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ABSTRACT 

Research on the psychological construct of cognitive engagement and how it relates to 

students' academic satisfaction has been noted to have significantly increased recently. 

Many research findings have supported their association as indicators of academic 

achievement. The present paper aims to review and analyse research on cognitive 

engagement and academic satisfaction and to highlight the possible conceptual and 

methodological issues in this area of research. While numerous studies have suggested the 

connection between academic engagement and academic satisfaction, the specific link 

between cognitive engagement and academic satisfaction still needs to be explored. Even 

studies on academic satisfaction need to be conducted more adequately, while studies on life 

satisfaction and job satisfaction have drawn more attention.  Moreover, scholars describe 

the dimensions of cognitive engagement in different ways, which may cause vagueness. In 

addition, more study is also essential by focusing on the relationship between cognitive 

engagement and academic satisfaction across different academic disciplines.  Furthermore, 

apart from quantitative-based research, a qualitative approach can be followed to 

understand these constructs better. Ultimately, this paper offers some directions for future 

researchers to develop insight.  

Keywords: cognitive engagement, academic satisfaction, students, learning. 

INTRODUCTION 

In academics, engagement is linked to the degree of students’ devoted time and efforts towards 

their academic and non-academic activities to achieve desired goals, i.e., tasks related to school and 

assignments (Kuh, 2003; Kuh, 2009). Recent developments in research focus on including the cognitive 

component of engagement (Fredericks et al., 2004; Jimerson et al., 2003), which is signified by learners’ 

interest in tasks through applying their thought processes and intelligence (Murray et al., 2004). Though 

cognitive engagement greatly influences students’ learning processes, assisting them in developing 

creative problem-solving and independent thinking skills (Hudson, 2015) and academic productivity 

(Khan et al., 2023), it remains out of adequate attention due to its lack of visibility and more internal 

features. Moreover, it is mostly perceived as a difficult component of the learning process (Barlow et 

al., 2020). Still, it greatly contributes to learners thinking deeply about the novel information they have 

received and helps them understand the material by applying various learning strategies (Robb, 2004). 

Furthermore, student satisfaction has also been identified as a prime parameter of both success and 

quality of the program among various measures of learning outcome (Alqurashi, 2016; Ke & Kwak, 

2013; Wurst et al., 2008), but the findings regarding the academic satisfaction of students have mostly 

been neglected (Wach et al., 2016). Therefore, this article intends to focus on the necessity of discussing 

cognitive engagement and its association with academic satisfaction.  
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In general, cognitive engagement describes to what extent students are psychologically eager to 

invest their effort and employ multiple processing techniques toward their learning task (Frederick et 

al., 2004; Rotgans & Schmidt, 2010; D’Mello et al., 2017). Similarly, scholars emphasised that cognitive 

engagement denotes the degree of students’ tactful thinking ability and management capacity over their 

academic tasks during the learning period (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012; Li & Lajoie, et al., 2021). 

Hence, it is considered a vital predictor of effective learning outcomes because it benefits them to 

recognise their cognitive pattern and apply several effective techniques, incorporating divergent phases 

of the learning process (Hu & Li, 2017). It is also evident that students who employ the self-regulated 

learning approach are more likely to be more oriented, engaged with deeper analysis (Wara et al., 2018), 

and focused on evaluating their desired goals (Winne, 2019). Moreover, cognitively engaged learners 

are interested and can maintain self-regulatory practices and focus on deep and tough mental encounters 

(Reeve, 2012; Greene, 2015).  

Cognitive engagement as a construct has been identified to consist of multiple types. For 

instance, Clarke (2002) suggests four cognitive engagement types: self-regulated learning, task focus, 

resource, and recipience. Firstly, self-regulated learning (SRL). This type refers to higher-order or 

metacognitive elements controlling students' cognitive processing. Hence, it is considered the top form 

of cognitive engagement (Evertson & Weinstein, 2011). Further, Zimmerman and Moylan (2009) 

elaborate that SRL comprises three dynamics and recurrent phases. The first phase is known as 

forethought, which includes several types of learners’ activities, including making plans, setting goals, 

evaluating self-skills, and having enthusiasm for doing academic tasks. The second phase comprises 

performance or volitional control, where students engage with their tasks, pay attention, execute 

strategies, and observe their improvement. The self-reflection phase is the third phase, where students 

evaluate their tasks and performances. Further, the second type of cognitive engagement is task focus, 

where the learner emphasises making plans considering specific tasks and monitoring themselves. 

According to Clarke (2002), the third type of cognitive engagement is resource management, which 

involves students seeking help from different areas or sources.  

According to Clarke (2002), cognitive engagement might also involve recipience, which 

denotes little mental involvement and passive activities of the students in their study. Furthermore, 

regarding assessing cognitive engagement, Greene et al. (2015) classify cognitive learning strategies as 

deep and shallow approaches. While deep strategies are identified as meaningful or developed 

techniques, shallow strategies are signified by the memorisation process (Xie, et al., 2019). Deep 

strategies need additional psychological endeavour to gain knowledge from the learning material, i.e., 

the ability to summarise, discriminate, and connect the information. Reversely, shallow strategies are 

also related to meaningful techniques, which are useful in multiple phases of learning (Hu & Li, 2017). 

Eventually, both deep/meaningful and shallow dimensions have strong predictability for the success of 

courses (Greene & Miller,1996), while the application of deep learning is found to be significant in high 

achievers compared to low achievers (Ahmed & Ahmad, 2017). 

Academic satisfaction refers to students’ evaluations regarding their academic results and 

experiences (Insunza et al., 2015). Focusing on some common activities between study and work 

(involvement with the main activity, planning and working for achieving goals, etc.) (Starr et al., 1972; 

Apenburg, 1980), many scholars considered student academic satisfaction as similar to work satisfaction 

(Apenburg, 1980; Westermann et al.; 1996, Tarpman et al., 2007). Moreover, She et al. (2021) and Adler 

et al. (2021) asserted that academic satisfaction is a dynamic process based on learners' feelings and 

perceptions of their learning experience. For instance, student satisfaction depends on comparing their 
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expectations with their attainments (Medrano et al., 2014), their observation of the nature of the 

educational institution, and their learning condition (Ramos et al., 2015).  

Likewise, Green et al. (2015) described some determinates responsible for student satisfaction, 

such as the teaching style, the organisation, and the type of students. The teaching style indicates their 

way of communication and management of the classroom and empathy toward students; the institutional 

factors are related to course nature, getting support from classmates, and university services; and the 

type of students is indicated by their personality, feelings towards learning, and eagerness to take part 

in learning activities (Adler et al., 2021). Furthermore, it is also evident that if the students get the 

opportunity to participate and interact with their buddies and faculty and gain elaborate feedback from 

them, they feel satisfied with their education (Shea et al., 2003).  

As a subjective feeling, students’ satisfaction has a wide range of influences on various issues, 

for instance, the ability to cope with the learning environment (Righi et al., 2006), steadiness in academic 

results (Merino-Soto et al., 2016), social communication (Medrano & Pérez, 2010), mental wellbeing 

(Abarca et al., 2013), and stress tolerance (Schiefele & Jacob-Ebbinghaus, 2006). Moreover, students’ 

academic satisfaction helps them respond adaptively and greatly influences minimising the negative 

feelings from unwanted experiences (Iasiello et al., 2019). Although students’ academic satisfaction is 

proven to be a vital determinant of academic institutions (Huebner & Gilman, 2006; Lodi et al., 2017) 

and academic success (Spörer & Brunstein, 2005), it remains less focused (Trapmann et al., 2007) by 

the researchers. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In learning processes, students’ engagement requires both physical dedication (behavioural 

engagement) and psychological dedication (emotional and cognitive engagement) to gain novel 

knowledge and improve academic skills (She et al., 2021; Kuh, 2003; Janosz, 2012). According to the 

Expectancy-Value Theory (Eccles et al., 1983), students’ beliefs, aptitude, expectations, and values 

(how the task meets the student’s different needs) related to their specific task can determine their 

achievement-related choice, behaviour, and persistence (Eccles,1983). This theory can describe the 

factors associated with learners’ behavioural engagement and other influential factors relating to their 

beliefs and values (Eccles,1983; Fan, 2011).  

However, students’ engagement plays a key role in achieving academic success, being satisfied 

with their learning, and enhancing their performance (She et al., 2021; Gao et al., 2020; Rahmatpour et 

al., 2021). Scholars reported that deeply engaged students have the intrinsic tendency to learn and 

understand their respective subjects instead of avoiding the fear of failure (Erhel & Jamet, 2013; Hanus 

& Fox, 2015). Moreover, students who engage deeply with learning are better equipped for lifelong 

learning (Hill & Fitzgerald, 2020).   

Cognitive engagement can also be related to the theory of self-determination theory (SDT) 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017), which describes how personal agency and self-regulation are being developed.  

The SDT describes that basic psychological needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness must be 

reinforced to maintain our well-being and psychological association (Vansteenkiste et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the requirement for fulfilling autonomy demonstrates a sense of personal choice and mental 

freedom, which are regulated by a feeling of personal ownership (de Charms, 1968). Moreover, while 

the need for competence refers to confidence and the ability to achieve targets (White, 1959), relatedness 

indicates the desire to feel attached and gain support from a close person (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
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By satisfying these essential needs, a person will tend to perform genuinely, be able to identify self-

intrinsic potentials and engage more with their surroundings (Ryan & Deci, 2016).  

Based on the theory of student involvement, students’ learning and personal development 

greatly depend on their involvement with their academic institution (Astin, 1984). Besides enhancing 

and developing learning, students feel attachment, affiliation, and connection with their mentors, friends, 

and academic organisation by engaging in the study (Bensimon, 2009). Additionally, satisfaction is 

recognised as a significant construct to measure the quality of an institution (Kuh, et al., 2007). Since 

cognitive engagement particularly helps to develop students’ relatedness to the study materials, it has a 

strong role in transforming students’ approach to their education (Wara et al., 2018).  

EXISTING STUDIES ON COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT AND ACADEMIC SATISFACTION 

Extensive research has been conducted on students’ academic engagement and satisfaction, but 

research between cognitive engagement and academic satisfaction is limited. Evidently, students' 

different forms of engagement, such as behavioural, cognitive, and emotional engagement, are 

significantly connected to academic achievement and satisfaction. Additionally, cognitive engagement, 

along with the presence rate of teachers, cognitive presence, behavioural engagement, and emotional 

engagement, jointly contribute to 88% of the variance in satisfaction (Kucuk & Richardson, 2019). 

When students take more courses on an online platform, they become more cognitively engaged and 

responsible for their learning outcomes (Richardson & Newby, 2006). Hence, regarding online learning, 

students’ self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies demonstrate a steady and positive influence on 

satisfaction (Lim et al., 2020). Eventually, students' satisfaction related to their course depends on how 

much they can obtain and apply the skills of SRL to become more successful (Barnard et al., 2010; Cho 

& Shen, 2013).  

Generally, students' academic engagement positively contributes to multiple academic 

outcomes and the student satisfaction level (National Survey of Student Engagement, " NSSE", 2016). 

Several studies have documented that the construct of student engagement greatly contributes to 

academic attainment and students’ level of satisfaction (Shah & Barkas, 2018; Kucuk & Richardson, 

2019). For instance, a positive and predictive relationship between engagement and satisfaction was 

found (Astin, 1993; NSSE, 2005). Likewise, academic engagement is connected to academic enthusiasm 

(Bravo, 2013) and learning satisfaction (Fisher et al., 2018; Hensley et al., 2021; Salanova et al., 2005). 

Inconclusive findings have been documented regarding online platforms. For instance, some researchers 

propose that engagement comprises diverse factors that have a predictive role in determining learners’ 

satisfaction with online education (Kucuk & Richardson, 2019; Swan, 2001) and also have a vital 

contribution to satisfaction with the online learning background (Bitzer & Janson, 2014; Shin & Chan, 

2004; Swan, 2001; Gray & DiLoreto, 2016). Similarly, Gray and DiLoreto (2016) further explored the 

positive and significant affiliation between student online engagement and satisfaction.  

Reversely, while describing the importance of the student’s behavioural, cognitive, and 

emotional connection to gain satisfaction from learning, other scholars reported an adverse association 

between satisfaction with online learning and academic engagement (Sharif et al., 2023). In some cases, 

cognitive and emotional engagement revealed a mediating role in the link between motivation and 

satisfaction in the context of EMI courses (Thi et al., 2023). Martin et al. (2018) concluded that student 

engagement boosts student motivation, reduces the sense of isolation, and increases student satisfaction. 

Moreover, it is suggested by many findings that, besides playing a predictive role in student satisfaction, 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib42
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib63
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib42
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib42
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib42
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib67
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib28
https://eric.ed.gov/?redir=https%3a%2f%2forcid.org%2f0000-0001-5031-2393
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib49


IIUM Journal of Human Sciences 

 

 

5 

academic engagement also acts as a dominating factor in university students’ learning effectiveness 

(Holt et al., 2015).  

Regardless of academic satisfaction, it plays a mediational role in the association between 

students’ engagement and motivation (Subandi & Hamid, 2021), while a positive link has also been 

noticed between engagement and satisfaction (Froment & Gutiérrez, 2022). Although extensive research 

has been conducted on employee job satisfaction with work engagement and students’ life satisfaction 

with academic engagement, very limited investigation has been found on academic satisfaction and 

cognitive engagement. For instance, a study on 779 Southeastern US adolescents revealed a significant 

reciprocal link between cognitive engagement and life satisfaction (Anderson et al., 2004).  

CRITICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The present paper attempted to detect the conceptual and methodological issues related to the 

student's cognitive engagement and academic satisfaction. Several limitations have been identified in 

existing studies involving these constructs. Firstly, it is apparent that academic engagement is dominant 

in the learning process. Still, the focus on the cognitive dimension needs to be more extensive compared 

to behavioural and affective components. It is also evident that students investing in their studies are 

more likely to perform well and avoid dropout rates and absenteeism. Cognitively engaged students 

achieve better results than less motivated students (Veríssimo et al., 2021). Therefore, further research 

is needed to study cognitive engagement because this component is deeply related to students’ actual 

involvement with their study but is less emphasised.   

Secondly, although, most of the research supports the association between academic satisfaction 

and academic engagement, there needs to be more investigation into the cognitive dimension of 

engagement, particularly its connection with academic satisfaction. A very limited number of empirical 

studies have been conducted on cognitive engagement and academic satisfaction. Moreover, there needs 

to be more evidence in the previous studies. For instance, inconclusive research findings related to online 

learning satisfaction and cognitive engagement have been found by different scholars; some stated it has 

a positive relationship (Kucuk & Richardson, 2019; Swan, 2001), and some reported a negative 

relationship (Sharif et al., 2023). Concerning this matter, more investigation is essential to resolve the 

contradiction. 

Thirdly, though studies have yet to be conducted on these constructs, particularly in online 

learning, it would be worthwhile to investigate them in physical learning, especially in the post-COVID 

era when students return to pursuing physical and face-to-face learning environments. In this case, 

numerous issues, including attention, involvement, academic stress, etc., might become a matter of 

concern for further investigations.  

Fourthly, regarding academic satisfaction, most of the studies have focused on life satisfaction 

and cognitive engagement among students. Still, rigorous research on students’ academic satisfaction 

with cognitive engagement is lacking. Investigating these issues is important because life satisfaction is 

a global assessment of life conceptually different from academic satisfaction. Moreover, in the literature, 

some researchers consider student academic satisfaction to be like job satisfaction, but conceptually, it 

needs to be clarified by further researchers to avoid confusion.  

Fifthly, the dimensions of cognitive engagement are described by different scholars in different 

ways, which may cause ambiguity. Hence, it must describe common and unique forms sophisticatedly 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib42
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezlib.iium.edu.my/science/article/pii/S0360131523000866#bib67
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for a better understanding of cognitive engagement. Moreover, most studies were conducted on the self-

regulating learning strategies (SRL) component of cognitive engagement, but other dimensions should 

have been addressed more. That is, deep and shallow learning also need to be considered for further 

study to disseminate a vast understanding of the role of cognitive engagement.   

Sixthly, further study is required to emphasise the relationship between cognitive engagement 

and academic satisfaction across different disciplines. Exploring the connection between cognitive 

engagement and academic satisfaction among various student groups will provide an extensive scenario 

of these constructs.  

Lastly, as another methodological gap, most of the research related to cognitive engagement 

and academic satisfaction is observed in the quantitative nature of the research.  Therefore, it is crucial 

to be concerned with qualitative-based research to explore more detailed and in-depth information about 

the proposed constructs. Considering the above-mentioned issues, further researchers can develop their 

insight and adhere to mitigate the existing gaps in the literature.  

CONCLUSION 

  Regardless of rising interest and diverse findings, numerous interconnected conceptual and 

methodological issues must be addressed in further research focusing on cognitive engagement and 

academic satisfaction. Though educators, educational psychologists, and policymakers. Authorities are 

generally concerned about the main goal of traditional educational systems, and it is also required to 

emphasise the process of engaging the students cognitively and enhancing their satisfaction with study. 

As a result, these psychological skills will help them remain active and updated in their lives. The 

comprehensive empirical findings will also reveal the value of designing a standard curriculum to 

encourage students to become autonomous and connected in learning and the teachers or trainers to 

make their classes effective and interesting. Eventually, to improve students’ achievement abilities, 

understanding the conceptual and influential impact of these constructs is crucial. 
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