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The anatomy of adolescents’ emotional engagement in schoolwork 

 

Abstract 

 
This study explores the complexity of emotionally engaging schoolwork among students by analysing the 

interrelation between the affective and the social dimensions of emotional engagement. The data were collected 

from 78 Finnish sixth-grade (aged 12–13 years) and 89 eighth-grade (aged 14–15 years) students using picture 

tasks. The results show that the main elements of the affective dimension are the valuing of schoolwork and the 

enjoyment of learning, and the main element of the social dimension is a sense of belonging in terms of social 

cohesion and the support experienced by students. Furthermore, the results suggest that emotional engagement 

has internal dynamics: the affective and social dimension influence each other, regulating the students’ sense of 

emotional engagement. Consequently, neither of the dimensions alone result in strong, balanced emotional 

engagement. In addition, the results show that the relation between the affective and social dimension was more 

unbalanced in the peer interaction than in the teacher–student interaction at both grade levels. This suggests that 

tensions in the peer interaction at school make for a more complicated context in terms of emotional engagement. 

 

Keywords: Emotional engagement in schoolwork, sense of belonging in the teacher–student interaction, sense of 

belonging in peer interaction, affect towards schoolwork 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

It has been suggested that emotional engagement in school activities is a substantial prerequisite for students’ 

effort, achievement and persistence in studying (Audas and Willms, 2001; Finn, 1993; Fredricks et al., 2004; 

Janosz et al., 2000; Libbey, 2004; Willms, 2003). Students who regard school as vital and valuable and consider 

themselves to be members of the school community have been found to receive higher grades and to complete 

school successfully (Finn, 1993; Finn and Voelkl, 1993). Moreover, a strong sense of belonging at school is related 

to positive future orientations in adolescence (Crespo et al., 2013; Israelashvili, 1997) and good overall 

development in adolescence (Debnam et al., 2014). In turn, students who do not feel themselves to be members 

of the school community and have negative perceptions of school are at risk of a wide range of long-term adverse 
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consequences, such as disruptive classroom behaviour, absenteeism, and dropping out of school (Finn and Voelkl, 

1993; Harel-Fisch et al., 2011).  

 

Moreover, disengagement from school may be reflected in the students’ ability to participate in the surrounding 

community and may increase the risk of social exclusion. Thus, concern over weak school engagement is related 

to learning outcomes and to adolescents’ ability to participate in social life and become members of society, and 

is thus understood to relate to students’ general wellbeing (Bond et al., 2007; Fredricks et al., 2004; Klasen, 1999; 

Phillips-Howard et al., 2010). Even though most students engage with school successfully, negative attitudes 

towards schoolwork are quite common among students in many countries (Ikeda, 2013) and problems in engaging 

with schoolwork tend to increase throughout the school career (Archambault et al., 2009; Li and Lerner, 2011; 

Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2006). A low level of students’ emotional engagement is a reality also in Finland. Despite 

Finland’s PISA (the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment) success academically, the country 

was ranked 34 out of 39 countries based on students’ satisfaction at school (Ramelow et al., 2012). Problems are 

apparent in both social interactions in schools, for example, the school climate (Salmela-Aro et al., 2008), and in 

the valuing of schoolwork. For example, the study from Salmela-Aro and her colleagues (in press) showed that 

almost half of the primary school students (age 12, n=759) participating in the study did not see school as 

significant in their lives. A reason for the decreased level of student engagement is an increasing gap with 

adolescents’ life experiences and meaningful learning outside of school versus school practices (Salmela-Aro et 

al. in press).  

 

Research on emotional engagement has focused heavily on the external or environmental factors that influence 

increased or hindered emotional engagement (Elffers et al., 2012; Gonida et al., 2009; Lee, 2012; Li et al., 2010; 

Li and Lerner, 2013; Wang et al., 2011). Prior studies have identified individual factors – such as the students’ 

background (Elffers et al., 2012; Gonida et al., 2009), mastery of goal orientation, and institutional characteristics, 

such as school goal structure (Gonida et al., 2009) – as having a significant impact on students’ emotional 

engagement. However, understanding of the internal dynamics of emotional engagement is still insufficient. This 

study aims to produce a better understanding of the nature of emotional engagement in schoolwork, which entails 

both students’ affects towards studying, valuing schoolwork and their sense of belonging in the school community 

(Archambault et al., 2009; Voelkl, 1997; Wang et al., 2011). 
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2 Emotional engagement as a constituent of academic engagement 

 

Academic engagement refers to students’ active involvement in school-related tasks, i.e. the studying and learning 

activities provided by the school community (Fredricks et al., 2004; Skinner et al., 2009). It is a multidimensional 

construct consisting of behavioural, cognitive and emotional components. Behavioural engagement entails active 

participation and involvement in studying and learning, whereas cognitive engagement refers to the student’s 

personal investment in learning activities, including self-regulation and a commitment to the mastery of learning 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). Emotional engagement, on the other hand, encompasses, for example, attitudes towards 

schoolwork and affects related to studying – such as enjoyment, anxiety or boredom – and school-related beliefs 

and a sense of belonging (Archambault et al., 2009; Fredrickson, 2001).  

 

Although the emotional, behavioural and cognitive components of academic engagement are often explored 

separately, they mutually influence each other over time. It has been suggested that emotional engagement plays 

a significant and distinctive role in the ways in which students engage in academic activities as their school career 

progresses (Li and Lerner, 2013). In addition, it has been shown that students who feel a part of the school 

community and consider their schoolwork to be significant are more likely to employ effort, attention and 

persistence when initiating and sustaining learning activities, thus demonstrating the role of behavioural 

engagement (Furrer and Skinner, 2003; Li et al., 2010; Li and Lerner, 2013). In turn, a lack of interest has been 

found to be a central predictor of student drop-out (Mäkinen et al., 2004).  

 

The experience of emotional engagement enhances students’ cognitive engagement (Li and Lerner, 2013). For 

example, there is evidence that positive affects are associated with the use of more effective learning strategies, 

such as self-regulated learning and increased creativity, which further reflect positively on academic progress 

(Fredrickson, 2001; Ketonen and Lonka, 2013; Trigwell et al., 2012). Students’ sense of belonging has also been 

associated with the use of deep processing learning strategies (Dupont et al., 2014), such as relating ideas and 

concepts to each other. In turn, social exclusion has been found to reduce the use of higher-order processing 

(Baumeister et al., 2002). Students’ affects towards schoolwork and their experience of belonging to the school 

community is also reflected in their emotional wellbeing and psychological development (Wentzel, 1998). 
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3 Affects and a sense of belonging in schoolwork 

 

Prior studies on emotional engagement range from exploring students’ emotional reactions in the school 

environment (Gonida et al., 2009; Wellborn and Connell, 1987) and students’ valuing of schoolwork to the sense 

of belonging experienced by students in the school community (Elffers et al., 2012; Finn, 1993; Fredricks et al., 

2004; Voelkl, 1997; Wang et al., 2011). Affects refer to students’ intense, short-lived active states that arise in 

response to a particular situation or object of activity in school (Do and Schallert, 2004). Affects such as 

enjoyment, curiosity, boredom, anxiety, and anger (Gonida et al., 2009) may vary during a single school day. 

Valuing schoolwork, on the other hand, refers to students’ interest and beliefs in the importance and relevance of 

the general goals of education and academic achievement (Wang et al., 2011), so it is more stable over time. The 

affects towards and valuing of the schoolwork are here viewed as the affective dimension of emotional 

engagement (Archambault et al., 2009). Respectively, a sense of belonging in terms of the school’s social contexts 

represents the social dimension of the emotional engagement, referring to the extent to which adolescents 

experience being personally accepted, respected, and supported by adults and peers in the school community 

(Finn, 1989; Goodenow and Grady, 1993; Ma, 2003). Prior research shows that the need for positive and 

supportive relationships with peers and non-parental adults increases in adolescence (Elkind, 1967; Nicholls, 

1990). In school, students’ key relationships are with teachers and their peers, contributing to students’ 

self-knowledge and affecting perceptions of how valuable and accepted they are (Wentzel, 1998). Consequently, 

emotional engagement – especially in terms of schoolwork – results from the interaction between the student and 

the school environment (Fredricks et al., 2004). In this process, students simultaneously negotiate their social 

position, construct their relationships in the school community, and form their perceptions of the significance of 

schoolwork in interaction with their teachers and peers (Ulmanen et al., 2014). Accordingly, in the school context, 

the affective and social dimensions of emotional engagement are inherently intertwined. 

 

There is evidence that a strong sense of belonging is likely to be fostered in a caring and supportive school 

environment (Battistich and Solomon, 1997; Battistich et al., 1997). Teachers play a specific role in ensuring 

students’ sense of belonging (Roeser et al., 1996). For example, teachers’ support – including teachers’ sensitivity, 

interest in students’ development, their way of regarding students’ perspectives, and the quality of their feedback, 

such as treating students’ respectively and fairly – has been found to be relevant in promoting students’ sense of 

belonging (Hoffman et al., 2002; Lee, 2012; Roeser et al., 1996). Conversely, a lack of teacher support and 
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constructive feedback have been related to a reduced level of belonging (Anderman and Anderman, 1999). 

Teachers are responsible not only for constructing emotionally engaging teacher–student relations, but also for 

supporting functional peer interaction. Teacher’s intentions to promote mutual respect among classmates have 

been found to improve the sense of belonging among middle school students (Anderman, 2003). In addition, the 

experience of peer support and a good classroom climate have been found to relate to a sense of belonging (Elffers 

et al., 2012; Hoffman et al., 2002).  

 

There is some evidence that the constituents of emotional engagement have a reciprocal relationship (Goodenow 

and Grady, 1993). For example, experiencing belonging in school regulates students’ perceptions of themselves 

as learners and as members of their school community, which further influences their involvement in schoolwork 

(Eccles and Roeser, 2011; Furrer and Skinner, 2003). An extensive body of research also shows that experiencing 

a sense of belonging in the teacher–student interaction is associated directly with students’ affects towards and 

valuing of the schoolwork (Anderson et al., 2004; Furrer and Skinner, 2003; Klem and Connell, 2004; Lee, 2012; 

Patrick et al., 2007; Roeser et al., 1996). However, evidence is contradictory on whether and under what conditions 

a sense of belonging in peer relations contributes to students’ involvement in schoolwork. Close relationships with 

peers have been found to support students’ emotional engagement in schoolwork (Furrer and Skinner, 2003). 

However, study burnout (Kiuru et al., 2008) and negative behaviours have also been found to be transmitted and 

hence to accumulate in close relationships (Sage and Kindermann, 1999). Peers are a significant source of 

interpersonal and informational support (Martin and Dowson, 2009; Wentzel, 1998); however, it is not only the 

quality of the relationships, but also the content of interactions, such as shared experiences, knowledge and the 

object of activity, that affect students’ academic engagement (Martin and Dowson, 2009; You, 2011). Students 

are likely to share the same beliefs and values as their classmates (Berndt et al., 1999; Hallinan and Williams, 

1990). These beliefs and values do not always promote emotional engagement; they can also challenge students’ 

emotional engagement in schoolwork. For example, the authors of this study (2014) showed that conforming to 

the attitudes of the peer group often reduced students’ engagement in schoolwork. Moreover, secondary school 

students tended to engage in schoolwork primarily by navigating between their own academic values and the 

attitudes of the school environment. Students also avoided taking personal risks in peer interaction, especially in 

the higher grades (Ulmanen et al., 2014). However, our understanding of what this means in terms of students’ 

emotional engagement in schoolwork is still unclear. 
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4 Aim of the study 

 

The aim of the study is to understand the complexity of emotionally engaging schoolwork among students in 

compulsory education. We explore the interrelation between the two main constituents of emotional engagement, 

i.e. the affective and the social dimension in the school’s everyday life. Furthermore, we analyse the dynamics 

between these two dimensions, both in the teacher–student interaction and in the peer interaction. Accordingly, 

we address the following research questions: 

 

1. What are the key elements of the affective dimension that contribute to an emotionally engaging 

experience?  

2. What are the key elements of the social dimension that contribute to an emotionally engaging experience?  

3. How are the affective and the social dimension intertwined in the teacher–student interaction and in the 

peer interaction? 

4. How do the experiences of sixth and eighth graders students differ from each other in terms of emotional 

engagement in academic activities? 

 

 

5 Method 

5.1 Participants  

 

This study comprises data collected in Finland from the students of three compulsory comprehensive schools. 

One of the schools is a primary school that includes grades 1–6, while the other two schools include both primary 

and secondary levels, covering grades 1–9. (Also in the 1-9 grade schools, students go through a transition when 

they enter the secondary level; for example, their classmates and teachers change.) The schools are very typical 

Finnish schools situated in suburban areas. The student population of the selected schools varied from 345 to 650 

students. All the sixth- (78) and eighth-grade (89) pupils from the case schools participated, comprising a total of 

167 pupils (girls 54%; boys 46%). The reason for selecting sixth- (aged 12–13) and eighth-graders (aged 14–15) 

was the variation between the primary and secondary school characteristics. In Finland, compulsory 

comprehensive school includes the primary (grades 1–6) and secondary school (7–9) grades, which partly differ 

in terms of the organisation of the school day and subject teaching. In secondary schools, the diversity of teacher–
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student relationships and peer relationships increases due to the greater number of subjects taught by subject 

teachers. Hence, the complexity of the school’s social and pedagogical environment and the students’ choices 

related to the studying of different subjects increases in the upper grades of the comprehensive school (Sahlberg, 

2011). We received consent from the chief officers of the school districts, the schools, and the students and their 

parents for participation in the study.  

 

 

5.2 Data collection and picture tasks 

 

We collected the data using qualitative picture tasks developed and piloted by the research group. The students 

wrote stories based on four pictures situated in a school environment (see Figure 1). The pictures were 

complemented with the following questions:  

1) What is happening at the moment?  

2) What has led up to the event shown? 

3) What is the student(s) thinking? 

4) What is the teacher thinking? 

5) What will happen next?  

 

Accordingly, the students composed four episodes on the basis of the pictures (n=277) related to the meaningful 

positive or negative situations that occur and are situated in formal and informal events at the schools. 

 

The picture tasks were undertaken during the school day by researchers in the spring of 2011. Participation in the 

study was voluntary; students received no extra credits for participating. The reflective technique used is based 

on the assumption that students will project their unfiltered perceptions, school-related affections, and desires onto 

neutral images (Branthwaite, 2002), and that the pictures and questions help the students to project their school 

experiences and perceptions of the school environment. Therefore, the students interpreted pictures in accordance 

with their own past experiences and current motivations (Porr et al., 2011). 
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5.3 Analysis 

 

The data were qualitatively content-analysed (Mayring, 2000). Our analytical strategy was compatible with the 

idea of a hermeneutic circle, which involves continuous interaction between the data and the development of a 

theoretical understanding of the key learning experiences (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). We evaluated emotional 

engagement by examining the affective dimension and the social dimension in two different contexts, namely in 

peer interaction and in teacher–student interaction. In the first phase of the analysis, episodes that projected the 

affective dimension and the social dimension in peer and/or teacher–student interaction were identified. Those 

episodes included students’ positive or negative affects towards schoolwork and/or valuing of schoolwork, and a 

strong or weak sense of belonging to the school’s social environment, e.g. a sense of being accepted, valued, 

included, and encouraged by others. These two dimensions of emotional engagement were further categorised 

into the categories ‘high’ and ‘low’. The category ‘low’ indicates a weak sense of belonging or negative affective 

reactions towards schoolwork. Correspondingly, the category ‘high’ describes a high sense of belonging and 

positive affective reactions towards schoolwork. A visualisation of the analytical process is presented in Figure 1. 

 

Fig. 1 Reflective picture task instrument and visualisation of the analysis process 

 

In the second phase of the analysis the profiles in terms of the described affections and sense of belonging that 

contributed to students’ emotional engagement or alienation were derived. We identified all combinations of low 

and high categories in terms of the affective and the social dimension in both teacher–student relationships and 

peer relationships. Finally, we identified the differences between the primary and the secondary school students’ 

episodes in terms of the affective and social dimension. 

 

6 Results 

6.1 Students’ emotional engagement 

 

Students’ descriptions of emotionally engaging episodes entailed both positive affects towards studying at school 

and a sense of being an acknowledged member of the school community. As expected, the affects towards 

schoolwork ranged from very positive to very negative. Enjoyment of learning and valuing of schoolwork, both 

in the teacher–student and peer interactions, were identified as core constituents of the affective dimension of the 
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emotional engagement in schoolwork. Positive affections, such as enthusiasm, excitement and enjoyment, were 

connected to the students’ perceptions of meaningful and inspiring learning in school. Conversely, feelings of 

frustration and boredom were connected to alienation from schoolwork and increased off-task behaviour in 

classes, i.e. reduced levels of emotional engagement in academic activities.  

1) The pupils are working on their Finnish exercises. The classroom is quiet, everyone’s 
working peacefully. Only one pupil raises his/her hand to ask for help. 2) The Finnish teacher 
asked the pupils to write an essay about "Waiting for the summer". 3) The pupils are writing 
the essay enthusiastically and in quiet concentration because they like the topic. It fits the 
moment, as everyone’s really looking forward to the summer. 4) The teacher is happy with the 
way the pupils are working and is eager to read their essays. 5) The bell rings and interrupts 
a good lesson; the pupils must finish their essays at home. Then the teacher will grade the 
essays as usual. The essay topic gets the pupils talking about summer during the break. (8th 
grader, picture 3) 

 

Students also offered in-depth projections of the complexity of being an acknowledged actor in the school 

community. Emotional and informational support received from teachers and peers and social cohesion 

constructed with teachers and peers were the main constituents of the students’ sense of belonging. Students 

emphasised that received emotional support from teachers or peers – i.e. providing empathy, showing trust and 

encouraging each other – and the teachers’ capacity to align pedagogical practices with the students’ interests, 

motivations and skills contributed to the sense of being an acknowledged actor in the school community. The 

teachers’ and peers’ willingness to share knowledge and provide advice and guidance related to the school’s 

everyday activities (i.e. informational support) were also considered crucial to a sense of belonging in the school 

community. Moreover, emotionally warm relations resulting in the experience of connectedness (social cohesion) 

between students, and the teachers’ ways of promoting mutual respect among students, which contributed to the 

classroom climate, were greatly emphasised in the experience of emotional engagement at school.  

1) The pupils don't understand the teacher's question, and the teacher tries to explain it. 2) 
The pupils are working in groups on an exercise given by their teacher. Then they run into a 
question they don’t understand. 3) It’s a difficult question, and they don’t understand it. The 
teacher’s explanations don't make any sense. They don’t understand what the teacher is 
trying to say. Soon s/he will probably start yelling at us because we don’t understand him/her. 
4) The teacher tries to remain patient and explain the matter in many different simple ways 
to make the pupils finally understand it. 5) In the end, one of the pupils understands what the 
teacher is trying to say and explains it to the others so that they can understand it too. (8th 
grader, picture 4) 

1) The group includes a pupil who’s usually an outcast. 2) Teacher says to other pupils to be 
friends with him. 3) He is a nice boy, let’s take him along [pupils]. 4) It's nice for the boy to 
get friends [a teacher]. 5) The pupils are happy and work together. (6th grader, picture 4) 
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6.2 The intertwined relationship between school-related affections and a sense of belonging 

 

The students’ sense of emotional engagement was characterized by the balanced or unbalanced dynamics between 

the affective and the social dimension in the school’s everyday life. With the balanced dynamics, a high sense of 

belonging was connected to positive affects towards schoolwork and valuing schoolwork. Conversely, with the 

unbalanced dynamics, tension between the affective and the social dimension was typical. We identified four 

types of dynamics for emotional engagement in schoolwork in both the teacher–student and peer interactions: 1) 

constructive balance, 2) academic friction, 3) social friction, and 4) alienation. The constituents of affective 

dimensions stressed by students, i.e. valuing schoolwork and enjoying learning were examined in each profile 

(see Table 1). Respectively, emotional and informational support and social cohesion, which proved to be key 

elements contributing to the social dimension, were examined in each profile (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 Profiles of emotional engagement in schoolwork in peer interaction and teacher-student interaction 

  

The constructive balance between the school-related affects and a sense of belonging (High-High) was the most 

dominant profile both in peer interaction and (34%) the teacher–student interaction (46%) (see Table 1). Students 

described that valuing of schoolwork, enjoyment of learning, constructive social cohesion, receiving emotional 

and informational support in the teacher–student and/or peer interaction occurred simultaneously and formed a 

coherent social learning environment. In situations where the peers’ ability to share knowledge and provide advice 

and guidance contributed to the value of the schoolwork, it also facilitated the students’ persistence when 

encountering problems with academic tasks. Moreover, the students described collaborative efforts to master 

challenging academic tasks.  

1) A group of three boys has come to show the teacher their work. The teacher and the boys talk 
about the project. 2) The boys have decided to prove that boys can work hard at school, too. 
That’s why they do extra work. 3) Gosh, we wish the teacher would let us tell the whole class. 
It’d help us. We could all improve our grades and become better in speaking in front of the class. 
Let’s hope so. 4) Oh, I see. Now the boys have taken the bull by the horns and started putting 
some effort into their schoolwork. Maybe it’ll encourage the other boys to speak publicly, too. 
Perhaps their grades will start looking a little different, too. I’m really looking forward to their 
presentation. 5) The boys get a chance to present their work to the class and the teacher is very 
proud of them. (6th grader, picture 4) 
 

Similarly, informational support received from the teacher was reported to be crucial to the valuing of schoolwork. 

However, mere informational support did not ensure positive affects towards studying. Enjoyment of learning 

was described only when emotional support was received from teachers or peers.  
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1) With the help of other pupils, the teacher encourages one pupil to read / to do maths. 2) The 
pupil reading / doing maths couldn’t read / do maths. 3) Others encouraged the pupil to read / 
to do maths. They [pupils] were happy when s/he succeeded. 4) The teacher was happy when the 
pupil learned. 5) The pupil is happy s/he learned to read / to do maths. (8th grader, picture 4) 

1) The class is listening to the pupil standing in front of the class. They are taking notes. 2) The 
teacher asked the pupil to come to the front of the class. 3) The pupils respect the pupil who is 
standing in front of the class. 4) How nicely the pupils listen to the one speaking. [teacher] 5) 
Next the pupil goes back to his/her seat and the others applaud because they respected the 
presentation. (8th grader, picture 3) 

Close relations, i.e. social cohesion between students, enable students to identify shared goals in terms of academic 

tasks. For instance, the benevolent peer rivalry resulting in an increased effort in studying was typically triggered 

by a combination of a sense of belonging, positive affects, and a positive attitude towards the schoolwork. 

1) These are first-grade pupils. The teacher is listening to a pupil’s reading assignment. 2) The 
teacher gave the reading assignment to the class the day before yesterday and is now going 
round from group to group to see how they are doing with it. 3) The pupil in front of the teacher 
is happy with himself because he has learned to read well. The other pupils in that group are 
eagerly waiting for their turn to show the teacher how well they have learned to read, too. 4) 
The teacher is also very happy with the reading of the pupil in front of him/her because this pupil 
has had difficulty reading before. 5) The teacher commends the pupil on how well he is doing 
and the pupil feels really good. Next it’s time for the other pupils in the group to show their skills. 
They are under some pressure and feel a little insecure because the first boy did so well. In the 
end, all the boys in the group do a good job. (8th grader, picture 4) 

 
The destructive social friction between the positive school-related affects and a lack of sense of belonging (High-

Low) was a typical profile in peer interaction (31%), but a marginal profile in the teacher–student interaction 

(13%). A characteristic of these dynamics was that students valued their schoolwork, but they did not enjoy 

learning. For example, students described their own efforts to carry out the given academic task, but they lacked 

emotional or informational support and an experience of social cohesion with their peers or teachers. Peer 

interaction was often characterised by contempt, derogatory behaviour and disrespect, especially in learning 

situations where a lack of competence or a need for help was evident. However, peer rejection sometimes also 

resulted from the students’ succeeding in their academic task. 

1) The others are laughing at the boy who raised his hand. 2) When the boy raised his hand and 
gave the wrong answer. 3) “What a stupid boy he is!!” “Why do I always make a mess of it?” 
[pupils] 4) Wish they’d just shut up… [teacher] 5) – (6th grader, picture 3) 

1) All the pupils are doing their own stuff except for Jukka who is actively following the lesson. 
2) When the lesson began. 3) God that Jukka is such a swot. [pupils] 4) Why is Jukka the only 
one who’s active? [teacher] 5) The situation remains unchanged. (6th grader, picture 3) 
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Due to a lack of a sense of belonging to a peer group, some students reported experiences of loneliness, insecurity, 

shame and fear. This resulted in negative affects towards studying and, especially, a lack of enjoyment in learning, 

even though the schoolwork was considered important. 

 

The lack of emotional and informational support from teachers was associated with feelings of frustration, 

annoyance, irritation and dissatisfaction towards schoolwork in the students’ reports. At the same time, the 

students still emphasised the value of schoolwork and their own efforts in studying at school. Students described 

a student being neglected by teachers and the teachers’ reluctance to help in learning tasks. This caused frustration 

and annoyance towards teachers and inhibited the enjoyment of learning. 

1) The pupil asks for advice on an assignment. 2) The pupil didn't know how to complete the 
assignment. 3) I have no idea what to do here. [pupil] 4) Do I need to help you again. [teacher] 
5) The pupil completes the assignment. (8th grader, picture 4) 

 

The destructive academic friction between low school-related affections and a high sense of belonging (Low-

High) was a typical profile in the peer interaction (30%), but a marginal profile in the teacher–student interaction 

(13%) (see Table 1). The dynamics were characterised by negative affects and a low valuing of schoolwork 

combined with a sense of belonging. For example, students expressed feelings of frustration, and they frequently 

questioned the point of school attendance. However, a sense of belonging – especially in the peer group – was 

appreciated. Feelings of connectedness within the peer group were upheld by socialising with peers, having fun, 

and relaxing during the school day. Negative affects towards schoolwork were often shared, hence not valuing 

schoolwork and a lack of enjoyment of learning constituted the core of social cohesion among peers and upheld 

the sense of belonging to the peer group. Students also described emotional support received from peers, but it 

typically reasserted students’ misbehaviour in terms of the academic activities provided by the school, such as 

resisting the school’s rules and the instructions received from teachers. 

1) The pupils are in the classroom, making a big noise. Ilias is about to hold his hand up, and 
when he gets permission to speak, he starts shooting his mouth. 2) Ilias wanted to be funny. 3) 
“LOL Ile's sooo funny xdxd” “Woohoo I’m the king, everyone’s larfing… ‘cept the teacher, well 
she's an old fart anyway.“ [pupils] 4) – (6th grader, picture 3) 

1) Pupils are going crazy, the swot is swotting. No one’s interested in listening. No one’s 
obeying. 2) The lesson begins. 3) They can go crazy! [pupils] 4) Stop making a racket! 
[pupils]Wish the lesson would end. [teacher] 5) The bell rings. (8th grader, picture 3) 

In this profile, teachers were described as supporting students’ positive affects towards schoolwork, but without 

success. Teacher behaviour was described as encouraging and aimed at providing emotional and informational 
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support to students. Even though the students reported feeling bored in lessons, finding academic tasks 

challenging, or failing to focus on their work, teachers were considered supportive. Students acknowledged and 

valued the teachers’ capacity to appreciate students, and to ‘keep their cool’ in resolving challenging situations 

with students (e.g. when students have broken the school rules). However, the teachers’ emotional or 

informational support did not contribute to the students’ positive affects towards schoolwork. 

1) The teacher teaches pupils. 2) Pupils don’t know how to do an exercise. 3) ”Boring” [pupils] 
4) Can I teach in the right way. [teacher] 5) The pupils understand. (6th grader, picture 4) 

 

Alienation, including both the negative school-related affections and a lack of a sense of belonging (Low-Low) 

was rarely reported in peer interactions (5%). However, not valuing schoolwork, a lack of enjoyment of learning, 

a lack of emotional and informational support and social cohesion were more often expressed in the teacher–

student interaction (28%). Off-task behaviour and not paying attention to instructions were typical. Moreover, 

experiences of frustration and disturbing others in lessons were dominant factors that contributed to negative 

affects towards schoolwork and triggered alienation from meaningful learning. 

1) A pupil starts making jokes at another pupil’s expense. 2) When the pupil was holding his 
hand up. 3) This won’t lead to anything good. [pupil] 4) What’s going on in that boy’s head. 
[teacher] 5) The teacher takes the boy to the headmaster to be told off. (6th grader, picture 3) 

The dynamics of the teacher–student interaction were characterized by a lack of respect and appreciation. Students 

described not receiving the support needed or being provoked by teachers, which further weakened the students’ 

positive affects towards schoolwork. However, according to the students’ reports, the most dominant factor that 

caused alienation from schoolwork was the teacher’s reluctance to continuously modify social relations in the 

classroom and to construct a reciprocal learning environment for students. 

1) The pupil can’t understand the topic and asks for remedial teaching. The teacher says you 
have got to get this on your own, it can't be taught. 2) The pupil didn’t know how to do it and the 
teacher went to help him/her. 3) I don’t get it, it’s so confusing. I wasn’t here when they taught 
this and NOW NO ONE'S HELPING ME!!! 4) Why can’t that brat understand this! [teacher] 5) 
The teacher goes to the blackboard to write down calculations. (8th grader, picture 4) 

1) The pupils are in class, writing like they do every time! 2) When the pupils go in the classroom. 
3) The pupils write: NOT THE SAME WRITING AGAIN. A pupil holds his/her hand up: My 
hand’s going numb can’t you see me. 4) C’mon boring just write already. Oh bother [teacher] 
5) When the pupils get out of class, their wrists hurt from all the writing. (8th grader, picture 3) 

1) The teacher asks the pupils questions about the subject. 2) The lesson & studying begin. 3) 
“Booooorinngg… When’s the break…?“ 4) “Another lesson, another group of kids. It’s the 
crazy class again… sigh.” (8th grader, picture 3) 
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6.3 Students’ emotional engagement at different school levels 

 

There were some differences between primary (sixth-grade) and secondary (eighth-grade) school students’ reports 

of emotionally engaging school experiences. Table 2 shows that primary school students more often expressed 

balanced and emotionally engaging dynamics (High-High), i.e. positive affects towards studying, valuing 

schoolwork and a sense of belonging in the teacher–student interaction than secondary school students. In peer 

interaction, no difference was detected between the school levels in terms of balanced emotional engagement 

(High-high) or complete alienation from schoolwork (Low-Low) (see Table 2). 

 

 

Table 2 Students’ emotional engagement at different school levels 

 

However, primary school students (sixth-graders) more often described social frictions (High-Low) than eighth 

graders, including a low sense of belonging in peer interaction, combined with positive affects towards 

schoolwork. In turn, academic friction (Low-High), entailing a high sense of belonging in peer interaction 

combined with the negative affects towards schoolwork, was more regularly reported among secondary school 

students (eighth-graders) (see Table 2).  

 

Further investigations showed that in the teacher–student interaction, balanced emotional engagement 

(High-High) or complete alienation from schoolwork (Low-Low) were dominant dynamics at both school levels. 

However, emotional engagement characterised by social (High-Low) and academic (Low-High) frictions were 

more typical in peer interaction (see Table 2).  

 

7 Discussion 

7.1 Findings in the light of previous literature and pedagogical implications 

 

The results of the study are in line with the idea of emotional engagement as a multifaceted structure that includes 

both affective and social dimensions. The main elements of the affective dimension are valuing schoolwork and 

the enjoyment of learning, and the main element of the social dimension is a sense of belonging in terms of social 

cohesion and support experienced by students. Furthermore, the results suggest that emotional engagement has 
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internal dynamics in which the affective and social dimension influence each other, regulating the students’ sense 

of emotional engagement. Consequently, neither of the dimensions alone result in strong, balanced emotional 

engagement.  

 

The quality of interaction with teachers and other students plays an important yet different role in the construction 

of the dimensions of emotional engagement. According to our results, as a part of emotional engagement, a sense 

of belonging at school requires experiences of social cohesion, and this is constructed by emotional and 

informational support from both teachers and peers. Earlier studies have found connections between supportive 

relationships and motivational outcomes (Wentzel, 1998) and reported that teacher and peer support is positively 

associated with students’ enjoyment and interest at school and their further achievement (Ahmed et al., 2010; 

Wentzel, 1998). However, in our data, students perceive providing and receiving social support as the key element 

in their sense of belonging, which in turn makes it a necessity in the construction of the students’ emotional 

engagement with schoolwork. Moreover, the significance of informational support received from peers in the 

construction of emotional engagement in schoolwork is important in terms of developing a pedagogy that is more 

engaging and utilises peer interaction as a resource for learning, not just for climate or school satisfaction.  

 

We have identified four qualitatively different profiles, including balanced and unbalanced emotional 

engagement. These profiles vary in terms of interactional context. More precisely, the relation between the 

affective and social dimension was more unbalanced in peer interaction than in the teacher–student interaction at 

both grade levels. This seems to suggest that the tensions in peer interaction at school make for a more complicated 

context in terms of emotional engagement. In line with previous studies, the profile of academic friction implies 

that experiencing a sense of belonging in peer interaction does not ensure positive school-related affections, and 

can in fact have the opposite effect (Sage and Kindermann, 1999). Adolescents’ need for positive and supportive 

relationships is increased. Hence to strengthen their status and satisfy their need for a sense of belonging to a peer 

group, students are ready to adopt the norms and values of their peers, even if this requires giving up on academic 

aspirations (Ulmanen et al., 2014).  

 

The dominance of the profile of academic friction – especially in the older age group – resonates with earlier 

studies that have shown that an increased risk of alienation from schoolwork along the study path is strongly 

regulated by the peer group (Berndt, 1995). However, the social friction profile in the peer interaction context 
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suggests that a lack of a sense of belonging alone does not explain negative school-related affections. Students 

might hold on to their academic goals even when they distance them from their peers, and a lack of a sense of 

belonging in terms of classmates alone cannot hinder students’ experiences of the meaningfulness of the 

schoolwork (Finn, 1989). For example, supportive and positive relationships with teachers (Furrer and Skinner, 

2003; Lee, 2012) and family (Furrer and Skinner, 2003) may compensate for a low sense of belonging with peers 

at school. Despite this, according to our results, a lack of a sense of belonging is related to the loss of the joy of 

learning. Enjoyment of learning occurred only in the balanced profile, where a strong sense of belonging was also 

reported. As such, these results indicate that a strong sense of belonging is a requirement for the actualisation of 

students’ holistic emotional engagement in the school community. Moreover, the function of peer interaction for 

emotionally engaging school experiences is complex, but nevertheless vital for adolescent students. 

 

In the teacher–student interactions, the students’ reports are polarized into the profiles ‘alienation’ and ‘balance’, 

indicating that a sense of belonging in the teacher–student interaction resonates strongly with students’ school-

related affects and valuing of schoolwork (Furrer and Skinner, 2003; Klem and Connell, 2004; Lee, 2012). This 

is even more evident with the eighth-graders. Differences between the contexts of the teacher–student interaction 

and peer interaction can be explained by the teachers’ institutional role; teachers represent the academic goals set 

by the school, and if the student cannot perceive those goals to be significant or even relevant, frustration may be 

directed at the teacher. However, students also describe a weak sense of belonging caused by a lack of emotional 

and informational support from teachers. This may be due to the structure of the school day in the subject-teacher 

system of secondary schools, which may hinder students’ opportunities to create close relations with teachers. 

The study confirms earlier findings suggesting that the role of received social support from the teacher is crucial 

for emotional engagement, and this effect increases through the teenage years (Eccles and Roeser, 2011; 

Feldlaufer et al., 1988; Midgley et al., 1989).  

 

The results imply that understanding the dynamics between social and affective dimensions is central to 

facilitating emotional engagement. Moreover, it is important to understand that the dynamics vary depending on 

the social contexts in the school. In order to facilitate students’ emotional engagement, students’ different ways 

to engage emotionally in the school’s pedagogical processes must be identified. More precisely, students’ 

opportunities for interaction that promote experiences of the meaningfulness of schoolwork with teachers and 

especially with peers should be kept in mind when designing pedagogical practices. Particular focus is needed to 
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develop the school environment so that students would not have to choose between schoolwork and peers. It 

would require that interaction among peers is modified and directed to school-related goals much more 

consciously. Students should be encouraged to give and receive peer support in terms of schoolwork.  

 

The results of the study are in line with the acknowledgment of adolescent students’ strong need to be heard and 

noticed; experiencing social cohesion is important in sustaining students’ academic and affective development 

and wellbeing. There is a strong consensus among researchers that a caring and supportive school environment is 

vital to school success, especially with adolescents. Moreover, there is also strong evidence that the school may 

counteract negative contextual factors, such as unstable family conditions, and motivate students to try harder, 

thus offering them the building blocks for positive future orientations. The findings in this study may inform 

schools about how to build a more emotionally engaging social environment and help adolescents to find and 

sustain a constructive balance between their need to belong and their attitudes and feelings towards schoolwork.  

 

 

7.2 Methodological reflections 

 

Using the picture tasks, we collected extensive data consisting of students’ reports of the school environment. The 

reflective research design gave the students an opportunity to project their perceptions of schoolwork and the 

social environment of the school. Hence, the findings may be transferable to further studies on students’ emotional 

academic engagement. However, due to the distinctive features of the Finnish comprehensive school system 

(Sahlberg, 2011) and the limited sample size (n=167 students), generalising the results to other systems and other 

countries should be done with caution.  

 

Qualitative analysis allows for the exploration of the complexity of the emotional engagement experienced by 

students in everyday school life. Moreover, the reflective technique used is predicated on the assumption that 

students will cast their unfiltered perceptions, feelings, and desires onto neutral images (Branthwaite, 2002), and 

it is a suitable strategy to facilitate the expression of internal content, which is often subconscious and escapes 

rational thought, thus making it difficult to articulate. The method, however, does not necessarily produce 

descriptions of factual events, but rather projections of the students’ perceptions and feelings. Therefore, the 

interpretations of the results can also be used as guidelines for future research questions, such as how intentionally 
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students choose the object of their engagement – for example, when they have to choose between their peers and 

their schoolwork – and what kind of learning environment would make this kind of decision unnecessary.   
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Fig. 1 Reflective picture task instrument and visualisation of the analysis process 
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Table 1 Profiles of emotional engagement in schoolwork in peer interaction and teacher-student interaction 

   Affects and attitudes  Sense of belonging  
 Profiles  

(affect.-belong.) 
Share Valuing 

schoolwork 
Enjoyment of 

learning 
 Social 

cohesion 
Emot. 

support 
Inform. 
support 

Peer 
interaction 

Balance  
(High-High) 34% + +  + + + 

Social friction  
(High-Low) 31% + O  - - O 

Academic friction  
(Low-High) 30% - -  + + O 

Alienation  
(Low-Low) 5% - O  - - - 

Teacher-
student 
interaction 

Balance 
(High-High) 46% + +  + + + 

Social friction  
(High-Low) 13% + O  - - - 

Academic friction  
(Low-High) 13% - -  O + + 

Alienation  
(Low-Low) 28% - -  - - - 

(–) = negative affective reactions towards schoolwork or a low sense of belonging 
(+) = positive affective reactions towards schoolwork or a high sense of belonging  
(0) = not mentioned 

 

 

 

Table 2 Students’ emotional engagement at different school levels 

 

 

 Peer interaction Teacher-student interaction 
Profiles  
(affect.-belong.) Sixth-graders Eighth-graders Total Sixth-graders Eighth-graders Total 

Balance 
(High-High) 15 (34%) 16 (34%) 31 (34%) 66 (53%) 52 (40%) 118 (46%) 

Social friction  
(High-Low) 17 (39%) 11 (24%) 28 (31%) 17 (14%) 15 (12%) 32 (13%) 

Academic friction  
(Low-High) 10 (22%) 17 (36%) 27 (30%) 17 (14%) 16 (12%) 33 (13%) 

Alienation  
(Low-Low) 2 (5%) 3 (6%) 5 (5%) 25 (20%) 46 (36%) 71 (28%) 

Total 44 (100) 47 (100) 91 (100) 125 (100) 129 (100) 254 (100) 

Frequencies with percentages in parentheses 


