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Abstract

Students' engagement is pivotal in achieving institutional goals, particularly in low-cost private schools.
Therefore, teachers' interpersonal skills, digital skills, and professional development opportunities are crucial in
enhancing students' engagement and ensuring the effectiveness and sustainability of the schools. Consequently,
this study investigated predicting engagement among students in low-cost private schools in Lagos state: the
roles of teachers' interpersonal skills and professional development opportunities. The study answered one
research question and tested one hypothesis at a .05 significance level. The descriptive survey design was used
for the study; the population were 7,477 teachers and 14,647 SSS Il students in 1,046 low-cost private secondary
schools in Lagos State, who are members of the Association for Formidable Education Development. Stratified
and random sampling techniques were used to select 800 teachers and 1500 students. Four adapted instruments
were used for the study. The study's findings showed that the students had a high level of engagement. There
were significant joint and relative contributions of the teachers' interpersonal skills, digital skills, and
professional development opportunities to students' engagement. Based on the study's findings, it was
recommended, among others, that LCPS proprietors and administrators should encourage teachers in low-cost
schools to participate in professional development programmes.

Keywords: Low-Cost private school, Students’ engagement, Teachers’ interpersonal skills, Digital skills, and
Professional development opportunities

INTRODUCTION

Student engagement is a cornerstone of effective learning and academic success across educational settings.
Student engagement refers to students' psychological investment and active participation in their learning
process, encompassing behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,
2004). High levels of engagement have been linked to increased academic achievement, stronger school
connectedness, and lower dropout rates (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Wang & Eccles, 2013).
Engagement goes beyond mere attendance to encompass cognitive engagement, where students invest mental
energy in understanding the content, behavioural engagement, which includes participation in class and
adherence to academic norms, and emotional engagement, which refers to the emotional connection students feel
toward their learning and school (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). Oladejo, Oladejo, and Alabi (2018)
argue that the school environment and leadership styles significantly shape how students engage, suggesting that
engagement is not solely an individual attribute but a relational and environmental construct.

Low-cost private schools (LCPS) in Lagos State have proliferated in response to the growing demand for
affordable education options, especially among low-income families. In Lagos State, Nigeria, low-cost private
schools (LCPS) now educate over 60% of primary and secondary students from low- and middle-income
households, positioning themselves as indispensable actors in Nigeria’s pursuit of Sustainable Development Goal
4 (Ogwo, 2024; Outhred & Lipcan, 2021). These schools often operate with insufficient facilities and underpaid
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teaching staff, posing various challenges to maintaining student engagement (Harmé, 2011). Studies show that
teachers directly influence students' classroom experiences; their ability to build supportive relationships and
engage in ongoing professional development may directly impact students’ engagement (Roorda et al., 2011;
Pianta, Hamre, & Allen, 2012). Teachers’ interpersonal skills are central to creating a classroom experience
where students feel seen, heard, and motivated to learn. Pianta, Hamre, and Allen (2012) opined that students are
more likely to stay engaged and invested in their learning when teachers communicate clearly, show empathy,
and manage their classrooms effectively. These relational skills help foster meaningful teacher-student
connections, cultivating students' sense of belonging and purpose (Martin & Dowson, 2009). Adebayo and
Adeyemo (2019) established that the emotional and behavioural dynamics between teachers and students
significantly influence how engaged students feel, extending to their academic performance. Supported by
Akanbi (2021), a teacher’s ability to connect with students on both emotional and intellectual levels can be the
difference between academic progress and ongoing struggle. Nwachukwu and Ugwu (2019) stated that
maintaining discipline and nurturing positive relationships is important, especially in schools with high dropout
rates.

Similarly, teachers’ digital skills are becoming increasingly important for keeping students interested and
engaged in the classroom. Teachers skilled in digital tools can design more interactive lessons, including
different learning preferences, encouraging collaboration and deeper thinking (Tondeur et al., 2017).
Nevertheless, technology remains underutilised in many Nigerian classrooms, especially in LCPSs. Ololube
(2018) asserted that budget constraints often mean schools lack the infrastructure to support digital learning.
Still, teachers with strong digital skills can bring learning to life in more relevant and engaging ways for students
(Aguilar et al., 2019). Supporting teachers through continuous professional development is also critical. Regular
training allows teachers to refresh their knowledge, try new approaches, and grow in confidence (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017). Unfortunately, professional development is often inconsistent, particularly in LCPSs,
where funding is limited and structured training opportunities are rare (Oduolowu & Adebayo, 2019).

Statement of the Problem

LCPSs play a crucial role in providing educational access to households unable to afford expensive private
schools. Nevertheless, they face constrained finance, inadequate facilities, high teacher attrition, insufficient
instructional resources, insufficient training, and low salaries. These factors hinder the establishment of
classrooms where students are not merely present but actively engaged in their study. Engagement is essential for
students' academic achievement, emotional health, and sustained educational dedication. Students are more prone
to scholastic difficulties or withdrawal from school when they lack engagement. Cognitively disengaged students
may struggle to think critically or apply their knowledge. Also, emotionally disengaged students may frequently
experience a sense of disconnection from their school environments and derive less satisfaction from their
educational experience, potentially resulting in increased dropout rates or withdrawal from school activities.
Insufficient student engagement results in consequences that extend beyond academic performance, impacting
overall development, future opportunities, and well-being.

Objectives

This study examines the predictive roles of teachers’ interpersonal skills, digital skills, and professional

development opportunities in student engagement among senior secondary school students in low-cost private

schools in Lagos State. Specifically, the study set out to:

1. examine the level of students’ engagement in low-cost private secondary schools in Lagos State;

2. investigate the joint predictions of professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills and digital
skills to students’ engagement.

Research Question
1. What is the level of student engagement in low-cost private secondary schools in Lagos State?
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2. What are the joint predictions of professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills and digital
skills to students’ engagement?

Hypothesis
1. There are no significant joint contributions of professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills,
and digital skills to the predictions of students’ engagement.

Methodology

The descriptive survey research design was used for the study. The population of the study comprised 7,477
teachers and 14,647 SSS Il students in 1,046 low-cost private secondary schools in Lagos State, who are
members of the Association for Formidable Education Development (AFED). The sample size for this study
comprised 800 teachers and 1500 students in 200 LCPSs in Lagos. All the 20 Local Government Areas in the
State were involved in the study. The minimum sample size was determined using a sample size calculator
application. This gave a sample size of 380 and 389 for teachers and students respectively. However, this study
increased the sample size to 800 and 1500 for teachers and students respectively, to further enhance the external
validity of the study. The stratified sampling technique was used to select the number of participants and schools
for the study. The stratification was based on LGAs. The Simple random sampling technique was then used to
select a total 200 schools. The Simple random sampling technique was also used to select teachers and students
from each of the selected schools giving a total of 800 teachers and 1500 students as the participants of the study.
The instruments used for data collection were Professional Development Opportunities Scale (PDOS),
Interpersonal Skills Scale (1SS), Digital Skills Scale (DSS), and Students’ Engagement Scale (SES).

Results

The data collected were treated statistically using both descriptive and inferential statistics appropriate for each
of the stated research question and formulated hypothesis.

Answer Research Question

Research Question 1: What is the level of students’ engagement in low-cost private secondary school in Lagos
State?

Table 1

Level of Students’ Engagement of LCPS Students in Lagos State.

ITEMS Mean SD

| find the things we learn at school to be interesting. 3.90 0.30
Sometimes, | feel that learning can be dull. 3.73 0.59
I am not fond of my school. 3.60 0.80
I focus during lessons. 3.70 0.46
At school, I usually do just enough work to get by. 3.30 0.95
My thoughts often drift when | am in class. 2.95 0.97
If I do not understand a problem immediately, I review it until it makes sense.  3.50 0.74
When homework is challenging, | keep trying until I believe I have solved it. 3.33 0.98
While studying, | try to connect new information with my knowledge to 3.80 0.40
understand it better.

I think about how my study material could be helpful in everyday life. 3.65 0.53
When learning something new, | rephrase the concepts in my own words. 3.78 0.47
I try to see how different topics I learn at school relate to each other. 3.50 0.59
Grand Mean 3.56 0.74

Scale: A=Always; O=0Often: R=Rarely; N=Never;

Table 1 shows the mean scores of the responses of low-cost private secondary school students in Lagos.
Students’ responses were analysed and interpreted by means of mean scores. The level of students’ engagement
was classified into 4 categories namely: 1.00 - 1.99 = Very Low, 2.00 - 2.99 = Low, 3.00 - 3.49= High, 3.50 -



ISSN 2705-2559
Al-Hikmah Journal of Arts & Social Sciences Education, Vol. 6, No. 2, DECEMBER 2024
E-ISSN 2705-2567

4.00 = Very High. The analysis in table 6 indicated that the overall items mean score of 3.56 shows that the level
of students” engagement in LCPS was very high.

Test of Hypothesis One

The Research Question Two was transformed to hypothesis and tested in Hypothesis One.

Hou: There is no significant prediction of Teachers’ capacity (professional development opportunities,
interpersonal skills, and digital skills) to students’ engagements in low-cost private schools in Lagos State

Table 2:

Joint Contributions of Teachers’ Capacity to the Prediction of Students’ Engagement

Model R R Ad]. R= SD Errors of the EStimate  Durbin watson
a .069* .010 .012 4.08693 1.985

a. Predictors: (Constant), professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills, and digital SKiTl
b. Dependent Variable: Students’ Engagement

[ [ C CIS CapdcCIty U e predrcorr ol
students’ engagement in low-cost private secondary school Table 2 shows that the selected variables had
positive correlation with students’ engagement (R= .069). Also, the adjusted R? value of .012 indicated that the
selected variables jointly contributed 1.2% to the variance in students’ engagement of the LCPS. This implies
that the remaining 98.8% was due to residuals, which were those variables that were not part of teachers’
capacity. In order to determine whether or not the adjusted R? value obtained is significant, the Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) was conducted and the resulted is presented in Table 3.

Table 3

Analysis of Variance of the Regression of Teachers’ Capacity

fViodef Sum of Squares at Viean Score F Sig

Regression 63.884 3 21.2951.275 .0022

Residual  13295.616 796 16.703

Total 13359.500 799

a. Predictors: (Constant), professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills, and digital
skills

b. Dependent Variable: Students’ Engagement

From Table 3, the F-value of 1.275 at 3, 796 degrees of freedom was significant at .002 (p<.05). This means that
there was significant contribution of the selected variables of teachers’ capacity to students’ engagement in low-
cost private secondary schools. Thus, the null hypothesis which states that there is no significant prediction of
teachers’ capacity (professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills, and digital skills) to students’
engagements in low-cost private schools in Lagos State was rejected. This means that there was a joint and
significant contribution of the teachers’ capacity (professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills,
and digital skills) to students’ engagements in low-cost private schools. This implies that the obtained Adjusted
R? value was not due to chance. Table 4 presents the relative contributions of each of the variables of teachers’
capacity to students’ engagements in low-cost private secondary schools.

Table 4
Relative Contributions of Capacity to Students’ Engagements.
Coefficient?

Unstandardized Standardized
Model Coefficients Coefficients

B Std. Error Beta T Sig. Remarks
(Constant) 44.769 1.817 24.639 .000
Professional Development ¢, 039 060 1641 001 Sig.

Opportunities
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Interpersonal Skills .064 .039 .060 -1.641 .001 Sig.
Digital Skills .075 .059 .022 .000 .000 Sig.

a. Dependent Variable: Students’ Engagement

Table 4 indicates the relative contribution of each of the variables of teachers’ capacity to students’ engagements
in low-cost private secondary schools. These are listed in order of importance as follows: professional
development opportunities (B= .60; p=.001<.05), interpersonal skills (p= .60; p=.001<.05), and digital skills (=
.22, p=.000<.05). The variables of teachers’ capacity had varying degrees of contribution to students’
engagement in the secondary school.

Discussion of Findings

According to the findings of this research, students from low-cost private secondary schools were highly
engaged. This finding suggests that the intrinsic motivation for achievement among these students may
contribute to their level of engagement in school. According to Abdullah et al. (2012), students with high
intrinsic motivation are more likely to participate in academic duties even under suboptimal conditions. In low-
cost private schools, students may come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and education can
sometimes serve as a source of social mobility. This attitude may encourage students to stay focused on their
studies because they understand that education is necessary for enhancing their lives. The role of teachers in
developing intrinsic motivation is crucial. Teachers are essential in every way in fostering natural drive. Those
teachers who believe they can expect great things from all students and demonstrate interest in the subject may
instil a similar zeal and eagerness in their students (Martin & Dowson, 2009). The learning environment can be
considered one of the factors that influence the level of engagement in school. Wubbels et al. (2016) explained
that the condition of the classroom significantly influences student engagement. Teachers’ ability to foster a
positive and encouraging classroom environment in low-cost private schools may, to a certain extent, explain the
high level of engagement observed in those settings.

While the findings of this study indicate that professional development opportunities, interpersonal skills, and
digital skills highly predict student engagement, these three variables are crucial in enhancing the level of student
involvement. Given the developmental nature of the teaching-learning process, the issue of retaining teacher
competency has become increasingly important. Outdated pre-service training may have hindered teachers’
ability to engage students with contemporary teaching methods. This aligns with the perspective of Darling-
Hammond et al. (2017), who argue that PD is a continuous support process aimed at improving teaching
outcomes and, ultimately, student engagement. Continuous and interactive PD programmes targeting specific
areas and pedagogical strategies are more effective than one-time workshops (Kraft et al., 2018). Piper et al.
(2018) emphasised the importance of PD in fostering student-centred learning, where students are actively
engaged. PD programmes focusing on interactive teaching approaches, such as active, inquiry-based, and
collaborative learning, are particularly beneficial. These approaches are critical, especially in environments
where traditional teacher-centred methods struggle to capture students' attention (Kraft et al., 2018).

Teachers’ interpersonal skills are another predicting factor of students’ engagement. As Zhang and Zhang (2013)
demonstrated, a teacher’s ability to build emotional and social connections with students significantly influences
their level of engagement. When students feel their teachers care about and understand them, they are more
likely to participate actively in class. In support of the foregoing, Roorda et al. (2017) stated that classrooms built
on trust, mutual respect, and emotional support tend to foster stronger student engagement. In low-resource
settings, where students may face external stressors, these relational skills like empathy, clear communication,
and conflict resolution become even more vital (Nienaber et al., 2019; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Memon,
2007).

According to the findings of this study, digital skills also contribute to the prediction of engagement in LCPSs. In
today’s classrooms, using digital tools is not a luxury but a necessity. In support of this finding, Hatos et al.
(2022) and Dancsa et al. (2023) opined that teachers who are confident with technology can design more
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interactive and student-friendly learning experiences. Even in low-cost private schools’ atmosphere, where
resources are usually limited, teachers who can creatively use low-cost tools, like educational apps and online
content, can significantly improve how students engage with learning. Ndlovu and Mostert (2018) supported this
by stating that digital resources help make learning more personalised, collaborative, and accessible.

Conclusion

Overall, this study highlights the joint and relative contributions of teachers’ interpersonal skills, digital skills,
and professional development opportunities to student engagement in low-cost private schools in Lagos State.
Despite resource limitations and staffing challenges, students in these schools demonstrate high engagement
levels, possibly driven by intrinsic motivation and nurtured by teachers who create supportive, engaging learning
processes.

These findings reinforce the notion that when teachers are well-prepared, emotionally attuned, and equipped with
pedagogical and digital tools, they can positively influence how students engage in learning even under
challenging circumstances. Teacher quality, not just school infrastructure, remains a powerful lever for fostering
meaningful engagement and improving educational outcomes.

Recommendations

1.To further enhance students’ engagement in LCPSs, proprietors, administrators, and teachers should create a
supportive and inclusive classroom environment where students feel valued and respected. This will stimulate
students' interest in school activities, enabling them to succeed academically and contribute positively to
society and the economy.

2.Proprietors and administrators of low-cost private schools (LCPSs) should structure opportunities for
comprehensive professional development programmes that enhance teachers’ instructional, interpersonal, and
digital skills. These should include affordable training and mentorship programmes focused on innovative
teaching, effective classroom management, empathetic communication, and the integration of technology to
foster student engagement and improve learning outcomes.
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