow’ could be a criteria checklist when 

deciding on practices to use, content to include and assessments to set. 

 

Roles in shaping Student Engagement  

A considerable theme which emerged from discussions was who was deemed to play 

a role in shaping SE. Responses from both groups indicated that engagement was 

something that required contributions and efforts from both students and lecturers, 

similar to the understanding proposed by Kuh (2003). The lecturer contribution 

however was consistently emphasised by respondents and inducing engagement was 

frequently described by both groups as the lecturers “responsibility”. When further 
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probed this responsibility was considered to reduce as the students’ maturity level and 

time on the programme increased: “More mature students have more skin in the 

game...so they require less lecturer effort to engage” (Lecturer 2). Inferred from this 

is that, in line with constructivist principles, lecturers should ‘scaffold’ student 

learning (Mayes, 2012) earlier on in a programme but allow students to develop more 

autonomy as they progress. In relation to the student role in shaping SE the literature 

suggests that when students contribute to curriculum design and development they 

find programmes more engaging (HEA, no date). However this study revealed that 

students felt that they currently play a very small role in the curriculum and 

development and this sentiment was echoed by the lecturers. The students did 

however display great enthusiasm for contributing to a greater extent something 

which is in line with recommendations from the Bologna Process (ESU, 2012) where 

capturing student voice and working alongside students is encouraged. While some 

lecturers stated that caution is needed when choosing a method of formalising student 

input structures and suggested training may be required, it was confirmed that student 

voice should be considered more in curricular decisions at GBS.  

 

Another theme which emerged in this area was the important role that awarding 

bodies play in shaping the development of engaging curricula. While respondents 

stated that where a curriculum was more dynamic and changing it was found to be 

more engaging, many referred to how, the awarding body at times prevented this more 

dynamic approach. The necessity to gain awarding body approval of content and 

assessment in advance was deemed to prevent the lecturers from digressing to current 

newsworthy topics or giving assignments on emerging topics. This was evident in 

lecturer statements like: “we are half-stuck by learning outcomes that are set for us” 

(Lecturer 6) and student statements including: “we couldn’t (be assessed) on that ‘cos 

it wasn’t on the set curriculum”(Student 4). This was particularly emphasised in cases 

where syllabi and exams were set by an external governing body. This idea of 

restriction when developing curricula is alluded to by Moore (as cited in Hughes and 

Munro, 2012). She suggests that current curriculum development does not place 

enough emphasis on the learning experience element. She proposes that curriculum 

development frameworks should allow for the freedom to adapt more to the “local 
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learning dynamics and experiences” (p.36). For GBS however this finding highlights 

that any current curricular development suggestions must be achievable within 

awarding body frameworks.  

 

Factors found to Influence Curricular Engagement 

Investigations then focused on the factors which participants felt contributed to 

engagement. Supporting much of the literature on the area (Krause and Coates, 2008, 

Thomas, 2012), situations which allowed for more active learning, rather than passive 

learning, were found to engage students the most: “if the lecturer got us more involved 

you learned better” (Student 3). Also in line with previous suggestions (Coates, 2007, 

Parsons and Taylor, 2011) content and assessments which were judged by the students 

to be relevant and applicable were also found to be most engaging: “I was most 

engaged where I could make a connection between what I was learning and what I 

genuinely think I can apply in the workplace” (Student 4). All respondents also 

deemed continual assessment more engaging than 100% exam based curricula with 

exams considered the least engaging type of assessment. 

  

In terms of teaching strategies and lecturer use of ICT resources, variety was found to 

be the key. Rather than choosing one strategy over others, students found that a 

variety in methods and ICT used, enhanced their level of engagement the most. A 

significant finding in this area however was with regard to mobile ICT use. Students’ 

revealed a lack of enthusiasm for mobile technology use within the classroom 

(including laptops, smartphones or other handheld response units). They unanimously 

stated that they found these to be a distraction to in-class learning providing “too 

much temptation to check email and facebook”. They suggested instead leaving such 

devices outside the class. This contrasted with general enthusiasm and keenness 

amongst lecturers for the use of such technology including responses like: “Superb, I 

would love to have options of response units or answering via their phones” (Lecturer 

3). This disparity is concerning as it adds to the findings of Conole et al (2008) on 

students and their technology use. They also found a “mismatch between institutions’ 

perceptions of student use of technology and actual use” (p.523) indicating that 

faculty may not always be ‘in tune’ with students. The finding also supports Sharples 

et al (2009, p.240) advice urging schools to take time assessing the functionality of 
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technology in their context rather than getting won over by the “wow” factor of 

various technologies. This further highlights the importance of student consultation. 

 

Implications of Findings for Curricular Design 

Overall therefore, respondents believed that student engagement could be shaped and 

that the curriculum could provide a framework for enhancing levels across the 

learning experience. To this end the following model is proposed as a conduit, to 

demonstrate how the findings, when considered in light of the literature in the area, 

can be integrated into curricular development decisions to enhance engagement levels.  

Figure 1.1 Multi-Centric Model of Student Engagement   

 

 

This model is built around a broadly interpreted curriculum which contains everything 

which leads to student learning. The constituent components include the: content, 

assessment, delivery, in-class interactions and the informal (outside of class) 

curriculum. The findings suggested that the curriculum be dynamic and changing yet 

also comply with awarding body frameworks. To facilitate this, the proposed model 

suggests that any curriculum being developed is considered to include two parts: a 

‘Product element’ and a ‘Process element’. The product component includes the 

content, assessment and delivery methods, which are designed in advance and 

submitted to the awarding body (depicted in dark blue in the model). The ‘Process 

element’ (depicted in light blue in the model) arises as the curriculum is being 

experienced and thus can be altered dependent on the student group. It includes the in-



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

12 
 
 

class interactions, the informal curriculum and the delivery element, as this can be 

somewhat flexible. Viewing the curriculum in this way also lends importance to 

things that arise while experiencing the curriculum, rather than considering them as 

outside the curriculum and thus to be ignored. Lecturers can treat issues which emerge 

during in-class interactions as emergent learning outcomes and can make judgements 

as to which are worth exploring as they arise (Hussey and Smith, 2003). This allows 

for the curriculum to be somewhat adapted and changed as it is delivered, thus making 

it more dynamic and so more engaging for students. 

 

The model proposes that this curriculum will potentially engage students in all 

dimensions. Students can be engaged academically and intellectually through the 

challenges of the content, assessment, delivery and in-class interactions components. 

Students can also be engaged socially through the in-class interactions and the 

informal curriculum, as these elements build up a students’ sense of belonging. To 

facilitate engaging students fully, based on its acceptance in the research findings, 

‘flow’ theory (Shernoff et al, 2003) is applied in the model. As ‘flow’ is considered to 

be total engagement, the theory is applied as a tool to measure the potential of the 

components to engage students. Each decision within the components should be made 

based on their likelihood to produce ‘flow’. For example decisions with regard to 

what assessments to use, or what content to include, should be made based on how 

likely they are to generate interest, concentration and enjoyment and if they are set at 

the appropriate level of challenge.   

 

The findings of the research on the factors influencing engagement in each component 

are integrated into their depiction in the model. The content must always be relevant, 

contemporary and applicable. Students should be assessed using continual assessment 

and relevant and applied assignments designed. Curriculum delivery must facilitate 

active participation from students, and lecturers should use a variety of strategies 

including for example case studies, oral presentations and problem solving. A range 

of ICT resources should also be used like video clips and simulated games. In terms 

of in-class interactions, lecturers should be prepared to embrace any relevant new 

issues as they arise in class. The informal curriculum should include extra-curricular 

activities like social events, as well as facilities provided to encourage peer 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

13 
 
 

interactions so students feel more engaged with the institute. Finally, the lecturer and 

the student are considered part of the curriculum in the model as input from both is 

required within all aspects of the curriculum. While more consultation is needed on 

the most suitable student input forums, focus group sessions are one suggestion.    

This paper proposes that when such a multi-centric model of engagement is applied, 

the curriculum could be strategically developed to fully engage students. 

6. Conclusions and Future Work 
 

This research was undertaken to try to better understand how a curriculum could be 

developed to engage modern students. While the data collected gives insight on the 

area, it also highlights that faculty and student perceptions and experiences are not 

always matched. This is evident in this study with regard to the mismatched focus on 

the important dimensions of engagement and the contrasting opinions on the mobile 

device use in class. This finding demonstrates the value of adopting comparative 

qualitative case study approaches in HE research, as well as the importance of 

consultation with students to inform teaching practices and resource allocations. 

Without such consultation and comparisons lecturers may introduce initiatives to aid 

students which students may not consider beneficial as they may have other priorities.  

 

In terms of student engagement overall this paper concludes that perceptions at GBS 

are that engagement levels can be enhanced if considered throughout the curriculum 

development process. Through the proposed model it suggests some strategies for 

how this might be achieved. As this study was limited in scope to one school, findings 

suggest a need for similar research to take place on a larger scale. Further research 

could determine if similar opinions are shared in other institutes and perhaps identify 

if an ‘ideal’ engaging HE curriculum framework could be developed. The perception 

of the role of the awarding bodies in limiting a dynamic approach to curriculum 

development is also something which requires further inquiry. Such investigation 

would help to identify if some awarding body structures are inhibiting curricula from 

being as engaging as possible. In the meantime however, the model suggested 

herewith for GBS may provide food for thought and a practical guide for other 

educators wishing to consider student engagement levels when developing curricula.  
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