
NEW THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

Student Engagement May Be
Education’s Most Important
Metric 



Are students truly
engaged in their learning? 

Student engagement encompasses far more
than academic performance alone. It reflects
whether students feel connected to learning,
understand the relevance of their education,
and develop the confidence and skills needed
for life beyond the classroom.  

A student can be present in school without
being engaged in learning. They can complete
assignments without understanding how their
education connects to their future. And in a
rapidly changing economy, that disconnect
carries significant consequences. 

As another school year begins, perhaps the
most important question isn't whether
students are showing up; it's whether they are
engaged. 

For decades, academic success has largely
been measured through standardized testing,
GPA, and graduation rates. While these
benchmarks remain important indicators of
educational progress, they no longer tell the
full story of whether students are prepared to
succeed in a rapidly changing world. 

Today’s students are entering a future shaped
by technological advancement, evolving
workforce demands, and increasing economic
uncertainty. In response, leaders in the
education space are beginning to ask a
broader question: 

ARE STUDENTS TRULY ENGAGED IN
THEIR LEARNING?

THE CHALLENGE

Students Are
Disconnecting
Across the country, student engagement
remains a growing concern. While schools
have made progress since the pandemic,
chronic absenteeism rates remain significantly
higher than pre-pandemic levels, with nearly
one in four students considered chronically
absent, missing at least 10% of the school year. 

HOWEVER, DISENGAGEMENT GOES
BEYOND ATTENDANCE. 

Research from Gallup has found that student
engagement declines steadily as students'
progress through school, dropping from
roughly three-quarters of elementary students
to about one-third of high school students.
Many students report struggling to see the
relevance of what they are learning or how it
connects to their future goals. 

When students cannot answer the question,
"Why does this matter?" Motivation often
declines. 
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Student engagement is more than improving
classroom experiences. It is closely linked to
academic achievement, workforce readiness,
and long-term economic mobility. 

Engaged students are more likely to perform
well academically, graduate, and feel optimistic
about their future. They are also more likely to
develop the transferable skills employers
increasingly value, including communication,
collaboration, critical thinking, and adaptability.
When students can connect learning to real-
world opportunities, they begin to see a future
for themselves beyond the classroom.  

They develop a sense of agency, purpose, and
possibility that helps them persist through
challenges and pursue ambitious goals. 

In Gallup research spanning more than 100,000
students, engagement and hope were found
to be closely linked to academic achievement
and postsecondary readiness outcomes.
Students who feel connected to their learning
are significantly more likely to believe they
have a future worth working toward. 

The impact is even more pronounced when
students experience real-world learning.
Students who participate in career-connected
learning are 16 times more likely to feel
prepared for life after graduation compared to
peers who do not have those experiences.  

THE IMPERATIVE

Why Engagement
Matters

Experiential learning is one of the most
effective approaches. When students apply
classroom concepts to real-world situations,
learning becomes more tangible, memorable,
and valuable. 

If we know relevance drives engagement,
schools must create opportunities for students
to experience learning in meaningful ways. 

At Junior Achievement's Education Learning
Centers, students step into immersive
experiences that bring learning to life. 

THE ANSWER

Experiential and
Career-Connected
Learning

Through programs such as Junior
Achievement BizTown and Junior Achievement
Finance Park, students take on adult roles,
make financial decisions, collaborate with
peers, and experience firsthand how academic
concepts connect to the real world. Rather
than simply learning about economics, careers,
or personal finance, students actively practice
these skills in authentic environments. 

Career-connected learning also plays a critical
role. Through the 3DE instructional model,
students work alongside business partners to
solve real-world challenges facing actual
companies. These experiences help students
understand how classroom learning applies
beyond school while developing the problem-
solving, teamwork, and communication skills
needed in today's workforce. 
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THE NEXT STEP

THE COMMON THREAD IS
RELEVANCE. 

When students see a connection between
what they are learning today and who they
want to become tomorrow, engagement
naturally follows. 

Moving Beyond
Attendance

As schools' welcome students back this year,
attendance should not be the finish line. The
goal is not simply to have students in their
seats. The goal is to help them see purpose in
their learning, confidence in their abilities, and
opportunity in their future. 

Preparing students for the future of what’s next
begins with engaging them today. 

Student engagement is not a secondary
outcome. It is the foundation upon which
academic achievement, workforce readiness,
and economic mobility are built. When
learning feels meaningful, students participate
more fully. When students can see a pathway
to opportunity, they become more motivated
to pursue it. 

Discover how Junior Achievement is preparing students
for the opportunities of tomorrow.   

Connect with us to learn more.

www.ja.org
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