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Abstract

This analysis argues for an interwoven perspective of motivation, engagement, agency, and action in
Online Writing Instruction (OWI) compiled from shared elements of empirical research in online
education, writing instruction, and especially student academic engagement in traditional classrooms,
where the research domain is comparatively mature. Engagement is the common element shared by
these domains. In online education research, engagement is sometimes understood through intentional
student actions. In writing instruction, engagement is commonly understood through human agency. In
academic settings, engagement can be seen as a foundational part of Self-Determination Theory, which
is comprised of cognitive, behavioral, and emotional engagement (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Educators
often find measures of engagement valuable because they are reliable predictors of student outcomes,
and they suggest a reasonable point of intervention for struggling students. A measure of agentic
engagement, which describes the extent to which a student exerts agency to personalize a learning
experience, could add value to measures of engagement, especially in OWI where actions and agency
are integral to student success. In addition, a focus on engagement and intervention/remediation may
offer an opportunity for students to succeed in learning online, not just in OWI, which is a valued skill in
the workplace.
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1. Introduction

In this paper, we explore an action-theoretical model of engagement comprised of cognitive, behavioral,
emotional, and agentic engagement where agentic engagement may add to the predictive power of
Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) in both online education and writing instruction. Agentic
engagement may help clarify power and control in the classroom as well as contribute to an
understanding of how student voices are heard, which can help teachers and administrators understand
student experiences and perspectives (Reeve and Tseng, 2011, Yazzie-Mintze, 2010). Because online
education and student reading/writing are highly agentic actions, both measurement and application of
agentic engagement in online writing instruction are important to student success. The action-
theoretical model, with its action perspective, suggests that the most successful interventions occur
where variables affecting student outcomes are alterable (Fredricks, Blumenfeldt, & Paris, 2004). To this
end, an action-theoretical model of engagement may facilitate successful interventions in online writing
instruction by providing an early warning system, framing effective interventions, and supporting
“learning to learn” in online education.

2. Engagement in the action-theoretical model of SDT
2.1 Self-determination theory: Motivation, engagement, and actions

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a framework through which educators may be able to reliably predict
the motivation a student feels toward academic tasks. According to SDT, humans are active and growth-
oriented organismic creatures; therefore, human actions are inclined toward satisfying three
fundamental growth-oriented needs: autonomy (the need to control oneself and one's destiny),
competence (the need to feel effective in the social and physical world), and relatedness (the need to
belong) (Deci and Ryan, 1985, Deci and Ryan, 2000, Ryan and Deci, 2000). Humans are motivated to
satisfy these needs through actions of varying intensities, measured by engagement.

Engagement in SDT describes the nature and intensity of actions that mediate human contexts and
outcomes. In fact, a research study by Connell and Wellborn (1991) found engagement to be the
mediator between a student's context and their outcomes. The study originated in the newly developed
Self-System Model of Motivational Development in which student engagement was found to be
optimized if the three fundamental organismic needs of SDT (autonomy, competence, and relatedness)
are met. This finding was later supported by other researcher studies including Appleton et al., 2006,
Fredricks et al., 2004, Furrer and Skinner, 2003, Patrick et al., 1993, Skinner and Belmont, 1993, Skinner
et al., 20093, Skinner et al., 2009b; and Reeve & Tseng, 2011.

Fundamental needs in an action-theoretical model of SDT are satisfied through human actions. Human
actions in SDT are not simply behaviors; instead, they are defined though an action perspective
(Brandtstadter, 1998), which suggests they are part of a larger motivational system that includes the
agent (i.e., the self), the intentional behavior (the action), the desired end (the goal), and a way to
mediate between the agent and the goal (Skinner et al., 1988a, Skinner et al., 1988b). Therefore, a
human action is a behavior (a physical gesture) plus the emotions, intentions, and goals associated with
it (Skinner et al., 2008, Skinner et al., 2009b, Skinner et al., 2009a, Skinner and Pitzer, 2012). Take, for
example, the behavior of two students raising a hand during class. They are exhibiting the same
observable behavior, yet one student's goal could be to add to the class discussion, while another's
could be to obtain permission to leave the room. The construct of action allows a distinction between



these same behaviors. Thus, according to SDT, engagement manifests in action and is driven by
fundamental human needs. There are other motivational theories besides SDT (Wigfield, Eccles, Roeser,
& Schiefele, 2008a), but they all have, as a set of target actions, descriptors of engagement, so it could
be said that some type of engagement is present in all motivational theories, even when not specified
(Skinner et al., 2009).

2.2 Online education: Actions and engagement

The actions of the SDT model play an especially large role in online education, but their definition is less
clear than in face-to-face education. In online education, observable intentional behavior may be
particularly high compared to observable unintentional behavior. For example, logging on to a learning
management system (LMS), downloading a document, submitting a document for review, and posting to
an online discussion board are all observable, intentional actions; however, the student emotions about
the actions are unobservable and, thus, unclear. In addition, it is unclear whether course-related non-
verbal behaviors such as hand gestures, tone of voice, or body movements meet the definition of an
action because they are not observable even though there may be course-related emotions, intentions,
and goals associated with them. For example, in the case of an online student failing to submit an
assignment to the class Dropbox, the emotions, intentions, and goals associated with this action can be
less obvious than when a student in a face-to-face course comes to class with incomplete homework.
According to SDT, the behaviors in the online course would be actions, but fewer of their attributes are
known. These ambiguities can make intervention difficult, and the extent to which online learning
strains (or even invalidates) the action-theoretical nature of an SDT model is unclear.

2.3 Online writing instruction: Agency and engagement

While student academic engagement can be defined as the quality of participation in academic work,
agency can be seen as the potential for achieving this level of quality. Indeed, agency can be viewed
from the social cognitive perspective as “the capacity to exercise control over one's own thought
processes, motivation, and action” (Bandura, 1989, p. 1175). Hence, agentic behavior describes the way
in which humans intentionally, and with forethought, regulate and reflect on their behavior (Bandura,
2001). Agency may play an especially large role in online education because agentic behavior is
particularly high, while unintentional communication is particularly low. In fact, nearly all
communication in online learning takes place as an action through which a student conveys agency with
intentional and purposeful behavior (Bandura, 1977, Kuutti, 1995, Mantovani, 1996).

If online learning is agentic, it follows that OWI must be especially agentic, because students exert a high
degree of control over their choices (topics, genres, digital tools, etc.) in reading and writing instruction
(Basharina, 2009, Lindgren and McDaniel, 2012, Schunk, 2003, Schunk and Schwartz, 1993, Schunk and
Zimmerman, 2007, Zimmerman and Bandura, 1994). From the perspective of Michael G. Moore's Theory
of Transactional Distance (1993) where dialog describes interactions among teacher, learner, and
curriculum, “Dialog is purposeful, constructive, and valued by each party” (Moore, 1993, p. 24). In other
words, dialog is agentic in nature.



3. Intervention and remediation in OWI
3.1 The effect of alterable variables

Research on the role of engagement for struggling students in online and face-to-face education often
focuses on predicting which students may struggle, identifying quickly those who do have trouble, and
implementing interventions to re-engage and support students. Even though it may be academically
interesting to identify all reasons why a student succeeds or fails at school, alterable variables, in
particular, are likely to be most valuable to educators because this is information they can actually use
for intervention (Skinner et al., 2009b, Skinner et al., 2009a).

Finn and Voelkl (1993) undertook an effort to identify and use alterable variables for intervention in a
motivational system study of at-risk eighth graders in public schools across the country. The study
resulted in a list of factors predictive of high school completion, which was then separated into status
predictor variables and alterable variables. Status predictor variables were unchangeable, such as
socioeconomic status (SES) of the community, student ethnicity, and gender. Alterable variables, on the
other hand, were behavioral engagement indicators and institutional policy variables, such as
preparation for class (behavioral) and rigid rule systems in the school (institutional). Alterable variables
were identified because they were considered amenable to change or more readily influenced by the
student's context of teachers, families, and peers. Positive outcomes of the study were significantly
lower absenteeism and better classroom participation (also validated by Sinclair, Christenson, Lehr, &
Anderson, 2003). This practice appeals to researchers interested in the influence of student context and
self-management systems (such as time management and organization) (Skinner et al., 2008) as well as
practitioners, who may prefer to concentrate their efforts on factors within their control (see Rosenthal,
1998). Alterable variables are fewer in number in an online course when compared to a face-to-face
course. Consider the physical classroom, which is a teacher-alterable facilitator variable. The teacher can
ensure the actions that take place in that atmosphere are enjoyed in a friendly, ordered, and
comfortable place for students. Online learning, by contrast, can be consumed from anywhere—such a
place as distracting as a loud train station to a relatively calm and quiet office. Thus, the teacher has
little opportunity to alter the student's physical environment and make it more conducive to learning.
Through the lens of SDT, online education appears to operate on less precisely defined actions and offer
fewer alterable variables, so it would offer different opportunities for identifying and quantifying
engagement. Most researchers agree that learning is not possible without student engagement (Skinner
& Pitzer, 2012), so understanding student and teacher control over engagement is magnified.

3.2 The construct of agentic engagement

Considering the outsized role of agency in OWI, it seems logical that any engagement measure that
facilitates intervention and remedial action must consider the contribution of agency to engagement. As
such, recent research outcomes from a study by Johnmarshall Reeve and Ching-Mei Tseng (2011) may
have combined the two in a way that can be useful in OWI. Reeve and Tseng developed a model of
student academic engagement that is comprised of cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and agentic
engagement. Most recent research in the measurement of student engagement confirms that models of
cognition, behavior, and emotion are stable and empirically validated, but the addition of agentic
engagement is new and has specific implications for agency in OWI.



In both the empirically validated model and Reeve and Tseng's model, cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional engagement are defined similarly. Cognitive engagement is meant to measure the degree to
which students use their own specific learning strategies in a learning situation. Behavioral engagement
measures persistence, attention, and active effort to stay on task. Emotional/affective engagement
measures a learner's attitude toward the learning task, mood, and enthusiasm (Fredricks et al., 2004,
Reeve and Lee, 2013). Agentic engagement describes the extent to which a student asserts agency to
intentionally, constructively, and proactively try to personalize the content, conditions, and
circumstances of their learning experience. Unlike cognitive, behavioral, or emotional engagement,
agentic engagement does not flow one way from the student. Instead, agentic engagement measures
the extent to which the receiver of an action modifies their response, and the communication continues
in a circular way. As such, an instructor may modify the teaching style from controlling to autonomy-
supportive in response to a student's attempt to personalize, enrich, or otherwise constructively modify
the learning experience dialectically (Reeve, 2013, Skinner and Belmont, 1993).

Agentic engagement has been used in a variety of studies about traditional brick-and-mortar students
(Cheon et al., 2012, Eren, 2013, Reeve, 2013, Reeve and Tseng, 2011), but it may not be well known in
online education. In OWI, measuring agentic engagement could clarify how online student voices are
heard and how students exercise constructive control over learning processes, which may provide a
better picture of how students really act, interact, and engage in the online classroom.

4. The application of agentic engagement in OWI

Measures of engagement are key to successful interventions. They are widely accepted by educators as
both useful and actionable information. According to the research we have reviewed in this article,
instructors can be effective in both their interventions and remediation by focusing their time on
activities correlated with alterable variables (Finn and Voekel, 1993; Sinclair et al., 2003). In addition,
adding agentic engagement to the cognitive/behavioral/emotional model may specialize engagement
for OWI or for online courses in general where agentic behavior is particularly prevalent. Unfortunately,
however, translating these theories into pedagogical actions can be problematic. For one thing, theorists
caution against using a single “right” way to improve student motivation (Pintrich, 2003) or trying to
match a type of engagement against a particular activity because there are overlapping areas of student
academic engagement, and the nomenclature is still developing (Appleton et al., 2008, Christenson et
al., 2012, Pintrich, 2003, Skinner et al., 2009b, Skinner et al., 2009a). As well, a list of alterable variables
based on actions in OWI, or online education in general, has yet to be developed. Even so, actions based
on this research could facilitate the following advantages: (a) more effective early warning and first-
response systems for OWI courses, (b) a supportive framework in the design of efficient interventions,
and (c) effective support for learning to learn in online education.

4.1 Effective early warning system and first-response

Engagement measures that register an early warning system for struggling students are especially
helpful in OWI courses, and first-response interventions that encourage agentic engagement may re-
engage students more quickly. An early warning system can be as simple as a pre-course self-
assessment of each student's agentic behavior habits, writing skills, and prior experience with online
education, which studies have shown to be a predictor of success in online education (Brett, 2004;
Carpenter et al., 2004; Sun and Rueda, 2012; Warnock, 2009). Early warning is especially crucial in OWI



where a student can begin passive withdrawal (Simpson, 2004) and disengagement from a class long
before missing an assignment, which is an observable action and a common intervention point. Indeed,
by the time an OWI teacher suspects difficulty, a student could be fully disaffected and much more
difficult to re-engage. Passive withdrawal is especially troublesome in an OWI class where writing
assignments are built from draft to draft, making it easier to fall behind. Passive withdrawal in OWI
could signal a “thrive and dive” behavior observed in research findings from Sapp and Simon (2005)
where undergraduate OWI students either completed the course with high grades or failed the course
entirely, or it could be related to difficulty with time management, technology issues, or even typing skill
(which, in our experience, hinders a surprising number of students). Measures of student engagement
could offer an opportunity for intervention before a student reaches the “dive” stage. To enhance this
early warning system, OWI teachers might consider collaborating with other teachers to document
common early warning indicators, especially those observed in thrive/dive situations. In face-to face
courses, this collaboration was suggested by Frazelle and Nagel (2015) as a way to keep a record of early
warning indicators and interventions that were implemented to track their effectiveness.

In response to an early warning system, agentic intervention strategies in OWI can help re-engage
students by supporting their specialized needs. Research indicates that teachers respond to student
disaffection with a withdrawal of support and/or increasingly coercive behavior, which can worsen the
situation (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). If teachers can consider engagement as a “habit of being” rather than
a personality trait or a reflection of their teaching skills, it may be easier to react to disaffection with
empathy and meaningful support (Furrer and Skinner, 2003, Sinclair et al., 2003, Skinner and Pitzer,
2012). To encourage agency in re-engagement, a teacher can contact the student proactively (Simpson,
2004) and learn what is the nature of the student's disaffection, then personalize the intervention
accordingly and offer appropriate autonomy support (Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, & Barch, 2004).

Even pre-early warning systems strategies can encourage agency in online writing students. Indeed, it is
preferable to plan ahead for variability in individual students instead of creating specialization as a
course progresses (Meyer et al., 2014, Oswal, 2015). A Position Statement of Principles and Example
Effective Practices for OWI, Principle 1 states, “Online writing instruction should be universally inclusive
and accessible” (CCCC OWI Committee, 2013, Hewett, 2015, p. 38). Accessibility is described in the
context of students with learning disabilities, and inclusion is described in the context of non-traditional
or underserved students; however, strong student preferences can affect learning as well, especially for
first-time online students. Providing multimodal course content is recommended to facilitate
accessibility and inclusion, and it supports planning for variability as well, which benefits all learners
(Hewett & DePew, 2015). For example, OWI is a text-heavy endeavor. Thus, students with visual
impairments will likely use accessible technology, such as a screen reader; however, students without
visual impairments usually do not have access to screen readers, but they may prefer to hear text being
read to them rather than reading it. Offering an audio version or audio/textual version of text-based
lectures (or even a version with pictures) can lower anxiety for students with strong learning
preferences for content other than text. Anxiety can lower learning potential and motivation, preventing
students from expressing agency through engagement with learning material. Indeed, according to
Meyer and Rose (2005), “students for whom printed text is just not an optimal medium can also become
disaffected in a print-centric classroom. These students may flourish when provided with other
presentational and expressive options, such as multimedia or the arts” (p. 3). In our own work, we have
found the CAST UDL Book Builder an excellent option for quick and easy screen-reading capabilities. In



addition, SoftChalk <http://softchalk.com/> is a development platform that we found fairly easy to
master, which also provides the ability to create lectures with text-to-voice options (with an add-on) as
well as the ability to easily create formative assessments in many formats to support individual
variability in students. A 30-day free trail is offered on the Softchalk website.

4.2 Effective interventions

Interventions grounded in SDT and developed in response to alterable variables can be an effective use
of a teacher's time and effort in OWI because they enable teachers to alter their autonomy supports for
individual students to facilitate the development of their own inner motivational resources. For
example, a teacher might support the development of writing competency by requesting more drafts
from a student struggling with grammar, or a teacher might suggest supportive L2 technology to English
language learning students. In OWI, a LMS can allow multiple assignment submissions and offer
grammar/spelling/language supports discretely, which protects the privacy and dignity of individual
students. As a pre-intervention strategy, an instructor may consider separating the assessment of
researching and organizing content (invention and arrangement) from grammar mechanics (style)
throughout the semester, even marking them in different documents. This might be especially useful in
expository writing. That way all students, especially English language learners and students who struggle
with grammar may gain confidence from the assessment of their other abilities and benefit from
grammar scaffolds throughout the semester.

Electronic discussion board activity, especially, may benefit from effective interventions. In fact,
research outcomes suggest that moderation/facilitation is needed in online discussions to push
conversations beyond agreement and affirmation, which can often be a comfort zone for less
experienced online learners (Kanuka, 2011, Kanuka et al., 2007). These surface-level discussions are
often characterized by an initial post followed by several “I agree” responses. They can be addressed by
personalizing a discussion, or enlarging a conversation to include more content/students. Following is a
list of discussion board interventions that are supported by research or that we have found successful in
teaching online. This is by no means an exhaustive list, and many instructors may find they instinctively
use agentic interventions in OWI simply because they work. In fact, we often reflect on interventions
that work particularly well in OWI, and it seems quite apparent how agentic engagement influenced the
outcomes.

e Require a short biography of each student, and use it to encourage student agency by bringing
the student's experiences, interests, preferences, choices, and curiosity into the discussion. A
picture/avatar can be requested as well for further personalization (Mason, 2011, Reeve et al.,
2004).

e If students are discussing the same things on different posts, refer them to the other by name. If
students interact with each other, they will be more invested in the discussion board (Mason,
2011).

e Use discussion board facilitation as an opportunity to model quality in writing (Warnock, 2009)
and quality in discussion participation. In our experience, students will often notice the cadence
of instructor posts, and use it as a model for their own responses. For example, if the instructor
reply begins with, “Thank you for your thoughtful ideas about public writing and social media,
Andrea...,” students will often duplicate this beginning in their own responses. As well, results
from a study by Shea and Bidjerano (2009) suggested students develop a more confident



cognitive presence on the discussion board when it is actively facilitated by the instructor
because it provides a model for behavior.

e Ask a question of a particular student, and then open the question to all students. (“What do
you think of that?” “If anyone else has used this, post your experience, so we can all learn from
it”). Enlarging the question may help prevent the students from thinking that some answers are
more correct than others, which can happen in a facilitated online discussion (Mason, 2011).

e Some research studies suggest that activities associated with case-studies and debates are
particularly useful in encouraging higher-order learning in online education, but students may
hesitate to challenge one another. Instructor intervention may be necessary to encourage
student agency by clarifying points of view or presenting possible opposing ideas (Kanuka, 2011,
Kanuka et al., 2007).

e Ask students to list ideas, examples, or solutions from their own experience, and then keep a
combined list in another post citing each student by name after their contributions. This is an
effective way to acknowledge student contributions as well as creating a running list for future
student reference.

e Change the title of the reply to draw in more readers/writers and add variety to the board. That
way, a student can see where their ideas may fit just by scanning the board. In our experience,
students will begin using this practice as well after the instructor models it.

Judicious instructor facilitation can nurture student inner motivational resources, which support gradual
autonomy on a discussion board; however, instructors must be alert for unexpected results, such as
progressively fewer and shorter posts by students (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2003).

4.3 Effective support of learning to learn in online education (metacognition)

Agentic engagement is required for the metacognitive task of revising and collaborating on a written
text and reflecting on one's own learning (Sitko, 1998). Unlike writing courses in which printed
documents are exchanged for feedback, comments in OWI are digital and textual (Hewett, 2010).
Comments may remain in the document while the writer builds an argument from draft to draft, so they
can self-evaluate their process. Students can even comment on comments, creating a two-way
exchange. In a peer-reviewed document, an instructor can easily see what parts of the critique were
integrated into the next draft (Hewett, 2010, Warnock, 2014). This ongoing conversation provides
teachers and students with a purposeful, constructive, valued, and readable dialog, which is
characteristic of agentic engagement. Though digital dialog is not exclusive to OWI (Purcel, Buchanan, &
Friedreich, 2013Purcell et al., 2013), it is necessary to OWI, which would not be possible without digital
writing tools. Agentic engagement is also required in metacognitive intervention strategies, such as
tutoring (Frazelle & Nagel, 2015) and peer review (Hewett, 2010, Warnock, 2009).

Another possible opportunity for learning to learn online may be for students to learn to present
material to an audience using technology as a mediator. A possible summative project for OWI students
to encourage the development of agency in developing writers might be to research material on a topic
of their choice, to be presented in a synchronous online meeting with a text-based question/answer
period following. Most students have some anxiety about in-class public speaking, but in our experience,
these same students feel more positive and less anxious about using technology to mediate their
presentation using slides and their computer. A positive experience with an online presentation such as
this can act as a scaffold for future in-person presentations through confidence gained, and the



question/answer period offers them a chance for agentic engagement where students and the
presenter direct the conversation.

Agentic engagement may also be facilitated in an intervention triggered by issues with student self-
regulation in the OWI course. These self-regulation supports could be:

e For a student struggling with time management and meeting deadlines, a teacher could add
structure to an assignment by requiring multiple check-in milestones before a due date.

e To model time management and increase a sense of belonging, a teacher might assign a student
mentor who will contact a struggling student proactively and offer to exchange drafts for
informal peer review.

e To build a sense of academic resilience, a teacher might offer opportunities for individual
students to recover from failures, such as revising and re-submitting papers.

An OWI teacher should not hesitate to offer tips for online learning success throughout the course and
use low-risk/low-stress opportunities to ensure everyone is comfortable with the LMS. For example, a
short online quiz on the content of the syllabus may sound too easy, but it requires the student to
download or view the syllabus and take an online test—two important skills in any LMS. Similar tasks of
small point value to the course can be carried out for turning in work and using an online discussion
board. If students can physically try these tasks before deadlines are looming, their increased confidence
may enable better quality engagement.

If agentive engagement is, indeed, a new and distinct way to more precisely measure engagement,
online education may benefit from measuring. It may be considered in effective early warning and first-
response systems, as a supportive and efficient framework for interventions, and as an assessment of
metacognition for students to reflect on.

5. Areas of critique and query

Areas of concern and future query about the use of agentic engagement measurements in online
education, especially online writing instruction, remain. They include:

e Aresearch study similar to Finn and Rock (1997), Finn and Voelkl (1993) and Skinner et al.
(2009a) is needed to list and analyze the observable actions in online education.

e Research studies about student academic engagement are numerous, but few address domain-
specific engagement and autonomy support, such as math engagement, science engagement,
reading engagement, etc. (Crippen, Archambault, & Kern, 2013; Kim et al., 2014; Kong et al.,
2003, Wigfield et al., 2008b). More research is needed in instruments to measure engagement
in domain-specific online courses (Fredricks and McColsky, 2012, Su and Reeve, 2011).

e How can online teachers discern between engagement and compliance in OWI, especially when
a student meets deadlines and scores satisfactorily on assessments. In other words, the student
behavior appears engaged, but the instructor does not know the student is emotionally
disaffected (Patrick et al., 1993, Skinner et al., 2009a). How can online teachers discern between
disaffection and anxiety (Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl, 1995)?

e Adding a new construct, such as agentive engagement, to the cognitive/behavioral/emotional
model of engagement likely affects the relationships among the constructs significantly (Betts,



2012). How does this manifest in online classes that require more student agency, like OWI,
compared to classes that may require less, such as mathematics?

e How does agentic engagement differ in synchronous and asynchronous courses or online
discussions (Brett, 2004, Mason, 2011, McBrien et al., 2009, Skinner, 2009)?

e What is the best use of interventions in online writing instruction (Hewett, 2010, Stella and
Corry, 2013)?

e What empirical research designs may be more successful when studying online engagement
(Bernard, Abrami, Lou, & Borokhovski, 2004)?

6. Conclusion

Academic engagement from an action perspective can be a responsive and malleable construct that
creates an environment where all students can be successful, not just students with particular contexts
and abilities (Klem and Connell, 2004, Skinner et al., 2008, Pintrich, 2003). Indeed, where online learning
was once recommended especially for students who were independent learners, intrinsically motivated,
or self-starters, we now find education technology ubiquitous in society, and all students should have an
equal opportunity to learn how to use it. In fact, Susan Lowes (2013) observed that online education
research may be turning away from screening out students without particular personality/success traits
or motivational styles and increasingly toward growing all students into successful online learners
through experience. At any rate, with the rapid growth of online learning, it is likely students of all
abilities will try online education at some point. Instead of requiring particular learner traits or contexts,
online instructors and course designers could focus instead on engagement factors (cognitive,
behavioral, emotional/affective, and agentic) that may be independent of learner traits or contexts. This
focus is a way of using online learning to “meet them where they are” and provide intervention,
support, and remediation to ensure student success. Perhaps a focus on engagement, and especially
agentic engagement, may provide insight to online learning in general. Online writing instruction, where
student agency is inherently high, may particularly benefit from the action perspective as an early
warning system for interventions or as a guide for effective interventions and “learning to learn” in
online education. Although much is still unknown about the role of agentic engagement in OWI, a model
of engagement that includes agentic engagement is a possible approach.
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