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Abstract

The popularity of online language courses in post-compulsory education, especially
in higher education, has increased due to more advanced technological solutions,
cost effectiveness and digitalisation. Especially in online learning, student engage-
ment is a key factor for successful learning. This article presents a systematic review
of student engagement in online language learning over the last decade. Searches
were conducted in 14 central databases. A total of 943 studies were identified, of
which 21 met the inclusion criteria. These studies were analysed using content anal-
ysis, focusing on the conceptualisation of student engagement, factors related to stu-
dent engagement, and implications of the findings presented in the reviewed studies.
The results of the analysis showed that student engagement in online learning envi-
ronment is in many cases studied using frameworks and conceptualisations created
for face-to-face environment. The results implied that student engagement in online
learning environment is influenced by various psychological (e.g. self-efficacy) and
pedagogical (e.g. course design) factors. The online learning environment was found
to be more student-centred than the face-to-face environment and the three most
central factors influencing student engagement seem to be self-directed learning,
collaboration, and the role of the teacher. The findings indicate that future research
should concentrate on the further development of existing frameworks that have
been specifically designed for studying student engagement in the online learning
environment. Further research is also needed on the positioning of student engage-
ment and its closely related psychological constructs.
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Introduction

More advanced technological solutions, cost effectiveness, and the digitalisation
of teaching have increased the popularity and increased the number of online
courses. The recent pandemic with forced online learning showed the potentiality
and usability of online learning but also changed the mindset about it (Salama &
Hinton, 2023). The popularity of online courses in higher education has acceler-
ated (O’Dea & Stern, 2022) and understanding student engagement in the online
learning environment has therefore become more crucial than ever.

Student engagement is generally understood to be a central factor in learning
(Fredricks et al., 2016; Boulton et al., 2019) and especially in the higher edu-
cation context, it is also understood as an indicator of quality (Redmond et al.,
2018). Research has also shown that engagement has an important role in both
how satisfied students are with a course and how effective they perceive their
learning to be (Dahlstrom-Hakki et al., 2020; Heilporn et al., 2021).

In educational research, student engagement has been seen as a meta construct
which different researchers have conceptualised in different ways to measure vari-
ous subdimensions connected to engagement and learning (Bolliger & Martin,
2021; Dixson, 2015; Fredricks et al., 2004). The majority of conceptualisations
and operationalisations of student engagement are based on traditional face-to-
face learning environment (Hu & Li, 2017). However, based on previous research
(e.g. Martin & Borup, 2022), it can be assumed that because the online learning
environment is different from the face-to-face learning environment, the ways of
and needs for engagement are different.

This systematic review focuses on post-compulsory education students and
investigates how student engagement in the online language learning environment
has been studied and what kind of results and implications have been reached.
The studies included in this review were analysed using content analysis, focusing
on the conceptualisation of student engagement, factors related to student engage-
ment, and implications of the findings presented in the reviewed studies. Student
engagement in a face-to-face learning environment differs from that in an online
learning environment (Martin & Borup, 2022). Understanding student engage-
ment in the online learning environment has become increasingly important
since the escalation in the number of online courses, especially in the context of
higher education. Although reviews have been conducted on student engagement
in language learning (e.g. Hiver et al., 2021; Svalberg, 2018), to our knowledge,
there have been no prior reviews focusing primarily on student engagement in an
online learning environment. Therefore, a review of the current state of research
on student engagement in online language learning environment is needed to bet-
ter understand the affordances and constraints imposed by the online setting on
pedagogical planning and teaching.

The review was guided by the following research questions:

1. How has engagement been conceptualised in the online language learning envi-
ronment?
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2. What factors have been found to be related to student engagement online?
3. What kind of implications have been presented based on the results of research
on engagement in online language learning?

Literature review

Student engagement is a well-researched area, nevertheless this broad and complex
concept still lacks a clear and uniform definition agreed on by all researchers (e.g.,
Redmond et al., 2018; Schindler et al., 2017; Fredricks et al., 2016; Nkomo et al.,
2021). Despite definitional problems, most researchers agree on student engagement
being a multidimensional concept (Fredricks et al., 2016). However, there is no clear
understanding about what the different subdimensions are (Nkomo et al., 2021) or
how they are related to each other (Kahu, 2013). Since there seems to be no consen-
sus on what is considered to be student engagement, defining the term has proved to
be difficult (Harris, 2008).

Subdimensions of student engagement

A widely used conceptualisation of student engagement is the one by Fredricks et al.
(2004). In their seminal work, the authors suggest that student engagement consists
of three subdimensions, namely, behavioural engagement, emotional engagement,
and cognitive engagement; these being distinctive but still interrelated and partly
overlapping dimensions. Behavioural engagement comprises participation and
involvement in academic and social activities. Emotional engagement includes both
positive and negative feelings about teachers, peers, and studying. Cognitive engage-
ment is concerned with the willingness to invest time and effort on learning difficult
skills (Fredricks et al., 2004).

However, in different conceptualisations, there is variation in how many subdi-
mensions the concept of student engagement is understood to have, what the sub-
dimensions are and how they are defined. Additional subdimensions to the ones
defined by Fredricks et al. (2004) are, for instance: social engagement (e.g., Dao
et al., 2021; Wang, et al., 2016), affective engagement (e.g., Maguire et al., 2017,
Svalberg, 2018) academic engagement (e.g., Alrashidi et al., 2016; Bergdahl et al.,
2020), and collaborative engagement (e.g., Jarveld et al., 2016). In addition to the
trichotomy suggested by Fredricks et al. (2004), the conceptualisation of student
engagement by Handelsman et al. (2005) is also well-known in the field of student
engagement research. Their framework consists of four subdimensions: skills, par-
ticipation, interaction, and performance engagement. However, although employ-
ing different names, there are similarities in the definitions of different subdimen-
sions, as illustrated in Fig. 1. While the conceptualisation by Fredricks et al. (2004)
was designed for student engagement at school level, that of Handelsman et al. was
designed for student engagement at university course level.

The three blue circles in Fig. 1 illustrate Fredricks et al.’s (2004) trichotomy of
student engagement. The other circles in Fig. 1 illustrate a selection of additional
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Fig. 1 Different subdimensions of student engagement. BEbehavioural engagement, CE cognitive
engagement, EE emotional engagement

subdimensions suggested by various researchers. The overlaps in Fig. 1 indicate that
the subdimensions share some aspects but the amount of overlap in the figure does
not indicate the extent to which the subdimensions overlap. The presentation of two
subdimensions in the same circle (Participation/interaction engagement and Social
engagement) suggests that they both overlap with the same subdimensions (BE and
EE), but it does not imply that there would otherwise be a direct or indirect relation-
ship between them.

In addition, there are differences and inconsistencies in measuring student
engagement (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; Nkomo et al., 2021). Furthermore,
many studies using, for instance, the conceptualisation of Fredricks et al. (2004),
concentrate only on one or two of the subdimensions. Limiting the number of sub-
dimensions gives only a partial understanding of student engagement (Nkomo et al.,
2021).

Student engagement in language learning

Interest in student engagement in language learning has increased in recent years
(Hoi, 2022; Mercer, 2019; Svalberg, 2018). Similar to student engagement in gen-
eral, student engagement in language learning also lacks a clear theoretical frame-
work (Hiver et al., 2021). In language learning, the focus in student engagement
research has been mainly on task engagement (Mercer, 2019). Philp and Duchesne
(2016) define task engagement as consisting of behavioural, cognitive, social, and
emotional subdimensions which are independent but affect one another. Svalberg
(2009, 2018) has suggested that engagement with language consists of three parts:
cognitive, affective, and social. The cognitive part consists of focused reflection and
problem-solving behaviours, the affective part of active willingness to interact either
with the language or a partner, and the social part concentrates on initiating and
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responding positively to interaction (Svalberg, 2009). However, engagement with
language and task engagement cannot always be clearly distinguished (Svalberg,
2018). Although research into student engagement in language learning has mainly
focused on the task level, the subdimensions and their definitions are comparable to
those used in student engagement research in general.

Student engagement in the online learning environment

Student engagement has been shown to be context-dependent (Hiver et al., 2021).
The characteristics, affordances, and constraints of an online learning environment
are different from the ones of a face-to-face learning environment (Martin & Borup,
2022). Because of these differences, engagement theories designed for a face-to-face
environment may not be suitable for studying student engagement in an online learn-
ing environment (Ferrer et al., 2022). This is especially relevant as such theories
usually lack the role of technology on student engagement (Bergdahl et al., 2020).
When studying student engagement in the online learning environment, consider-
able use has been made of Moore’s (1989) model for interaction. This theory pre-
sents three forms of interaction in the online learning environment, namely learner-
to-content, learner-to-instructor, and learner-to-learner. Bolliger and Martin (2021),
for instance, based their definition of student engagement in the online learning
environment on Moore’s model. According to the definition of Bolliger and Martin,
student engagement is affected by and connected with the teacher, the peer group,
the student him-/herself and the multimodal course content. They suggest online stu-
dent engagement consisting of four subdimensions: peer engagement, multimodal
engagement, instructor engagement, and self-directed engagement (see Fig. 2). Red-
mond et al. (2018) suggest that in addition to behavioural, cognitive, and emotional

Instructor engagement!
teacher’s involvement
with the course

(Bolliger & Martin, 2021)

Collaborative engagement
learning with peers
relating to faculty, institution,
professional networks
(Redmond et al., 2018)

BE

participation and
involvement in
learning and social

Peer engagement
student’s involvement
with peers

(Bolliger & Martin, 2021)

activities
Multimodal engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004) .
student and teacher engagement g \ Social e_ngagemen_t
with the multimodal course content A 4 creating relationships and
(Bolliger & Martin, 2021) ), sense of belonging
\ +  building community
EE (Redmond et al., 2018)

CE

commitment

in learning and
mastering skills
(Fredricks et al.,

positive and
negative feelings

towards peers and
faculty
(Fredricks et al.,
2004)

Self-directed engagement
using the course content
and making learning meaningful
for oneself

Bolliger & Martin, 2021)

The perspective is that of the instructor, not of the student.

Fig. 2 Different subdimensions of student engagement conceptualised for the online learning environ-
ment. BEbehavioural engagement, CE cognitive engagement, EE emotional engagement
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engagement, online student engagement also includes social engagement and collab-
orative engagement. Therefore, in addition to the technological features of the online
learning environment, paying attention to the social aspect, as in creating possibili-
ties for interaction, is important in creating student engagement.

The need for social interaction is emphasised in both language learning and the
online learning environment (Harsch et al., 2021). In the case of language learning,
the opportunity for social interaction among the peers is especially crucial because
it enables language practice (Philp & Duchesne, 2016). Jeong (2019) found that stu-
dents working together in an online language course enhances both their motivation
and engagement while Yuyun (2023) reported that being able to interact with others
makes students feel more engaged when working in an online language course.

The three blue circles in Fig. 2 illustrate the trichotomy of student engagement
defined by Fredricks et al. (2004). The other circles illustrate a selection of addi-
tional subdimensions suggested by various researchers for specifically the online
learning environment. The overlaps in Fig. 2 indicate that the subdimensions share
some aspects but the amount of overlap in the figure does not indicate the extent
to which the subdimensions overlap. The presentation of two subdimensions in
the same circle suggests that they both overlap with the same subdimensions (Peer
engagement and Social engagement with BE and EE; Collaborative engagement and
Multimodal with BE and CE), but it does not imply that there would otherwise be a
direct or indirect relationship between them.

In this study, student engagement in the online learning context is understood as
following the conceptualisation of Bolliger and Martin (2021).

Method
Literature search strategy

Following the PRISMA protocol (Page et al., 2021), a literature search was con-
ducted based on fourteen different databases. Eight databases were taken from the
EBSCO interface, namely Communication & Mass Media Complete, ERIC, Teacher
Reference Center, Education Source, APA PsycINFO, Education research complete,
APA PsycArticles, Academic search premier; four were taken from the ProQuest
interface i.e. Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts, Linguistics database,
Education database, Psychology database; and two were taken from the Scopus and
Web of Science databases.

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were established before conducting the system-
atic search. In this review, the online language learning environment is defined as
courses conducted entirely online. Therefore, studies focusing on hybrid or blended
learning have been excluded. Further, the focus is on entire courses being given
online, therefore, separate online activities or applications are not included. The
time frame was set from 2013 to the first quarter of 2023 to cover the latest ten years
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Table 1 The inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion Exclusion
Timespan 2013-April 2023 (included) Outside of the timespan defined under
“inclusion”
Participants Students in post-compulsory education Pupils and students in compulsory educa-
tion

Teachers or other personnel at school
People outside the school context
Topic of interest Student engagement in online language Blended/hybrid/face-to-face environment
learning environment Other than language courses
Set of separate online activities

Method Has an empiric part No empiric part
Engagement defined or discussed Engagement not defined or not discussed
Data Not predefined Not predefined
Language English Other than English
Type of publica- Peer-reviewed journal article Other than peer-reviewed journal article

tion

when both technology and the digitalisation of teaching have been rapidly develop-
ing. The data collection was conducted in April 2023. The first quarter of 2023 was
included in the time frame, as several new publications on the topic were published
in early 2023. Popularity of online courses has increased especially in higher levels
of education and after the pandemic online learning has become a new normal in
higher education (O’Dea & Stern, 2022). Therefore, only studies with participants in
post- compulsory education were included in this review. Only peer-reviewed jour-
nal articles published in the English language were included in this review. Peer-
reviewed journal articles were chosen to assure high quality of the selected stud-
ies. English was chosen as a criterion because of its dominant position in academic
publishing. The inclusion and exclusion criteria used in this review are illustrated in
Table 1 below.

Search strategy

To identify relevant studies, the following Boolean search query was used:

(“student engagement” OR “learner engagement” OR “engagement”) AND
(“online learning” OR “online education” OR “distant education” OR “distant
learning” OR “remote learning” OR “remote education”) AND (“language learn-
ing” OR “second language” OR “EFL” OR “ESL” OR “L2').

The searches were limited to full-text, peer-reviewed journal articles published
in English between January 2013 and April 2023 (included). In Scopus, a limita-
tion was added to the subject areas social science and arts and humanities because
according to the information on the Scopus webpage, education is included in both
subject areas. In Web of Science, the search was limited to the subject area Edu-
cation educational research. The total number of studies identified in the chosen

! EFL — English as a foreign language; ESL — English as second language; L2 — second language.
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databases was 596. However, of these, 78 were omitted as they were duplicates, so
the remaining 518 studies were included in the screening phase.

Selection process

The selection process was conducted as illustrated in Fig. 3. The first round of
screening was conducted based on the title and the abstract of each study, concen-
trating on the participants and the topic of interest according to the inclusion and
exclusion criteria.

After the first screening, 424 studies were excluded while 84 were assessed for
eligibility using the entire text and all the abovementioned inclusion and exclusion
criteria. After the retrieval, 64 studies were excluded, and the remaining 20 stud-
ies were included in the review. The two main reasons for exclusion were the arti-
cle being off topic or the article failing to provide a clear definition of engagement,
even if engagement was mentioned in the title and therefore expected to have a cen-
tral role in the article. In addition, in some articles, engagement was inadequately
defined despite being evaluated and discussed in the discussion part of the article.

In the next phase, the reference lists and forward citations of the 20 included arti-
cles were studied. Based on these lists, 347 studies were identified and screened, but
only one met the inclusion criteria. The main reasons for exclusion were the article
not being about language learning or being off topic.

All the identified articles were screened by two researchers. The two researchers
then compared their results and discussed the articles where the results differed. The
included articles were agreed on by both researchers.

[ Identification of studies via databases and registers ] [ Identification of studies via other methods ]
Records identified from
c
& | | catabasesn =59 Records removed before Rireliahiriis
8 EBSCO (n = 287) screening. reference lists (n = 162 )
£ ProQuest (n = 50) Duplicate records removed e ot by
H Scopus (n = 202) by automation tools in 63 records excluded by automation
3 Web of Science (n = 57) Mendeley (n =78 ) tools in Scomus* Yy
J L
Records screened Records excluded
(n=518) (n=424)
Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
o N N
£ (n=84) 2o (n=284) (n=5)
H
H
3 ! l
3
i Reports excluded - Reports excluded:
Report d for eligibil
Repots assessed o eighity et Repots asossed or ity ot ionguage faring (n - 84
engagenent ot efned (1= 21) oiome =72
not online learing (n = 8) not oniine learning (n =
not language learing (n = 8) article already included (n = 16)
teacher's perspective (n = 2) review article (n = 11)
not a proper article (n = 2) teacher's perspective (n = 10)
no empiric part (n = 2) engagement not defined (n = 5)
book chapter (n = 4)

no empiric part (n = 3)

unclear whether peer-reviewed (n = 4)
outside of timespan (n = 3)

not a proper article (n = 2)

not in English (n = 1)

Studies included in review
(=21
Reports of included studies
(n=21)

[ Included ][

Fig. 3 The selection process of the included studies. PRISMA flow chart (Page et al., 2021). *Document
type: article; Publication stage: final; Source type: journal, Language: English; subject area: Social sci-
ences and Arts and humanities
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Data analysis

A database of the included studies was created using an Excel worksheet. The 21
studies were carefully read, and categories were created based on the research ques-
tions. First, the general characteristics of the studies were identified (Table 2) and
then categories were created for (1) conceptualisations and definitions of student
engagement, (2) subdimensions of student engagement, (3) other constructs studied
in the study, (4) central results concerning student engagement, and (5) implications
on student engagement. Second, the data of the different categories were further
grouped and analysed using content analysis. The categories psychological factors
and pedagogical factors emerged from the analysed data and are used when present-
ing the results in the following section of this study. The implications of the findings
for student engagement in the reviewed studies were categorised as theoretical or
practical, as these were the categories used by the authors of the studies. The results
are presented and discussed in the following section.

Results and discussion
Description of included studies

The analysed dataset consisted of 21 peer-reviewed journal articles published
between 2013 and the first quarter of 2023. A summary of the included studies is
presented in Table 2.

The type of online environment was unclear in eight studies, as illustrated in
Table 2. Currently, technology enables online courses to consist of both asynchro-
nous and synchronous parts, therefore, categorising online courses as either asyn-
chronous or synchronous might no longer be appropriate (Bergdahl, 2023). Courses
combining both asynchronous and synchronous learning environments have been
called, for example, blended online learning (Power & Vaughan, 2010) or bichro-
nous online environment (Martin & Borup, 2022). Nonetheless, as student engage-
ment has been found to manifest differently in asynchronous and synchronous online
settings (Martin & Borup, 2022), the type of online learning environment should be
defined or discussed in research studies on online student engagement.

The vast majority (18 studies) of the reviewed studies focused on higher educa-
tion and the geographical context was Asia in all but one study (Mihai et al., 2022)
where the context was Europe. However, in one study (Akbari et al., 2016), the stu-
dents were Asian but studying in Europe. This might have an impact on the results
of this study since certain, for example, cultural or educational features may receive
a more emphasised role when there is less variation in the geographic context. The
goal language was English in 19 studies and Chinese in the remaining two studies.
The emphasis on English in language learning research has also been noticed in pre-
vious research (e.g., Guo et al., 2021; Vorobel, 2022).

Most of the reviewed studies relied on students’ self-reported or perceived learn-
ing and engagement rather than observed learning and engagement. However, the
majority of the questionnaires used were designed neither for language learning nor
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the online learning environment, as illustrated in Table 2. In Oraif and Elyas (2021)
and Al-Khresheh (2023) the used questionnaire was based on the definition of stu-
dent engagement the authors had used in their study, namely that of Handelsman
et al. (2005). In Imamyartha et al. (2021) the definition of student engagement was
based on Dixson (2010) who had adapted Handelsman et al.’s (2005) questionnaire
for online learning environment. Still, Imamyartha et al. (2021) had chosen to use the
original questionnaire by Handelsman et al. (2005) instead of that by Dixson (2010).
In the rest of the cases, there was no reasoning why the chosen questionnaire(s)
had been used in the study. However, using questionnaires designed for a different
learning environment and/or another subject might omit aspects specific to online
language learning. Learning environment and student engagement are reciprocally
related meaning that engagement manifests differently in the online learning envi-
ronment compared to the face-to-face learning environment (Bergdahl et al., 2020;
Halverson, 2016). Therefore, it was rather surprising that the reviewed studies gen-
erally did not problematise their choices of questionnaires and the implications these
choices might have on the results of the studies. When considering limitations of
the study, only Fan and Tian (2022) stated that a questionnaire designed for lan-
guage learning should be used in future research. In the other studies, the authors
did not mention the use of a questionnaire designed for other learning environment
or other subject area as a limitation. One reason for using questionnaires that are
not designed for online learning environment or for language learning could be that
there is a lack of suitable questionnaires for this context. Moreover, in the major-
ity of the reviewed studies, language course seemed to be mainly just a context for
the study. This showed in the fact that language learning was not discussed in the
theoretical part when discussing student engagement. Therefore, features specific for
language learning engagement were also missing in the results and the discussion
sections.

Conceptualising student engagement

The first research question focused on the conceptualisation of student engage-
ment in an online language learning environment. In the reviewed studies, student
engagement was discussed from the perspective of different aspects and definitions
(see Table 3). However, in 14 studies, it was not explicitly stated how the authors
of the article defined student engagement in their present study. Nevertheless, in
each of these studies, the authors expressed their understanding of student engage-
ment by discussing the concept both in the theoretical part of the article and in the
results and discussion sections. In the remaining seven studies (Akbari et al., 2016;
Imamyartha et al., 2021; Ji et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2020; Oraif & Elyas, 2021; Al-
Khresheh, 2023, Zaha, 2022), the authors expressed clearly how they had defined
student engagement in the present study, as illustrated in Table 3.

The results supported previous research by showing that student engage-
ment lacks definitional clarity. Conceptualisations of and frameworks for student
engagement were based on different perspectives and fields of science and, there-
fore, emphasised and focused on somewhat different aspects (Martin & Borup,
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2022; Schindler et al., 2017), leading to somewhat different understanding of the
concept. Another factor adding to this problem of the lack of definitional clarity is
that student engagement is also considered a relational concept affected by inter-
actions rather than student characteristics (Hofkens & Pianta, 2022). However, the
main problem in the reviewed studies was that the majority of them lacked a clear
statement concerning how student engagement was defined in the study in question.
A similar result was also reached by Hiver et al. (2021). In the reviewed studies,
student engagement was understood as simply being synonymous with involvement
to including up to four different subdimensions, as illustrated in Table 3. Addition-
ally, in the studies where four dimensions were included, these varied depending
on the theoretical framework on which they were based. Further, some subdimen-
sions had different names but resembled each other which makes it difficult to reach
theoretical cohesiveness or to compare the findings of different studies; this was
also pointed out in previous research by for example Henrie et al. (2015), Fredricks
et al. (2016), and Nkomo et al. (2021). The lack of definitional clarity also makes is
difficult to repeat or test a research design in future studies. Moreover, planning a
research design for new studies is difficult due to the confusion in the conceptualisa-
tion of student engagement.

Subdimensions of student engagement

The most popular way of studying student engagement was using the same frame-
work as in traditional classroom environment namely the one with three subdi-
mensions presented by Fredricks et al. (2004): behavioural engagement, cognitive
engagement, and emotional/affective engagement. These three subdimensions were
used in seven studies (Al-Obaydi et al., 2023; Ji et al., 2022; Khotimah et al., 2022;
Kiatkeeree & Ruangjaroon, 2022; Kusuma et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2023; Zang et al.,
2022). However, Kusuma et al. (2021) chose to call emotional engagement affective
engagement even though their definition of this subdimension resembled the defini-
tion of emotional engagement by Fredricks et al. (2004). The studies also used vari-
ous background literature which resulted in some differences in understanding the
subdimensions, as presented in Table 3.

In addition to student engagement lacking a clear definition, there were differ-
ences between the studies in how student engagement was defined and, therefore,
which subdimensions were included in the definition, and which factors were used
to measure the different subdimensions. For instance, Han et al. (2021) based their
understanding of student engagement on the definition of Skinner et al. (2008)
which consists of two subdimensions, that is, behavioural engagement and emo-
tional engagement. According to this definition behavioural engagement includes
for instance student’s effort and persistence in learning, which in many other defi-
nitions are placed in cognitive engagement. Therefore, the way in which some
researchers operationalise cognitive engagement can be the same as other research-
ers operationalise behavioural engagement. Further, in the reviewed studies, social
engagement was mainly understood as interaction and collaboration (see Table 3).
However, in Sun et al. (2023) social engagement was understood as quality of inter-
action which differs from interaction in general and may affect the measuring of this
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subdimension. In Al-Obaydi et al. (2023) social engagement was understood as par-
ticipation and collaboration. In other studies, participation was understood mainly
as part of behavioural engagement. These kind of differences make it difficult to
compare the results of two studies because one should compare results of two dif-
ferent subdimensions instead of results of the same subdimension to see how par-
ticipation and engagement might be connected. Emotional engagement, in turn, was
understood as positive emotions (e.g., Al-Obaydi et al., 2023; Zang et al., 2022), as
emotional reactions in general (e.g., Aldaghri & Oraif, 2022; Foung et al., 2022), or
as reactions in language-related activities and tasks (Alzahrani, 2023).

The conceptualisation of emotional engagement impacts both its measurement
and the results of the study. For instance, comparing results of a study defining emo-
tional engagement only as positive emotions and those of a study where emotional
engagement includes both positive and negative emotions would be challenging. The
former study would be unable to report on negative feelings which could result in
more positive results than those of the latter study, where also negative emotions and
their impact on engagement could be reported. In this review, for example, several
studies using a questionnaire as a form of data collection did not provide the used
questionnaire items as an appendix or supplementary material. This makes it dif-
ficult to compare the results of the different studies because it is not clear what kind
of items have been used to measure the different subdimensions of student engage-
ment; consequently, the level of transparency of the studies decreases.

Further, the different subdimensions of student engagement are generally under-
stood as overlapping and interrelated (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004) so each subdimen-
sion affects and is affected by the other subdimensions. The overlapping and the
interrelatedness of the subdimensions is likely to make it difficult to define each sub-
dimension clearly and unambiguously. Furthermore, focusing research only on some
of the subdimensions gives more information about the chosen subdimensions but
not about student engagement as a whole construct (Martin & Borup, 2022; Nkomo
et al., 2021). Moreover, focusing only on a part of student engagement makes it dif-
ficult to compare the results of different studies.

Student engagement and language learning

The reviewed studies focused on language learning, however, the language learning
aspect was taken into consideration only in two definitions of student engagement (Ji
et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2020). Ji et al. (2022) based their definition on Hiver et al.
(2021) whose conceptualisation of student engagement was developed specifically
for language learning. Luan et al. (2020), in turn, added social engagement to the
conceptualisation by Fredricks et al. (2004) because of the social aspect of language
learning which involves interaction between the students.

In addition, the language learning aspect was taken into consideration by Alzah-
rani (2023) who instead of using the definition by Fredricks et al. (2004) of emo-
tional engagement followed Zhou et al. (2021) who had defined emotional engage-
ment as being about students’ reactions to language-related tasks and activities.
Sun et al. (2023), in turn, followed the conceptualisation of student engagement by
Philp and Duchesne (2016) which was designed specifically for language learning.
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However, the definitions of the different subdimensions by Philp and Duchesne also
resemble those by Fredricks et al. (2004). Khotimah et al. (2022) emphasised lan-
guage learning specifically in the ways of measuring the different subdimensions
of student engagement. In Mihai et al. (2022), social engagement was added to the
discussions of student engagement because social interaction is a central part of lan-
guage learning. Al-Khresheh (2023) referred to the communicative side of language
learning when discussing student engagement.

Student engagement and the online learning environment

Although online learning was the focus of the reviewed studies, it was included
only in two studies at the definitional level. Imamyartha et al. (2021) based their
definition on Dixson (2010) who adapted the conceptualisation of student engage-
ment by Handelsman et al. (2005) for the online learning environment. Zaha (2022)
followed Moore’s (1989) model for interaction which is designed specifically for
distance learning. In addition, the online learning environment was included in the
theoretical discussion about conceptualisation of student engagement in four studies.
Similar to Zaha (2022), Foung et al. (2022) also based their discussion on Moore’s
(1993) conceptualisation. Luan et al. (2020) based their discussion on Jung and Lee
(2018). Both Moore’s (1993) and Jung and Lee’s conceptualisations focused on
asynchronous online learning environment. Ji et al. (2022) was the only study where
the authors questioned whether frameworks designed for studying student engage-
ment in the face-to-face learning environment are suitable for the online learning
environment as well. Alzahrani (2023) raised the phenomenon of fake engagement
in the online learning environment, fake engagement referring to student appearing
to be engaged even when they are not.

Although the focus of the reviewed studies was on student engagement in online
language learning, only three studies discussed student engagement from the per-
spective of both language learning and the online learning environment. At the same
time, more than a half of the studies discussed student engagement only from the
perspective of the traditional face-to-face learning environment, as illustrated in
Fig. 4. Distinctive features of face-to-face and online learning environments that
influence student engagement were only briefly discussed in the reviewed studies.
For instance, the conceptualisations of student engagement were mostly based on
conceptualisations designed for face-to-face learning environment. However, some
ways of defining and measuring student engagement might not be appropriate for
the online learning environment. Being designed for a face-to-face learning environ-
ment, these conceptualisations of student engagement lack the ways in which digital
technologies impact and shape student engagement (Bergdahl et al., 2020; Ma et al.,
2017; Martin & Borup, 2022), and, therefore, some features specific to the online
learning environment might be overlooked (Henrie et al., 2015). In language learn-
ing, for example the utilisation of spatial dimensions, gestures, facial expressions,
and various artefacts are central, especially at lower proficiency levels. The affor-
dances for these are different in the online learning environment compared to the
face-to-face learning environment. Also, even when using webcams, there may be
delay and blurring in the video image which make turn-taking more difficult. When
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Fig.4 Conceptualisation of student engagement discussed from the perspective of language learning and
the online learning environment in the reviewed studies

sharing a screen, the illusion of eye contact and closeness disappears, especially for
the one sharing the screen. Therefore, ways of engaging and showing engagement
are not similar in an online learning environment and in a face-to-face learning envi-
ronment which should be taken into consideration when planning research design
and data analysis.

Factors related to student engagement

The second research question focused on factors that have been found to be related
to student engagement online. Two categories of factors emerged when analysing
the data, namely psychological factors and pedagogical factors. These are discussed
in the following and presented in Figs. 5 and 6, respectively.

Psychological factors

In the reviewed studies, student engagement was often studied together with other
closely related psychological constructs. The impact of student’s basic psychological
needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) on student engagement was studied
by Khotimabh et al. (2022) and Zhou et al. (2022). According to both studies, engage-
ment in an online learning environment was strengthened when the basic needs were
satisfied. Zhou et al. also reported that relatedness specifically impacted behavioural
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engagement while autonomy and competence had a positive effect on social engage-
ment. In addition, self-regulation (Zaha, 2022), grit (Kiatkeeree & Ruangjaroon,
2022), involvement, and enjoyment (Mihai et al., 2022), were factors that were
found to be positively related to student engagement in the online learning environ-
ment. However, Mihai et al. (2022) also reported that anxiety was found to reduce
involvement and, consequently, engagement. Han et al. (2021) specified that when
mediated by self-efficacy, student involvement was positively related to behavioural
engagement and student cohesiveness was positively related to emotional engage-
ment. Akbari et al. (2016), found that student engagement and motivation were
closely associated and reported that both student engagement and motivation were
higher at the end of the course in the group studying in an online learning environ-
ment compared to the control group studying face-to-face.

In two studies, the authors found chain effects between the psychological fac-
tors they focused on in their respective studies. Zhou et al. (2022) reported compe-
tence as being the factor as regards basic psychological needs that gave the strong-
est prediction of student engagement. They also found that cognitive and emotional
engagement in particular were factors that significantly influenced behavioural
intention. Han et al. (2021) found student involvement to be a strong predictor of
self-efficacy which, in turn, led to increased student engagement and satisfaction.

In some of the studies reviewed, the researchers had reached somewhat contra-
dictory results on the impact of engagement on other psychological factors. For
instance, Ji et al. (2022) reported that engagement predicted enhanced course sat-
isfaction especially towards the end of the course whereas Zaha (2022) found that
engagement did not predict the level of course satisfaction. Further, Fan and Tian
(2022) reported student engagement as having a positive impact on learning achieve-
ment whereas Kiatkeeree and Ruangjaroon (2022) found that student engagement
did not predict learning achievement.

In addition to student engagement and the different definitions of the subdimen-
sions complicating the research field, there is also the fact that some constructs
which are closely related, such as motivation, self-regulation, and involvement,
can be defined in ways that are very similar to some of the subdimensions of stu-
dent engagement. For instance, Akbari et al. (2016) stated motivation being about
emotions and beliefs and engagement about “(mental) activities” (p. 4) indicating
that student engagement is a one-dimensional construct. In the other studies (see
Table 3), emotions were usually included in emotional engagement, and student
engagement consisted of more than just mental activities, which in turn were usu-
ally included in cognitive engagement. In these studies, student engagement was
understood as a multi-dimensional construct. Another example comes from Zaha
(2022) who defined self-regulation as consisting of motivation and learning strate-
gies. Learning strategies were in many of the other studies included in cognitive
engagement whereas in Zaha’s study, self-regulation was found to predict the level
of engagement. Zaha defined engagement according to Moore’s (1989) interaction
model. However, since this model focuses on different modes of interaction it does
not include subdimensions that are used in most definitions of student engagement.
Therefore, comparing results with other studies is difficult. A third example comes
from the use of the constructs student engagement, involvement, and participation,
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all of which have been used synonymously to describe the same phenomenon (Hu
& Li, 2017) but are also used as separate constructs to describe separate phenom-
ena. In the reviewed articles, Akbari et al. defined student engagement as involve-
ment in activities and used the two terms as synonyms. In the article by Han et al.
(2021), student involvement was studied as a separate factor affecting behavioural
engagement while in many others of the reviewed articles involvement was part of
the definition of behavioural engagement. Further, in Ji et al.’s (2022) study, involve-
ment was understood as part of participation which, in turn, was considered as the
key element of behavioural engagement. The three constructs can, in other words, be
understood hierarchically in various ways, either as equals, as not being hierarchi-
cally related, or as one being hierarchically higher than another. This, along with the
similarities and overlaps between definitions of closely related constructs and their
subdimensions, make it challenging to compare the results of different studies and
confuses the distinctions between the different constructs.

Figure 5 illustrates a summary of the various psychological factors and outcomes
associated with student engagement in the online learning environment, which were
examined in the reviewed studies. The box to the left includes different psychologi-
cal factors. The left-hand arrow illustrates that these factors have been identified to
affect student engagement in the reviewed studies. The right-hand arrow illustrates
that the reviewed studies have found student engagement to influence different out-
comes. These outcomes are listed in the box to the right. However, the factors and
outcomes in Fig. 5 may or may not co-occur. For example, having grit may enhance
student engagement but does not necessarily lead to satisfaction with the course.
Also, because the various factors were mainly examined in separate studies, it is not
clear whether having two or more factors co-occur would lead to stronger engage-
ment or what kind of combinations of the factors might lead to strongest engage-
ment. Further, the categorisation in factors and outcomes is based on the reviewed
studies and, therefore, shows a tendency how they have been studied and understood

PSYCHOLOGICAL OUTCOMES
FACTORS AFFECTING INFLUENCED BY
ENGAGEMENT ENGAGEMENT
* anxiety
* basic . + behavioural
psychological intention
needs
Student )
¢ learning
« cohesiveness engagement achievements
+ grit + satisfaction

* self-efficacy

« self-regulation

Fig.5 Psychological factors found to affect or relate to student engagement and outcomes found to be
influenced by or related to student engagement
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in these studies. However, that does not exclude the possibility that they might occur
in other stages of the process as well. For instance, self-efficacy has been found to
strengthen student engagement, but that does not exclude the possibility that engage-
ment could strengthen self-efficacy. Also, the different psychological factors pre-
sented in Fig. 5 can decrease or enhance student engagement. For instance, anxiety
was found to weaken engagement whereas the other factors were found to strengthen
it.

Online learning environment has been found to be more student-centred (Wang
et al., 2022) than the traditional face-to-face learning environment. In the online
learning environment, the power shifts from the teacher to the individual student
meaning that the student must take more responsibility for their learning which
demands, for instance, self-directedness and goal orientation (Intke-Hernandez,
2023). This is in line with our findings where many of the psychological factors
discussed above, emphasise an individual’s ability to manage oneself and one’s
learning while studying in an online course. The importance of various psychologi-
cal factors, including the ones discussed above, becomes emphasised in the online
learning environment where there is a physical distance between the students and
the instructor. Also, because the ways of interaction are different and more limited
online (Berry, 2019), the students may feel less connected to their peers which may
lead to weaker self-efficacy and lower the level of engagement (Wang et al., 2022).
Therefore, when planning and designing an online language course, the instructor
should consider how to best support the students, for example what kind of teaching
methods or technological tools can be used to support interaction and communica-
tion during the course. The instructor can hardly influence these psychological fac-
tors when students first come to the course, for instance a student’s level of anxiety
or ability for self-regulation. However, it might be possible to support for example
basic psychological needs or cohesiveness during the course through task design
and ways of using technological tools.

Pedagogical factors

Student engagement was also found to be related to different pedagogical choices
and factors, as illustrated in Fig. 6.

The choice of teaching methods was found to potentially have a positive effect
on student engagement. For instance, Mihai et al. (2022) reported that the level of
a student’s anxiety can be reduced by the choice of teaching method, for example,
by utilising online technologies to strengthen students’ autonomy. Reduced anxi-
ety was found to enhance engagement. In addition, the choice of a learning man-
agement system (Aldaghri & Oraif, 2022) including both digital tools and linked
learning material (Oraif & Elyas, 2021) was reported to be positively related to stu-
dent engagement. Further, the importance of assessment and submission guidelines
was emphasised in the study by Foung et al. (2022) which showed that approach-
ing deadlines and assessment guides enhanced student engagement and the stronger
engagement, in turn, had a positive impact on assessment outcomes, both in the
experimental group and in the control group. Course design was also found to be of
importance. Zhou et al. (2022) found an interesting and interactive course design to
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Fig. 6 Pedagogical factors found to affect student engagement and factors found to be affected by student
engagement

enhance student engagement. Engaging activity types found in the reviewed stud-
ies were, for instance, activities related to students’ everyday life (Yundayani et al.,
2021), the use of an e-portfolio (Kusuma et al., 2021) and podcast activities (Khoti-
mah et al., 2022).

An online course could be made more interesting and interactive for students by
using an online social network (Akbari et al., 2016) or task-based mobile learning
(Imamyartha et al., 2021) both of which were reported to strengthen student engage-
ment. Akbari et al. (2016) found that the use of a social media platform increased
interaction between the students and, consequently, made them more engaged com-
pared to the students in the control group. The stronger engaged students in the
online group also achieved higher grades than the students in the control group.

Teacher support and perceived peer support (Luan et al., 2020), scaffolding (Sun
et al., 2023) as well as teacher presence (Al-Khresheh, 2023) were all reported
to have a positive impact on student engagement. Teacher presence was found to
increase interaction between the instructor and the students which strengthened stu-
dent engagement (Al-Khresheh, 2023). While Luan et al. (2020) found that teacher
support enhanced student engagement, Han et al. (2021) reported that teacher sup-
port decreased students’ emotional engagement if the instructor offered too much
support or was too controlling. Giving students the possibility to contribute struc-
tured feedback on the online classes was also found to enhance student engagement
(Al-Obaydi et al., 2023) as the students had an opportunity to express their opin-
ions on the classes knowing that the teacher could use the information to make the
required changes in upcoming classes.

Similarly as the results regarding psychological factors, the results concerning
different pedagogical factors and their impact on student engagement also showed a
shift towards more student-centred learning. Interaction with peers and the teacher
in different forms was found to enhance student engagement. This finding is in line
with Garrels and Zemliansky (2022) who found opportunities for interactivity and
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active learning tasks to strengthen student engagement. Social interaction is impor-
tant especially in language learning. Activities enabling interaction with other stu-
dents can enhance student engagement in general, as shown in the results of the
reviewed studies, but it can also enhance engagement with language (Svalberg,
2018). From the perspective of course design, this implies that online language
courses should include tasks that encourage interaction with peers. However, while
some students find the online learning environment safer and more relaxed than the
face-to-face learning environment, there are also those who feel more anxious when
working online (Intke-Hernandez, 2023). Also, too much peer interaction can poten-
tially lead to Zoom fatigue (Maimaiti et al., 2021) and the use of too many tech-
nological tools can reduce student engagement (Hu & Li, 2017). Therefore, course
design should allow various ways of interaction. For instance, some students may
prefer writing, others speaking. Also, offering alternative ways of completing at least
some of the tasks would be worth considering when designing an online language
course. That way students could choose whether they want to work together with
others or prefer working on their own. Furthermore, the role of the instructor and
their presence in the course should also be considered as part of the course design.
The students may have different needs and expectations of support and scaffolding,
both because of individual preferences but also because of cultural backgrounds.

A summary of the various pedagogical factors and outcomes associated with stu-
dent engagement in the online learning environment, which were examined in the
reviewed studies, is presented in Fig. 6. Since the listed factors and outcomes were
mainly examined in separate studies, they may or may not co-occur. Also, based on
the reviewed studies, it cannot be stated what kind of combinations of the factors
might have the strongest positive effect on student engagement.

Implications reported in the reviewed studies

The implications of the results on student engagement were the focus of the third
research question. The implications were categorised as theoretical and practical
according to the categories used by the authors of the studies reviewed.

Theoretical implications reported in the reviewed studies

In four of the reviewed studies (Luan et al., 2020; Khotimah et al., 2022; Zaha,
2022; Zhou et al., 2022), the authors presented implications which they had catego-
rised as theoretical. In the studies by Zhou et al. (2022) and Khotimah et al. (2022),
student engagement was examined from the perspective of self-determination the-
ory (SDT) and student’s basic psychological needs, respectively. The results of both
studies indicated that student engagement in the online learning environment was
affected positively by SDT. According to Zhou et al., specifically emotional engage-
ment is essential in predicting student’s behavioural intention. The results of Luan
et al. (2020) implied that social support enhanced behavioural engagement which
then affected the three other forms of student engagement: cognitive, emotional,
and social engagement. Zaha’s (2022) results suggested that research on online
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engagement requires clearer definitions of both student engagement and self-regula-
tion and that the research should focus on the subdimensions of both constructs and
their importance in the online learning environment. The authors of these four stud-
ies gave no direct suggestions on how these implications could affect the theoretical
understanding of student engagement, still, their findings imply that more research
is needed on how the different subdimensions of student engagement are related to
each other and whether they are emphasised differently in the online learning envi-
ronment. However, the problem of differences in subdimensions and their defini-
tions also occurs in these four studies where the authors used different numbers of
subdimension and somewhat different definitions (see Table 3). In addition to more
research being needed in the construct of student engagement itself in the online
learning environment, the findings suggest that further research is also needed on
how student engagement and closely related psychological constructs relate to each
other. For instance, self-regulation is generally understood as its own construct but
in some definitions it is understood as part of cognitive engagement.

Practical implications reported in the reviewed studies

A shift towards more student-centred learning was also shown in the implications
of the included studies. Despite the student’s more central role in the online learn-
ing environment, the implications of the reviewed studies suggested that the teacher
still has an important role to play in the learning process. Teacher’s control should
be decreased and their role should become more collaborative, participative, and
engaging (Al-Khresheh, 2023; Oraif & Elyas, 2021). Based on the results of their
respective studies, Khotimah et al. (2022) and Al-Khresheh et al. (2023) suggested
that the teacher is expected to create a supportive, collaborative, and dynamic online
learning environment. In addition, it is the teacher’s responsibility to manage the
learning atmosphere (Fan & Tian, 2022) and to pay attention to student diversity
(Al-Khresheh et al., 2023). Still, it is important that the level of individualised learn-
ing is in balance with the level of teacher involvement (Al-Obaydi, 2023).

The results further indicated that more attention should be paid to students’ psy-
chological and emotional needs (Zhou et al., 2022). Self-regulatory skills, when
used effectively, can enhance student engagement, as Zaha’s (2022) results implied.
However, in cases where students are experiencing challenges with their course
work, they should be offered enough scaffolding for participation and involvement
(Imamyartha et al., 2021). This could be for example in the form of reflection meet-
ings (Kusuma et al., 2021). However, Han et al. (2021) found that teacher support
might have a negative impact on emotional engagement, therefore they suggested
that the teacher should be cautious when providing support and instead try to rein-
force students’ confidence in their capabilities to succeed in online learning.

The implications of the reviewed studies also demonstrated the importance of
adapting the course content to the online learning environment in order to enhance
student engagement. When teaching online, the teacher should ensure the course con-
tent and activities align with the special characteristics of the online learning envi-
ronment (Zang et al., 2022). The activities should be more collaborative (Aldaghri
& Oraif, 2022; Kiatkeeree & Ruangjaroon, 2022), more engaging (Alzahrani, 2023;
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Mihai et al., 2022), and authentic thus reflecting real-life situations (Zhou et al.,
2022). Social relationships and cooperation with peers during online courses denoted
an improvement in student engagement in general (Mihai et al., 2022) and emotional
engagement in particular (Han et al., 2021). That is why a course should be designed
to encourage collaboration and interaction between the students (Luan et al., 2020).
The results also implied that student involvement and behavioural engagement could
be enhanced by using videoconferencing (Han et al., 2021) and breakout rooms (Ald-
aghri & Oraif, 2022). Another important implication that Ji et al. (2022) pointed out
was that especially in a synchronous online environment, it is important that both
teachers and students receive training on how to work well in this kind of learning
environment. The teacher also needs technological and pedagogical knowledge to
work in an online learning environment (Yundayani et al., 2021).

The practical implications in the reviewed studies emphasised both the teacher’s
role and the importance of communication and collaboration in the online learning
environment. Regarding teacher role, the cultural and geographical context of the
study, as well as the level of education, may play a role. For instance, the level of
teacher control or the type of relationship between the teacher and the students often
depends on the cultural and geographical context. Therefore, some of the sugges-
tions concerning the teacher’s role might be less relevant in some other cultures and
countries than in others.

Videoconferencing and the use of breakout rooms are ways of creating group
cohesion and collaboration between students. However, some students might find
the situation intimidating or feel anxious when working in breakout rooms or hav-
ing their web camera on during online classes. For this reason, Jia et al. (2021),
for instance, stated that the amount and type of collaboration employed on online
courses should be meaningful and designed to promote learning since too many pos-
sibilities and tools for interaction may lead to reduced engagement (Mosher et al.,
2021).

Conclusion and limitations

The aim of this review was to investigate how student engagement has been concep-
tualised and studied in the online language learning environment and what kind of
results and implications have been reached.

Research on student engagement in the online language learning environment has
been a rather popular research topic during the last decade and especially the last
few years. However, a common trend in the reviewed studies was using definitions
and operationalisations designed for the traditional face-to-face learning environ-
ment which means that features specific for the online learning environment were
often lacking in different studies. In order to better understand student engagement
in the online learning environment, it should be studied using conceptualisations and
operationalisations designed specifically for that environment. That way, the various
affordances and obstacles that the online learning environment presents for language
learning could be better taken into consideration.
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Our findings in the reviewed studies indicate that there are three factors that seem
to impact student engagement in online learning environment, namely, self-directed
learning, the role of the instructor, and collaboration. In an online learning environ-
ment students need to take more responsibility for their own learning, and they need
to have both the willingness and the ability to do so because they are working more
on their own than in a face-to-face learning environment. The instructor’s role is
also different online compared to face-to-face. The ways of interaction are different
and for instance the need of clarity gets emphasised in the online environment where
the students are working more on their own. Also, because of the physical distance,
it is important that the students feel they can contact the instructor when they need
to. The importance of collaboration also seems to strengthen in the online learn-
ing environment when the ways of interaction and creating connections between the
students are different and more limited compared to face-to-face environment. Espe-
cially in language learning where interaction is central, the meaning of collabora-
tion in online courses gets emphasised. Still, the reviewed studies do not explicate
specific mechanisms through which self-directed learning, the role of the instructor,
and collaboration operate in the online learning environment and how they influence
student engagement. Therefore, more research is needed to better understand these
mechanisms.

On the basis of our findings in this review, we suggest student engagement in
online learning environment consisting of self-directed engagement, collaborative
engagement, and instructor engagement. Instead of focusing only on an individual
student when defining student engagement, we suggest including both the instruc-
tor and the peers because all three parts seem to play a central role in engaging
students in an online learning environment. Self-directed engagement focuses on
psychological factors and the importance of, for example, self-efficacy and self-
regulation. Compared to engagement in a face-to-face learning environment, self-
directed engagement combines features of both cognitive and behavioural engage-
ment emphasising the student’s own role in learning. Collaborative engagement
emphasises the importance of learning together with peers and feeling that one is
part of the group despite the physical distance. Collaborating with other students
enables both interaction and development of sense of belonging once the students
get to know each other. Therefore, compared to engagement in face-to-face learn-
ing environment, collaborative engagement shares features with both behavioural,
social, and emotional engagement. Instructor engagement highlights the impor-
tance of various pedagogical factors and choices the instructor can make in order
to ensure students’ engagement. The role of task design gets emphasised in the
online learning environment where direct interaction between the instructor and
the students is not always possible. In addition to pedagogical choices, instructor
engagement also includes interaction with the students which, from the perspec-
tive of the student, partially overlaps with behavioural engagement in a face-to-face
learning environment. Our findings seem to have similarities with the framework
for online student engagement by Bolliger and Martin (2021). In their framework,
there are four subdimensions, namely, self-directed engagement, peer engagement,
instructor engagement, and multimodal engagement (see Fig. 2). In addition, there
are similarities with Moore’s (1989) interaction model, even though this model
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focuses on asynchronous learning. However, our suggestion is based on the results
in the reviewed articles and is only on theoretical level. Further empirical research
is needed to understand how engagement is shaped in the online learning environ-
ment. Therefore, we encourage researchers to use and further-develop already exist-
ing frameworks created for examining student engagement in the online learning
environment rather than frameworks created for face-to-face learning environment.

In most of the studies reviewed, the results concerning learning were based on the
self-perceived learning of the students. This implies that when focusing on student
engagement and language learning in the online learning environment, the connec-
tion between engagement and learning should also be based on measured learning in
addition to perceived and self-reported learning. In addition, the different subdimen-
sions of student engagement and the different language skills could be studied more
carefully in order to increase understanding of whether or how these are connected.
Further, although only two of the reviewed articles studied variations in the level of
engagement or in the subdimensions of student engagement during a course, their
findings suggested that since the level of student engagement seems to vary over
time, more focus should be paid to studying how student engagement develops dur-
ing an online course and what kind of impact this has on learning.

This review has some limitations. First, the inclusion criteria required student
engagement to be defined or discussed in the study. Thus, although considerable
research has been conducted on student engagement in online language learning
environment, those studies where engagement was used mainly as a general term
without defining and operationalising the term, were excluded from this review. Sec-
ond, the reviewed studies were conducted mainly in Asia which implies that either
most of the research on student engagement in the online language learning envi-
ronment is being conducted in Asia or that our search strategy did not locate all
the studies. Third, including only articles published in the English language omitted
studies published in other languages that possibly focused on other goal languages
than English or Chinese. Fourth, in most of the studies, the data was collected dur-
ing the recent Covid-19 pandemic on courses which were originally planned as tra-
ditional face-to-face courses but were then required to be taught online. This might
impact the results of both the reviewed studies and this study.

In future studies on student engagement in the online language learning environ-
ment, defining and operationalising the concept of student engagement in a way that
takes into consideration the specific characteristics of both the online learning envi-
ronment and language learning, would be beneficial. Using existing frameworks for
examining student engagement in online learning environment and developing them
further increase understanding of the specific conditions of that environment better
than using frameworks created for face-to-face learning environment. When using
questionnaires as a form of data collection, publishing the items used in the ques-
tionnaire would make it easier to compare the results of different studies, especially
since there are differences in defining and operationalising the concept of student
engagement. Since the level of student engagement is not a stable factor, measuring
student engagement throughout an online language course could also increase the
understanding of how student engagement develops, either positively or negatively,
over a period of time.
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