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ABSTRACT 

A hierarchical multiple regression was used to explore the relation between student 

engagement and overall college GPA.  Specifically, the following three forms of student 

engagement were examined: (a) academic behavioral; (b) cognitive; and (c) emotional. 

Partial support was found for the current study’s hypotheses. Composite ACT scores 

were found to be a significant predictor of overall college GPA at each step in the model.  

None of the academic behavioral engagement variables were found to be significant 

predictors of college GPA. Regarding cognitive engagement predictor variables, task 

value was a significant predictor of college GPA and extrinsic motivation had a 

significant, negative relation with college GPA. Regarding emotional engagement 

predictor variable, family support was found to have a significant negative relation with 

college GPA. The full model that contained previous achievement (ACT composite 

scores) and all of the student engagement predictor variables (academic behavioral, 

cognitive, and emotional) explained 81% of the variance in self-reported college GPA. 

  



 

iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES………………………………………………………………...... vii 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………... 1 

  Overview…………………………………………………………………………... 1 

  Cognitive Factors Affecting Academic Success…………………………………... 3 

  Other Factors Affecting Academic Success………………………………………. 4 

    Motivation………………………………………………………………………... 7 

      Types of motivation…………………………………………………………….. 8 

      Relation to academic success…………………………………………………… 9 

    Student engagement……………………………………………………………… 10 

      Academic behavioral engagement……………………………………………… 10 

         Study skills……………………………………………………………………. 11 

         Time and study environment management…………………………………… 12 

         Metacognitive self-regulation………………………………………………… 12 

      Cognitive engagement………………………………………………………….. 13 

         Goal orientation…………………………………………………………….. 14 

         Control, relevancy, and value………………………………………………… 14 

      Emotional engagement…………………………………………………………. 15 

         Self-efficacy………………………………………………………………… 15 

         Social support………………………………………………………………… 16 

  Summary…………………………………………………………………………... 17 



 

v 

  Purpose………………………………………………………………………......... 19 

    Hypothesis……………………………………………………………………….. 19 

      Hypothesis 1…………………………………………………………………..... 19 

      Hypothesis 2…………………………………………………………………..... 19 

      Hypothesis 3……………………………………………………………………. 19 

      Hypothesis 4……………………………………………………………………. 19 

CHAPTER II: METHODS…………………………………………………………. 21 

  Participants………………………………………………………………………... 21 

  Measures…………………………………………………………………………... 21 

    Demographic questionnaire……………………………………………………… 21 

      Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire………………………………. 22 

      Student Engagement Instrument………………………………………………... 22 

         Academic behavioral engagement…………………………………………… 22 

         Cognitive engagement……………………………………………………… 24 

         Emotional engagement……………………………………………………… 26 

  Procedure………………………………………………………………………….. 27 

CHAPTER III: RESULTS………………………………………………………….. 28 

CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION……………………………………………………... 32 

  Limitations………………………………………………………………………… 33 

  Future Direction…………………………………………………………………… 34 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………... 36 



 

vi 

APPENDICES………………………………………………………………………  52 

  APPENDIX A: IRB Approval…………………………………………………….. 53 

 

  



 

vii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1. Hierarchal multiple regression predicting self-reported college GPA 29 

 

 



1 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Academic success, and success in general, can mean many different things to 

different people. People from different backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses, and 

ethnicities grow from adolescents to young adults, making conscientious decisions to 

further their education by attending college contingent upon various reasons (Phinney, 

Dennis, & Osorio, 2006). A college degree can be very beneficial to those who wish to 

further their education and start careers that will lead to high achievement. Success is not 

a ready-made notion that can be achieved quickly. According to Stockard and Engelmann 

(2010) the road to success begins in early childhood. Research supports that reading is 

fundamental to early success and success throughout life (Stockard & Engelmann, 2010). 

Specifically, these authors noted that individuals who are successful readers in first grade 

go on to be more successful than fellow peers who struggle within that area. Although 

early reading is a predecessor to long-term success, it is not the only variable that predicts 

this outcome. Success, within the academic arena, is best described as the constant 

development of an individual (personal growth), while simultaneously striving to reach 

educational goals (Cuseo, 2007).  

Defining student success can be subjective undertaking. Success among college 

students is perceived differently depending on individual differences, traits, gender, and 

other characteristics that make people unique (Ackerman, Kanfer, & Beier, 2013). Cuseo 

(2007), defines student success as being able to harness intellectual abilities, while also 
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maintaining emotional and spiritual control with the purpose and intent of reaching a 

desired goal. Accomplishing anticipated outcomes, within an academic setting, 

constitutes being successful (e.g., Cuseo, 2007). Within primary and secondary 

education, grade point average (GPA) status among students has been found to predict 

graduation rates, employment rates, and overall success within life (Downey, Lomas, 

Billings, Hansen, & Stough, 2014). According to Downey and colleagues (2014) students 

with higher college GPA’s tended to live more lucrative lives, whereas those with lower 

GPA’s were more at risk for substance abuse, suicide, unemployment, and were even 

more susceptible to developing psychological disorders. Students who felt that they had 

more control over their lives tend to do better in school, leading them to be more 

successful (Perry, Hladkyj, Pelletier, & Pekrun, 2001). 

As society moves forward in using more technology in varying fields, higher 

levels of education are being required of high school graduates (Leef, 2006). The ability 

to learn and display specific computer skills and different technological capabilities are 

becoming necessary traits for being hired in today’s workforce. Research supports the 

notion that more students in this upcoming generation are going back to school to obtain 

higher educational statuses; 0 of 10 high school graduates, 7 will go on to pursue a 

college degree (Leef, 2006). High school students are now deciding to go to college in 

order to be able to compete in today’s market. A survey from UCLA Higher Education 

Research Institute found that among 192,912 first year students, 88% of them stated that 

obtaining a better job was part of their reason for going back to school; 75% stated that 

they chose to go back to make more money upon graduating.  



3 

 

Cognitive Factors Affecting Academic Success 

Intelligence has been reported to account for ¼ of what it means to be 

academically successful among students (Downey et al., 2014). According to past 

research, intelligence is the most widely supported aspect of predicting success and 

achievement among students (Di Domenico & Fournier, 2015; Duckworth, Matthews, 

Kelly, & Peterson, 2007; Gottfredson, 1997). College success is based on information 

obtained as well as how well a student is able to connect current information with 

information that has previously been learned. Foundational skills serve as building blocks 

to further expand cognitive abilities students possess (Hannon & Daneman, 2014).  In 

order to be able to build and expand one’s knowledge base, prior knowledge has to be 

present (Garcia-Almeida, Hernández-López, Ballesteros, & De Saá-Pérez, 2012). 

Research practitioners often classify prior knowledge as crystallized intelligence (Beier & 

Ackerman, 2005). Crystallized intelligence can be further defined as knowledge that has 

been attained through educational and life experiences. Not only should students have 

access to prior knowledge and be able to expound upon it, but they should be able to 

integrate it with new information while also building new connections in order to 

problem solve and think critically. The process of being able to reason and work through 

tasks is known as fluid intelligence (Blanch, 2015; Husin, Santos, Ramos, & Nordin, 

2013).   

Colleges often look at a variety of criteria, some of which include high school 

measures that are put in place to gauge how likely a student will be able to succeed in 

completing educational requirements in order to obtain a degree (e.g., Harackiewicz, 
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Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008). Keels (2013) found that academic 

success is strongly related to outcomes from tests such as the ACT, SAT, as well as high 

school grades. Typically, academic success in college has been measured by graduation 

rates (on schedule) as well as the ability of an individual to cope and deal with distressing 

events (e.g., Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro 2013). A meta-analysis conducted by Trapmann 

Hell, Hirn, and Schuler (2007) found there was a strong relationship between school 

grades and measures of academic success in college. In another  meta-analysis, 

researchers found that when comparing first year GPAs of college students and the 

retention rate among their second year of attendance, GPA (p = .58, r = .47) and ACT (p 

= .51, r = .38) scores were moderately correlated with academic performance (Westrick, 

Le, Robbins, Radunzel, & Schmidt, 2015).  

Other Factors Affecting Academic Success 

Success is a broad concept that is often affected by several variables (e.g., 

Harackiewicz et al., 2008). There are factors that contribute to levels of success among 

college students that do not coincide with the traditional factors that have been previously 

used to measure success (Keels, 2013). While intellectual ability and achievement are 

focal points of academic success, success is not restricted to only possessing cognitive or 

academic abilities (e.g., Cuseo, 2007; Trapman et al., 2007). It is important to note that 

internal as well as external influences can and often do account for student achievement 

(Keels, 2013; Trapma et al., 2007; Van Etten, Pressley, McInerney, & Liem, 2008). 

Van Etten and colleagues (2008) defined internal factors to be those that are 

attributable to the student’s characteristics. This includes expectations, beliefs about 
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learning, and feelings. There are many facets of internal characteristics and several ways 

they can affect the growth and development of students (Yoshitake, Matsumoto, 

Murohashi, Furusho, & Sugawara, 2012). For example, personal interests play crucial 

roles in determining success rates within people (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 2008). 

Students tend to focus and become more involved in subjects that are enticing to them. 

College students who become bored within classes, while also experiencing apathy, tend 

to have higher dropout rates than those who are genuinely interested in the subject matter 

they are being exposed to (e.g., Acee, et al., 2015).  

Optimism and pessimism also are internal factors that could affect the rate of 

success among college students (e.g., Fernández-González, González-Hernández, & 

Trianes-Torres, 2015; Ruthig, Haynes, Stupnisky, & Perry, 2009). According to Ruthig 

and colleagues (2009) optimism can described as the ability to cope effectively, while 

simultaneously maintaining the belief that one can be successful in the midst of an 

aversive situation. High levels of optimism have been shown to serve as a line of defense 

from depression, stress, and underachievement in college students (e.g., O’Conner & 

Cassidy, 2007; Ruthig, et al., 2009). Pessimism refers to the notion of being excessively 

negative, including engaging in self-handicapping behavior as well as setting 

unrealistically low expectations (Martin, Marsh, Williamson, & Debus, 2003).    

External factors can be defined as those that affect one’s academic abilities 

through various situations (e.g., Van Etten, et al., 2008). External factors include social 

issues, college environment, as well as extracurricular activities. From an ecological 

standpoint external influences, such as economic factors and cultural factors, as well as 
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other macro-level elements can hinder or facilitate success (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). 

Research supports the notion that first-generation college students often face more 

difficulties than their non-first-generation counterparts (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, 

Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012). They tend to struggle within the classroom, causing them 

to underperform.  

Adjusting to the classroom is not the only barrier that first-generation students 

face. They also have to learn how to adapt to the culture of attending a university. For 

example, most students whose parents attained a 4-year college degree come from 

families who are often classified as middle- and upper-class and have the means to help 

financially. Those students who are enrolling into a university and do not have parents 

who have received a 4-year college degree, often come from working-class families (e.g., 

Stephens et al., 2012). Students who come from families who struggle financially have a 

harder time completing school and earning their degree (Letkiewicz, et al., 2014). These 

students are often forced to get outside jobs in order to pay for school and living 

expenses. This can create an extra source of stress and cause them to miss out on 

academic related opportunities. A meta-analysis looking at the effects of SES on 

academic performance found that economic factors accounted for 35% of the variance 

when looking at how traditional predictors (i.e., SES, high school GPA, and ACT/SAT) 

predict academic success, specifically GPA (e.g., Robbins, Lauver, Le, Davis, & 

Langley, 2004).  

Success cannot be limited to one specific construct. Possessing leadership 

abilities, having the desire to better oneself, as well as being able to determine a life 
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purpose (career) all contribute positively to succeeding in college and life after college 

(e.g., Petty, 2014; Smothers, Bing, White, Trocchia, & Absher, 2011). Developing and 

enhancing core values and attitudes often fosters growth within college students and 

sparks the process of transitioning into adulthood (Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Effectively 

meeting needs and fostering independence within oneself often meets today’s loose 

definition of what success means (Yazedjian, Toews, Sevin, & Purswell, 2008). Despite 

loose ideas of what success is, there are two concrete, researched elements that have been 

found to influence academia performance: (a) motivation; and (b) student engagement 

(e.g., Dompnier, Darnon, & Butera, 2013; Keels, 2013; Wang & Castañeda-Sound, 2008; 

Zhang, Zhao, & Yu, 2009).  

Motivation. Motivation has been studied for many years, in the attempts to 

identify and further explain external and internal forces that ignite individuals into action 

in order to successfully fulfill different objectives (Hernandez, Woodcock, Schultz, 

Estrada, & Chance, 2013). Motivation has been found to be a key ingredient that helps to 

determine if and when a college student will be successful in the future (Mega, Ronconi, 

& De Beni, 2014). Not only have levels of motivation been found to affect potential 

income, but they also have been found to affect life satisfaction as well (Vasquez & 

Beuhler, 2007). Motivation helps to inspire and direct students’ abilities so they are able 

to learn and absorb knowledge that will be beneficial for future use (Giampetro-Meyer, 

2012). From a cognitive psychological standpoint, researchers have defined motivation as 

“the process whereby goal-directed activity is instigated and maintained” (Pintrich & 

Schunk, 2002, p. 4). The theory of multifinality suggests that depending on what is 
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motivational to an individual, those who start out in similar conditions go on to achieve 

different outcomes (Kruglanski, et al., 2013). Consequently, different situations and 

environments influence people in an array of ways. 

Motivation among students tends to decline around the time period when 

adolescents begin transitioning to secondary education (Stroet, Opdenakker, & Minnaert, 

2015). While academics play a crucial role in adolescents who are still developing and 

maturing, other factors often affect rates of graduation, grades, and overall student 

involvement within classes (Pekrun, Goetz, Hall, & Perry, 2014). Cuseo (2007) reported 

that 75% to 80% of students who do not graduate from college withdraw due to reasons 

that were not primarily associated with academics.  

 Types of motivation. There are several different forms of motivation; researchers 

most often characterize motivation into two distinctive types: (a) intrinsic; and (b) 

extrinsic (e.g., Di Domenico & Fournier, 2015; Richardson, Abraham, Bond, 2012; 

Tabachnick, Relyea, & Miller, 2008). According to Tabachnick and colleagues (2008), 

intrinsic motivation yields personal growth and internal satisfaction. This type of 

motivation occurs without the expectation of compensatory rewards and provides valued 

experience that is attained as a result of it (Salinas-Jiménez, Artés, & Salinas-Jiménez, 

2010). Individuals who value accomplishments from an intrinsic standpoint often feel 

emotionally satisfied regardless of external resources that are obtained (e.g., Salinas-

Jiménez et al., 2010). These individuals value a sense of doing rather than earning and are 

able to pull sentimental value from experiences gained. Research supports that being 

intrinsically motivated is correlated with higher academic success and performance 
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among college students and these students tend to experience a richer educational 

experience than those who attend, solely, for external purposes (Clark, Middleton, 

Nguyen, & Zwick, 2014).  

 Extrinsic motivation pertains to individuals who are motivated by external stimuli 

in order to obtain a reward or avoid adverse effects (Plotnik & Kouyoumjian, 2011). 

Students who are extrinsically motivated have been found to be less psychologically 

satisfied with outcomes than if those who were intrinsically motivated (Vansteenkiste, 

Simons, Lens, Deci, & Sheldon, 2004). Vansteenkiste and colleagues (2004) also found 

that extrinsic motivation often had negative effects on one’s ability to relate socially to 

others and affiliate with different types of people. A meta-analysis found that college 

students are becoming more externally motivated (Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004). 

According to Twenge and colleagues (2004) the average college students of today report 

higher rates of external locus of control than 80% of college students did in the early 

1960s. 

Relation to academic success. Motivation is crucial to the success of a college 

student in terms of academic achievement and future accomplishments (Salinas-Jiménez 

et al., 2010). In their meta-analysis, Robbins and colleague (2004) found that academic 

motivation was positively correlated with college GAP (M r = 0.30). They found that 

achievement motivation accounted for 27% of the variance in predicting college GPA 

and meaningfully contributed to the prediction of college GPA after controlling for high 

school GPA and ACT/SAT scores (∆ R2 = 0.02). Richardson and colleagues (2012) found 

that intrinsic motivation was more closely correlated (r+ = 0.17) with GPA, than extrinsic 
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motivation was (r+ = 0.01). Students who are more intrinsically motivated have been 

found to exhibit better outcomes in academic performance, showing lower levels in 

procrastination as well as lower rates of failing to complete school and earn their degree 

(Di Domenico & Fournier, 2015).  

Student engagement. Student engagement is a fairly new idea that educators 

have begun to study (Reschly, Appleton, & Phole, 2014). Student engagement is a 

multidimensional paradigm. Actively being engaged increases school awareness while 

also encouraging students to put forth energy and effort into learning. Reschly and 

colleagues (2014) note that being engaged allow students to invest in their future and 

different learning processes. Research supports that student engagement not only leads to 

positive outcomes, but can also foster resilience in students (Finn & Zimmer, 2012). 

Student engagement has been found to mediate the effects of socioeconomic status, 

ethnicity, and other factors that may affect the levels of academic achievement in 

students. Students tend to academically underperform when personal expectation and 

priorities do not coincide with the students’ engagement level (Hu & Kuh, 2002). 

According to Reschly and colleagues (2014), there are multiple aspects of engagement: 

(a) academic/behavioral; (b) cognitive; and (c) emotional.  

Academic behavioral engagement. While some authors (e.g., Reschly et al., 

2014) separated these two constructs, for the purpose of this literature review, 

academic/behavioral engagement consists of a wide variety of skills that allows a student 

to fulfill task requirements and complete academic work. Academic behavioral 

engagement also can be defined as the effort a student puts forward to using good study 
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skills including metacognitive strategies and time/environment management (e.g., 

Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Greene, 2015; Greene, Miller, Crowson, Duke, & 

Akey, 2004). Behavioral engagement has been found to be a key predictor of academic 

achievement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Lee & Shute, 2010; Saklofske, Austin, Mastoras, 

Beaton, & Osborne, 2012; Salanova, Schaufeli, Martíneza, & Bresó, 2010; Schlenker, 

Schlenker, & Schlenker, 2013). 

Study skills. Numerous studies have documented the importance of using study 

skills among college student (e.g., Credé & Kuncel, 2008). Study skills are abilities that 

aid college students in completing academic tasks. In a meta-analysis, Credé and Kuncel 

(2008) examined the relationships between several constructs of study habits, skills, 

attitudes and GPA. They found that study skills were correlated with college GPA (rop = 

.28).  

Study skills include a variety of techniques including (a) elaboration, (b) 

organization, and (c) critical thinking. Elaboration/deep processing involves using skills 

that enable learning to occur on a deeper level, incorporating existing knowledge with 

new information, which allows global concepts to be formed (e.g., Credé & Kuncel, 

2008). In recent meta-analyses, elaboration has been found to be correlated with GPA (M 

r = 0.68, Credé & Kuncel, 2008; r+ = 0.18; Richardson et al., 2012). Elaboration/deep 

processing also has been found to be significantly correlated with persistence (r = 0.61, p 

< 0.5) and effort (r = 0.77, p < 0.01; Sultan & Hussain, 2012). In educational terms, 

organization refers to a student’s ability to turn in assignments in a timely fashion, while 

maintaining order with current assignments (Richardson et al., 2012). In their meta-
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analysis, Richardson and colleagues (2012) found that organization was correlated GPA 

(r+ = 0.04). Critical thinking refers to using appropriate tools to achieve a desired goal by 

adjusting thinking processes to fit a particular situation (Ku & Ho, 2010). In their meta-

analysis, Richardson and colleagues (2012) also found that critical thinking was 

correlated GPA (r+ = 0.15).   

Time and study environment management. Managing one’s time and study 

environment effectively and efficiently is another attribute of being academically/ 

behaviorally engaged (Credé & Kuncel, 2008). Time management refers to a student’s 

ability to adjust and set allotted times to study (e.g., Richardson et al., 2012). In their 

meta-analysis, Richardson and colleagues (2012) found that time management was 

correlated with GPA (r+ = .22). Positive study environments also are necessary in order to 

be successful when completing work. They facilitate positive atmospheres in which 

students are more prone to be successful and achieve academic learning. Researchers 

found that when predicting student academic performance using a hierarchical multiple 

regression, time and study environment were one of the strongest predictors of college 

GPA (p < .001) (Kitsantas, Winsler, & Huie, 2008).  

Metacognitive self-regulation. Self-regulated learning strategies such as planning, 

and monitoring help students be independent, self-initiated learners (Kitsantas, et al., 

2008; Richardson et al., 2012). In two recent meta-analyses, metacognitive self-

regulation has been found to be correlated with college GPA (M r = 0.79, Credé & 

Kuncel, 2008; r+ = 0.32, Richardson et al., 2012).While Richardson and colleagues 

(2012) found that self-regulation (β = 0.31, p < .001) was a significant predictors of 
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college GPA after controlling for previous achievement (ACT/SAT and high school 

GPA), Kitsantas and colleagues (2008) found that self-reported metacognitive self-

regulation strategies were not a significant predictor of college GPA. Ruban and Reis 

(2006) found that when comparing low-achieving college students, high achieving 

students reported greater use of self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies. 

 Cognitive engagement. Cognitive engagement requires effort, specifically 

channeled toward setting goals as well as investment in learning such as perceptions of 

task value and perceived control (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschley, 2006). 

Cognitive engagement is related to an individual’s desire to commit and succeed in 

relation to personal obligations and setting goals; cognitive engagement is positively 

associated with completing school, mastering the work, coping with difficulties that may 

arise, and producing passing grades (Fredricks et al., 2004). Motivation is a construct 

related to cognitive engagement. Students who are motivated by an external locus of 

control (i.e., feel that external factors such as other people or luck control outcomes) have 

been found to report feeling more helpless, depressed, and exhibited poor school 

achievement than those who report to be motivated by an internal locus of control (e.g., 

Twenge et al., 2004).  Gifford, Briceno-Periott and Mianozo, (2006), found that both 

motivation (i.e., locus of control) and ACT predicted GPA among college students; 

students who reported internal locus of control had higher GPA’s than those who 

reported an external locus of control. Academic locus of control also has been found to be 

a significant predictor of academic self-efficacy (r = 0.59; Hannon, 2014). 
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Goal orientation. Goal orientation refers to a student’s ability to perform and 

persist in completing academic related tasks, while maintaining a consistent level of 

motivation (Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1986; El-Alayli & Baumgardner, 2003; Hsieh, Sullivan 

& Guerra, 2007; Robbins et al., 2004). According to Robbins and colleagues (2004) 

academic goals consist of the ability to set goals to take steps toward achieving them.  

One’s determination to meet and exceed the goals that are set is commonly referred to as 

perseverance (Duckworth, et al., 2007). Students who are able to and make school 

meaningful to their own individual, personal aspirations and goals tend to be better off 

than those who are not able to make those connections (Eidelman & Biernat, 2007; 

Greene et al., 2004).  In a meta-analysis, Richardson and colleagues (2012) found goal 

orientation to be the second largest observed correlation (r+ = .35) in relation to GPA, 

suggesting that students who assign themselves goal standards are more likely be 

academically successful. Additionally, in their meta-analysis, academic goals (β = 0.22, p 

< .001) significantly attributed to the model predicting GPA after controlling for previous 

achievement (ACT/SAT, high school GAP), conscientiousness, effort regulation and 

academic self-efficacy.  

Control, relevancy, and value. Cognitive engagement also is related to 

perceptions of control, relevancy and task value. Reschly and colleagues (2014) found 

that students who felt in control of getting school work done achieved better outcomes 

than students who did not feel in control. College students who put forth effort and 

perceive school work as being relevant to their personal aspirations tend to do better in 

school (Reschly et al., 2014). Task value can be defined as how interesting, important, 
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and useful a student deems a class/subject to be (Malka & Covington, 2005). Greene and 

colleagues (2004) found that task value (perceived instrumentality) was positively 

correlated with mastery goals (r = 0.66) and performance approach goals (r = 0.21).  

Emotional engagement. Emotional engagement, also known as affective 

engagement, can be defined as a student’s ability to maintain awareness about one’s 

ability in regards to academics as well as being able to evaluate beliefs about being able 

to succeed in an academic environment (Reschly et al., 2014; Robbins et al., 2004). 

Student’s abilities to be emotionally engaged with academics, peers, and teachers are key 

indicators that increase the likelihood of the student performing well in the classroom and 

in the future (Handelsman, Briggs, Sullivan, & Towler, 2005). Self-efficacy and 

perceived social support have been found to affect how much a college student 

emotionally engages in academic work (Garriott, Hudyma, Keene, & Santiago, 2015).  

Self-efficacy. Academic self-efficacy refers to students’ perceptions about their 

ability to perform; it can be thought of as general academic self-confidence, with positive 

notions regarding one’s academic capabilities (e.g., Richardson et al., 2012; Robbins et 

al., 2004). In their meta-analysis, Robbins and colleague (2004) found that academic self-

efficacy was positively correlated with college GAP (M r = 0.50) and meaningfully 

contributed to the prediction of college GPA after controlling for high school GPA and 

ACT/SAT scores (∆ R2 = 0.03). Interestingly, they found that while academic self-

efficacy accounted for 95% of the variance in retention among college students, it 

accounted for 8% of the variance GPA, signifying that how a student perceives their 

academic skills and abilities are crucial to their success. Richardson and colleagues 
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(2012) also found self-efficacy to be a significant moderator (p < .001) of academic 

achievement (GPA). Additionally, it (β = 0.19, p < .001) was found to be a significant 

predictor of GPA after controlling for previous achievement (SAT/ACT and high school 

GPA), conscientiousness, and effort regulation..  

Social support. According to researchers, social support can be defined as helpful 

encouragement from peers, family members, or significant others (e.g., Richardson et al., 

2012). In two meta-analyses, found that social support was positively correlated with 

college GAP (r + = 0.08, Richardson et al., 2012; M r = 0.11, Robbins et al., 2004). 

Robbins and colleagues also found that while social support accounted for 7% of the 

variance when looking at the effects on retention of college students, it accounted for 

27% of the variance in GPA, supporting the notion that having social support is an 

important aspect of college success among college students. In another study, it was 

found that social support was positively correlated with academic persistence (r = 0.35, p 

< .001, Nicpon, Huser, Blanks, Befort, & Kurpius, 2006). Other researchers have found a 

significant negative correlation when looking at family resources needed (r = -.37, p < 

.01, Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005). This means that when family resources were 

needed, but not available, students did not do as well academically. Regarding peer 

support, Dennis and colleagues (2005), also found a significant positive correlation (r = 

.23, p <.05), whereas a significant negative correction was found when peer resources 

were needed, but not accessible (r = -.40, p < .01).  
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Summary 

Domina, Conley, and Farkas, (2011) reported that most high school students 

within the United States plan to go on to college, irrespective of their socioeconomic 

status and race; however, only about ½ of the students who choose to enroll in a four-year 

college earn their degrees within a 6 year time frame (Symonds, Schwartz, & Ferguson, 

2011). One of the traditional indicators of academic success in college has been GPA 

(e.g., Kitsantas et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 2012; Robbins et al., 2004). Increasingly 

other variables such as student engagement have begun to be explored (e.g., Credé & 

Kuncel, 2008; Kitsantas et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 2012; Robbins et al., 2004 ) 

Student engagement can be conceptualized as consisting of three broad constructs (a) 

academic/behavioral, (b) cognitive, and (c) emotional (e.g., Grier-Reed, Appleton, 

Rodriguez, Ganuza, & Reschly, 2012; Reschly et al., 2014). 

Academic/behavioral engagement has been found to be important to college 

students’ success including GPA (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Lee & Shute, 2010; 

Saklofske, et al., 2012; Salanova et al., 2010; Schlenker, et al., 2013). Academic behavior 

engagement include the study skills and metacognitive strategies students use as well as 

their ability to manage their time and study environments (e.g., Credé & Kuncel, 2008; 

Fredricks et al., 2004; Greene, 2015; Greene et al., 2004; Ku & Ho, 2010; Richardson et 

al., 2012; Sultan & Hussain, 2012). Several meta-analyses examining behaviors 

associated with academic engagement have shown a predictive relation to GPA among 

college students (e.g., Credé & Kuncel, 2008; Kitsantas et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 

2012). 
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Cognitive engagement is another fundamental component of academic 

achievement for college students (e.g., Hannon & Daneman, 2014). Some of the 

constructs related to cognitive engagement include (a) motivation, (b) goal orientation, 

(c) perceived control, (d) relevancy and (e) task value. Motivation can be beneficial (e.x., 

internal locus of control) or detrimental (e.x., external locus of control) to a student’s 

educational outcome (e.g., Gifford et al., 2006; Zumbrunn, McKim, Buhs, & Hawley, 

2014). For example, Gifford and colleagues (2006) found that motivation (i.e., locus of 

control) predicted GPA among college students. Additionally researchers have found that 

goal orientation plays a key role in students being able to succeed and persist in college 

(e.g., Duckworth et al., 2007; Eidelman & Biernat, 2007; Richardson, et al., 2012). 

Perceiving a sense of control and relevancy also has been associated with academic 

success (Reschly et al., 2014). Additionally, studies have supported task value as being 

important for academic achievement (Greene et al., 2004; Reschly et al., 2014; Twenge et 

al., 2004).  

 Emotional engagement refers to a student’s ability to hone in on feelings towards 

learning and how they feel about themselves as they engage in learning (Handelsman, et 

al., 2005; Reschly et al., 2014; Robbins et al., 2004). Self-efficacy and social support fall 

under the umbrella of emotional (affective) engagement (e.g., Garriott et al., 2015). Self-

efficacy also has been found to be significant contributors to college students’ success 

(e.g., Richardson et al., 2012; Robbins, et al., 2004). Persistence in college students was 

found to be significant when looking at the role of social support within their lives 

(Nicpon et al., 2006). Researchers have found that social support, specifically peer 
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support, is critical to student success, when looking at GPA among college students (e.g., 

Dennis et al., 2005).  

Purpose. The intended purpose of this study was to explore the relation between 

overall GPA and three forms of engagement, (a) academic behavioral, (b) cognitive, and 

(c) emotional, within a population of college students. A hierarchical multiple regression 

was used to analyze the following hypotheses. 

Hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 1: It was hypothesized that self-reported composite ACT scores would 

be a significant predictor of overall GPA (step 1 in the model).  

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for previous achievement (ACT score), it was 

hypothesized that variables related to academic behavioral engagement would be a 

significant predictor of overall GPA (step 2 in the model). Specifically, it was predicated 

that meta-cognitive self-regulation activities would have the largest contribution at this 

step in the model (i.e., largest β).  

Hypothesis 3: After controlling for all previous variables (ACT and academic/ 

behavioral engagement measures), it was hypothesized that variables related to cognitive 

engagement would be a significant predictors of overall GPA (step 3 in the model). 

Specifically, it was predicated that intrinsic motivation would have the largest 

contribution at this step in the model (i.e., largest β).  

Hypothesis 4: After controlling for ACT, academic/behavioral engagement, and 

cognitive engagement, it was hypothesized that variables associated with emotional 

engagement would be significant predictors of overall GPA (step 4 in the model) 
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Specifically, it was predicated that self-efficacy would have the largest contribution at 

this step in the model (i.e., largest β).   
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CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

Participants 

Participants were 28 students recruited from college courses at a midsized 

university.  The majority were women (89%).  Half were between 21-24 years old (50%); 

34% indicated they were25 years old or older and 11% reported that they were between 

18-20 years old. Half of the participants were graduate students (50%); 43% reported 

being juniors and seniors, while 7% reported being underclassmen (freshmen or 

sophomores). The majority of the participants were Caucasian (68%); 20% indicated that 

they were African American and 7% reported being of other races/ethnicities.  Self-

reported composite ACT scores ranged from 17 to 32 with the mean for the current 

sample being 23 (SD = 4.08). Self-reported college overall GPAs ranged from 1.33 to 4.0 

with the mean for the sample being a B- (M = 3.29; SD = 0.66). 

Measures 

 In order to explore what predicts academic achievement (course grade and GPA), 

a survey will be utilized to assess the following areas of student engagement: (a) 

academic/ behavioral; (b) cognitive; and (c) emotional.  

Demographic questionnaire. The survey contained six demographic items. 

These items included information regarding gender, age, year in school, ethnicity, self-

reported overall GPA and self-reported ACT composite scores.  
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Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire. All participants completed 

the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, & 

McKeachie, 1991). According to the manual, the MSLQ is a questionnaire that designed 

to assess students’ motivational orientation and their use of different learning strategies 

within college courses.  

Student Engagement Instrument. Additionally all participants completed the 

Student Engagement Instrument which is an instrument that measures different levels of 

engagement taking into account how different contexts (e.g., families, schools, peers) 

may influence students (SEI; Appleton et al., 2006). Grier-Reed et al., (2012) adapted the 

SEI, which was originally a 33 item survey designed for middle and high school students 

for college students. In order to modify the survey to accommodate college students, they 

adjusted the language. For example, the words school or high school was replaced with 

college/university and adults and teachers were replaced by faculty and staff. The 

reliability and validity were found to be comparable from the original SEI scale that was 

used to assess high schoolers (e.g., Grier-Reed, et al., 2012). 

Academic/behavioral engagement. In order to assess behavioral/academic 

engagement among participants, five subscales from the MSLQ were used: (a) 

Metacognitive Self-Regulation; (b) Elaboration; (c) Organization; (d) Critical Thinking; 

and (e) Time/Study Environment Management. Metacognitive Self-Regulation subscale 

from the MSLQ contained 12 items. Metacognition refers to one’s ability to think and 

focus on activities. For example, one’s ability to plan, regulate, and monitor activities 

allows a learner to gain more knowledge from subject matter than someone who does not 
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use these skills and strategies. These processes include tracking one’s attention as they 

read to make sure they are comprehending and conducting follow up quizzes to insure the 

understanding of academic work (i.e., I ask myself questions to make sure I understand 

the material I have been studying in this class). According to the authors, this subscale’s 

internal consistency was found to be in the moderate range (⍺ = 0.79). Internal 

consistency for the current study also was found to be in the moderate range (⍺ = 0.74) 

The Elaboration, Organization, and Critical Thinking subscales were combined, 

producing a total of 15 items, from the MSLQ; and were used to assess study skills 

habits. Elaboration strategies help new information become meaningful and long-lasting. 

According to the manual, making use of paraphrasing, taking notes, and summarizing 

work can help students integrate knowledge with previous knowledge (i.e., I write brief 

summaries of the main ideas from the readings and the concepts from the lectures). The 

internal consistency from this subscale was reported to be in the moderate range by the 

authors (⍺ = 0.76) but higher in the current study (⍺ = 0.83). Organization involves 

sectioning notes in a selected fashion so the proper connections can be easily obtained 

(i.e., When I study for this course, I go over my class notes and man an outline of 

important concepts). Using organization skills such as outlining and clustering often 

results in better performance. The internal consistency for this subscale was reported by 

the authors to be ⍺ = 0.64 but was lower in the current study, ⍺ = 0.46. Critical thinking 

involves using prior knowledge to evaluate new situations and come up with novel ideas 

in order to solve problems (i.e., I try to play around with ideas of my own related to what 

I am learning). The internal consistency for this subscale was reported by the authors to 
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be ⍺ = 0.80 and was found to be ⍺ = 0.74 in the current study.  The internal consistency 

for the combined 15 items that represented study skills was found to be in the high range 

(⍺ = 0.83)  

The Time and Study Management subscale consisted of 8 items from the MSLQ. 

Time management, according to the authors, refers to setting aside time to be productive 

in studying and getting work done (i.e., I make good use of my study time for this 

course). Study environment management refers to where the studying is done (i.e., quiet, 

free from distractions). High scores indicate that students can manage their time and 

study environment in order to help succeed in work completion. This subscale contained 

3 items that will be reversed scored. This subscale’s internal consistency was reported by 

the test authors to be ⍺ = 0.76 and was found to be the same in the current study (⍺ = 

.76).  

Cognitive engagement. In order to assess cognitive engagement among 

participants, five subscales will be used.  Two subtests from the MSLQ will be used to 

assess motivation: (a) Intrinsic Goal Orientation; and (b) Extrinsic Orientation subscale. 

The next two subscales were taken from the SEI including (a) Control and Relevance of 

School Work, and (b) Future Aspirations and Goals Subscale.  The final subscale, Task 

Value, came from the MSLQ. 

The Intrinsic Goal Orientation subscale contained four items that measured how 

intrinsically motivated a student is (i.e., I prefer course material that really challenges me 

so I can learn new things). According to the manual, high scores on this scale indicate 

that the reason in why students choose to complete a task is that they enjoy participating 
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in an academic endeavor (e.g., challenge, curiosity, mastery). The end result of the 

academic task is the reward. The test authors report that the internal consistency fell in a 

moderate range (⍺ = 0.74), but was lower in the current study (⍺ = 0.74).  

The Extrinsic Goal Orientation subscale contained four items that, according to 

the manual, measures the motivation factors that occur externally, such as performance, 

being critiqued by others, and grades. High scores on this scale indicate that students are 

highly extrinsically motivated, their thinking is directed toward outward results, not the 

task at hand (i.e., Getting a good grade in this class is the most satisfying thing for me 

right now). According to the authors of the test, the internal consistency of this subscale 

was found to be low (⍺ = .62) and was lower in the current study (⍺ = 0.51).  

The Control and Relevance of School Work Subscale from the SEI consisted of 9 

items (i.e., The grades in my classes do a good job of measuring what I’m able to do). 

Using the version adapted for college students, Grier and colleagues (2012) reported the 

internal consistency yielded this subscale to be in the moderate range (⍺ = .78), but was 

much lower in the current study (⍺ = 0.24). The Future Aspirations and Goals subscale 

from the SEI consisted of 5 items. This subscale measures how a student perceives their 

future (i.e., College is important for achieving my future goals). The internal consistency 

on this subscale reported by Grier and colleagues (2012) was ⍺ = .79 and was still in the 

high range for the current study (⍺ = 0.85).  

The Task Value subscale from the MSLQ consisted of 6 items. Task value 

measures a students’ perception about a course and course material (e.g., importance, 

utility, interest) (i.e., It is important for me to learn the course material in this class). 
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According to the authors of the MSLQ, the internal consistency of this subscale was high 

(⍺ = .90), but was in the moderate range for the current study (⍺ = 0.79) .  

Emotional engagement. Four subscales were used to assess students’ emotional 

engagement: (a) The Teacher-Student Relationships subscale; (b) Peer Support at School; 

(c) The Family Support for Learning; (d) Self-Efficacy for Learning and Performance. 

The Teacher-Student Relationships subscale, from the SEI, consisted of 9 items. This 

subscale sought to measure positive or negative relationships with students and 

professors (i.e., Overall, professors at my university treat students fairly). The internal 

consistency reported by Grier and colleagues (2012) was ⍺ = 0.85 but was found to be 

much lower in the current study (⍺ = 0.21). Peer Support at School is a subscale that was 

utilized from the SEI. This subscale contained 6 items. This subscale looks at how 

students feel in regards to receiving help from others (i.e., Students at my university are 

there for me when I need them). The internal consistency of this subscale was reported by 

Grier and colleagues (2012) to be ⍺ = 0.82, but was much higher for the current study (⍺ 

= 0.94). The Family Support for Learning subscale, from the SEI, consisted of 4 items. 

These items measure students’ thoughts and feeling in regards to support being offered 

from family members (i.e., My family/guardian(s) are willing to help me). The internal 

consistency of this subscale was reported by Grier and colleagues (2012) to be ⍺ = 0.79, 

but was much higher for the current study (⍺ = 0.93). The Self-Efficacy for Learning and 

Performance subscale from the MSLQ contained 8 items. According to the authors, these 

items sought to measure a student’s level of expectancy for success as well as one’s self-

efficacy about achieving it. Judgements about one’s ability or lack thereof to accomplish 
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a task, is considered to be a skill of being self-efficacious (i.e., I’m confident I can do an 

excellent job on the assignments and tests in this course). The internal consistency on this 

subscale was reported by the scale authors to be in the high range (⍺ = .93) and was 

similar in the current study (⍺ = .91).  

Procedure 

 Prior to data collection, approval was obtained from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) (See Appendix A). Psychology students were then recruited to complete 

questionnaires. Prior to completion, each participant completed an informed consent 

form.  
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

A hierarchical multiple regression was used to explore the relation between 

student engagement and overall college GPA. As can be seen in Table 1, numerous 

predictor variables associated with each of the three student engagement constructs were 

examined. Support was found for hypothesis 1, self-reported composite ACT scores were 

found to be a significant predictor of overall college GPA, (F = 16.26, p < .000).  This 

remained true in all 4 steps in the model. ACT score explained 39% of the variance in 

self-reported composite GPAs. 

Partial support was found for hypothesis 2. While this step in the model was 

significant (F = 3.96, p = .02), as can be seen in Table 1, the addition of the academic 

behavioral engagement predictor variables only explained 2% more of the variance in 

GPA than was explained by self-reported ACT composite scores. Unlike what had been 

predicted, Time/Study Environment (β = 0.14) contributed more at this step in the model 

than did Metacognitive Self-Regulation (β = 0.02) or Study Skills (β = 0.05).  

Partial support was found for hypothesis 3. As can be seen in Table 1, the 

cognitive engagement variables were significant predictors of college GPA after 

controlling for previous achievement (ACT composite scores) and academic behavioral 

engagement variables (ΔF = 2.80, p < .05).  The addition of these variables explained an 

additional 26% of variance in college overall GPA. Extrinsic motivation (β = - 0.53) had 

a significant, negative relation to college GPA, while Task Value (β = - 0.55) had a 

significant, positive relation to college GPA.  
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Table 1. 

Hierarchal multiple regression predicting self-reported college GPA 

             

Predictor Variables       β      F        R²      ΔR²       ΔF   

 

Step 1        16.26*** .39  

 Overall ACT     .62***  

 

Step 2          3.96*     .41     .02     0.30 

 Overall ACT     .56**  

 Academic Behavioral Engagement 

    Metacognitive Self-Regulation  .02 

    Study Skills     .05 

    Time/Study Environment   .14 

 

Step 3          4.00**   .67     .26     2.80* 

 Overall ACT     .46*  

 Academic Behavioral Engagement 

    Metacognitive Self-Regulation -.39 

    Study Skills     .15 

    Time/Study Environment   .27 

 Cognitive Engagement 

    Intrinsic Motivation    .14 

    Extrinsic Motivation  -.53** 

    Aspirations and Goals  -.02 

    Control and Relevancy  -.04 

    Task Value     .55* 
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Table 1 continued. 

             

Predictor Variables       β      F        R²      ΔR²      ΔF   

Step 4          4.70**  .81     .15     2.77  

Overall ACT     .35*  

 Academic Behavioral Engagement 

    Metacognitive Self-Regulation -.18 

    Study Skills     .04 

    Time/Study Environment   .33 

 Cognitive Engagement 

    Intrinsic Motivation    .07 

    Extrinsic Motivation  -.47* 

    Aspirations and Goals   .17 

    Control and Relevancy  -.01 

    Task Value     .50* 

 Emotional Engagement 

    Teacher Support   -.08 

    Peer Support    -.29 

    Family Support   -.37* 

    Self-efficacy     .02 

             

* p ≤ .05; ** p  ≤ .01; p  ≤ .001*** 
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 Additionally, partial support for hypothesis 4. While this step in the model was 

significant (F = 4.70, p = .003), as can be seen in Table 1, the addition of the emotional 

engagement predictor variables only explained an additional 15% of the variance in GPA 

than was explained by the combination of self-reported ACT composite scores, academic 

behavioral engagement and cognitive engagement predictor variables. This full model 

explained 81% of the variance in college GPA. Unlike what had been predicted, 

perceived Family Support had a significant negative relation to college GPA (β = - 0.37).   
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

Similar to previous research (e.g., Kitsantas et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 2012; 

Robbins et al., 2004), previous achievement as assessed by ACT scores were found to be 

a significant predictor of college GPA. Unlike what was predicted in this study, none of 

the academic behavioral predictor variables were significant predictors of college GPA. 

Although metacognitive self-regulation strategies were not found to be a significant 

predictor of GPA, the previous research on this variable has been mixed with some 

finding meta-cognitive strategies to be a significant predictor of college GPA (e.g. 

Richardson et al., 2012) and others have not (Kitsantas et al., 2008). While not 

statistically significant, the largest beta coefficient among the academic behavioral 

engagement variables was time/study environment management. Interestingly, Kitsantas 

and colleagues (2008) noted that in their longitudinal study, students who remained in 

college reported greater use of time management strategies than those who withdrew.  

In the current study two cognitive engagement variables were found to be 

significant predictors of college GPA. Task value had a significant positive relation to 

college GPA. Although Kitsantas and colleagues (2008) did not find task value to be a 

significant predictor of college GPA in their study, Greene and colleagues (2004) found 

that task value was positively correlated with mastery goals (r = 0.66). In the current 

study, extrinsic motivation was found to have a significant negative relation to college 

GPA. Gifford and colleagues (2006) also found a negative relation between extrinsic 

motivation (locus of control) and GPA. 
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Only one of the predictor variables related to emotional engagement in the current 

study was found to predict GPA. Family support was found to have a significant negative 

relation to college GPA. Dennis and colleagues (2005) found that when family resources 

were needed, but not available, students did not do as well academically. Unlike what had 

been predicted and what has been found in the previous literature (e.g. Richardson et al., 

2012; Robbins et al., 2004), in the current study, self-efficacy was not a significant 

predictor of college GPA. The findings in the current study may be similar to those by 

Kitsantas and colleagues (2008) who found that self-efficacy was only a significant 

predictor of GAP at the end of the second semester (end of the freshman year) in college, 

but not by the end of the fifth semester (end of junior year). The majority of the 

participants in the current study reported being in their junior year or higher. 

Limitations 

 One limitation of this study is that there are many variables that were not 

investigated that related to student engagement among college students that could impact 

GPA (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Mega et al., 2014). In the 

current study, only a few of these variables were investigated. Attempting to define 

student engagement variables can prove to be challenging. It is difficult to determine 

what factors truly predict GPA in college students, because college students tend to be 

extremely diverse (Jones, 2016). Another limitation is related to the fact that some 

research has shown that high emotional engagement in academics is likely to increase 

cognitive and behavioral engagement (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Handelsman et al., 

2005; Richardson et al., 2012). For the purpose of this study, behavioral and academic 
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engagement were combined, but other researchers have examined academic engagement 

apart from behavioral. As a result, studies who separated these variables may have 

arrived at different findings than those who did not separate the two (e.g., Lee, 2014; 

Querol, Rosales, & Soldner, 2015; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013).  

 There are several other limitations in the current study. Inconsistent findings and 

lower statistical significance can result from having an inadequate sample size. The fewer 

the number of participants a study has, the less power the study will be able to produce 

(Cook & Hatala, 2015; McShane & Böckenholt, 2016). The sample size in this study was 

small (N = 28) and this could have impacted the power. In addition, the small sample size 

may limit the generalizability of the result of this study. Another potential limitation in 

the current study was the low internal consistency reliability of several of the scales (i.e. 

Control and Relevancy, Teacher/Student Relationships Organization, External Goal 

Orientation/Motivation, and Internal Goal Orientation/Motivation). Additionally, the 

majority of the participants in the current study were junior, seniors or graduate students. 

This differs from some of the previous research that has focused on student engagement 

as a way of predicting retention (e.g., Robbins et al., 2004) or predicting freshman GPA 

(e.g., Credé & Kuncel, 2008).  

Future Direction 

While this study contributes to the growing research regarding the importance of 

student engagement among college students, as noted in the limitations above, a larger 

sample size should be included in the future when examining the relation to academic 

success (GPA) as well as exploring possible reasons for low internal consistency for 
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several of the measures in the current study. In the future, researchers may consider 

teasing apart the behavioral and academic aspects of engagement in order to fully be able 

to examine these differently. Personal factors that were not discussed in the current study 

such as, hardships specific to the individual also could be examined. Finally, future 

research should examine more closely the differences among students who are considered 

to be first-generation students versus students who are not first-generation students.  
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