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Loving What They Learn: 

Research-Based Strategies to Increase Student Engagement 

By Alexander McNeece 

_____________________ 

Study Guide 

This study guide is a companion to the book Loving What They Learn: Research-Based 

Strategies to Increase Student Engagment by Alexander McNeece. Loving What They Learn 

explains the connections between competence, autonomy, relatedness, relevance, and 

engagement.  

 

This guide is arranged by chapter, enabling readers to either work their way through the entire 

book or focus on the specific topics addressed in a particular chapter. It can be used by 

individuals, small groups, or an entire team to identify key points, raise questions for 

consideration, assess conditions in a particular school or district, and suggest steps that might be 

taken to promote a healthy school culture. 

 

We thank you for your interest in this book, and we hope this guide is a useful tool in your 

efforts to create a healthy culture in your school or district. 
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Chapter 1 

The Self-Efficacy Cycle 

_____________________ 

 

1. Please define the zone of proximal development. What is this zone and what role does it 

play in learning? 

 

2. What is deep learning? Please explain what it is and the relation of deep learning to self-

regulation. 

 

3. What is the three-part model of engagement? What are the three parts of this model of 

engagement? Please describe how each of these parts affects student behavior. 

 

4. What are the four types of classroom engagement cultures? What level of engagement 

and behavior does each culture encourage? 

 

5. What role do competence, autonomy, and relatedness play in self-determination and 

student motivation? Please define each of these things and describe what forms of 

engagement they encourage. 

 

6. Please describe the relationship between deep learning and the cycle of engagement. How 

does deep learning affect engagement and vice versa? 
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7. Please define academic self-concept and describe the academic self-concept continuum. 

How does a student’s academic self-concept affect their ability to engage in the 

classroom? How might an educator improve students’ academic self-concepts? 

 

8. Describe self-efficacy and explain the cycle of self-efficacy. Furthermore, please explain 

the relationship between self-efficacy and academic self-concept, as well as the benefits 

of having high self-efficacy. 
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Chapter 2 

Competence 

_____________________ 

 

1. What is the growth mindset? Please define this term and explain how it relates to mastery 

orientation. Also, how does a growth mindset in the classroom contribute to student 

competence? 

 

2. Please describe the implementation and use of formative assessment and reflection. How 

and why would you use these tools in the classroom? What is the primary goal of these 

tools? 

 

3. What are some strategies for formative assessment? Please list your favorite of these 

strategies and describe how you would implement them in your classroom or school.  

 

4. How does cooperative learning inspire engagement and build competence? What are 

some strategies that encourage students to work cooperatively? 

 

5. What are two strategies that can be used for reflection? How does reflection encourage 

student competence? 



Loving What They Learn: Research-Based Strategies to Increase Student Engagement—Study 

Guide 

Copyright © 2020 by Solution Tree Press 

--6-- 

Chapter 3 

Autonomy 

_____________________ 

 

1. What is autonomy? What does it mean for a student to have autonomy and how do 

students generally express their autonomy? 

 

2. What kind of behaviors diminish student autonomy? How do educators avoid these 

behaviors and develop a classroom that supports and develops student autonomy? 

 

3. Please describe the three ways that educators can ignite and support autonomy. How do 

these methods differ and when should they be used? 

 

4. What are learning targets and how do they increase student autonomy? What are some 

forms of learning targets? How do these forms differ from each other? 

 

5. What are the four phases of the structured learning framework? Please describe each 

phase and explain how the structured learning framework relates to autonomy in the 

classroom. 
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6. Pick your favorite of the autonomy building strategies contained within this chapter. 

Please explain this strategy and describe how you would implement it within your 

classroom. Why did you choose this strategy? 
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Chapter 4 

Relatedness 

_____________________ 

 

1. Please define trauma-informed teaching. How does this form of teaching affect 

relatedness in the classroom? 

 

2. Define relatedness and explain the primary elements of the concept. Why is it important 

for educators to encourage relatedness in their classrooms and amongst their students? 

 

3. Why is it important to develop positive student-teacher and student-student relationships? 

What are the benefits of developing these relationships and how do they encourage 

engagement? 

 

4. Describe the process of bias remediation. How can this technique be used to develop 

positive relationships or create new ones? 

 

5. Describe some strategies that can be used to build positive teacher-student relationships. 

Choose one and describe its implementation in your classroom, as well as any barriers to 

implementation you may encounter. 
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6. Explain the Table Tennis game and why you would use this game to build positive 

student-student relationships. What would prevent you from using this game? 

 

7. How do you address bias in the classroom? What techniques can you use to address bias 

in the classroom? 
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Chapter 5 

Relevance 

_____________________ 

 

1. What is Relevance? Please describe the primary elements of relevance and explain why 

relevance is so crucial in the classroom? 

 

2. Please define the process that can be used to connect with and engage students’ interests. 

Explain each phase of this process and describe how they should be implemented in the 

classroom. 

 

3. Describe the other strategies the authors list that can be utilized to connect students to 

classroom content. Choose one and fully explain its implementation, as well as the way in 

which it uniquely connects students to the content.  

 

4. What are extensions and why do students need them? Please describe two ways that 

learning can be extended for students.  

 

5. What does it mean to “launch learning”? When should educators launch learning and 

how should they go about doing so? 

 



Loving What They Learn: Research-Based Strategies to Increase Student Engagement—Study 

Guide 

Copyright © 2020 by Solution Tree Press 

--11-- 

6. Is it possible for educators to utilize controversy in order to build interest in and 

connection to classroom material? If so, how? 
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Chapter 6 

Culture Change 

_____________________ 

 

1. Please define culture. How do the authors define it? What role does culture play in your 

school? Furthermore, is a school’s culture different from their norms? Why or why not? 

 

2. Does culture develop naturally or do educators build their school’s culture? If the latter is 

true, how do educators go about cultivating their school’s culture? 

 

3. Specifically, how do leaders influence school culture? Do they have a special influence 

over school culture? Why or why not? 

 

4. How does culture manifest in schools? Explain the three ways in which culture manifest 

itself. 

 

5. In your opinion, how and why should school culture be changed? How does culture 

change produce a learning environment that prioritizes student engagement and 

connection? 

 


