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Abstract. Traditional schools often link academic success with academic achievement -
identifying General Weighted Average as an essential indicator. More recently, however,
educators have become interested in exploring the role of psychological constructs such as
well-being and student engagement in academic success. The present student took a similar
path by determining whether a newly designed General Education elective course for
freshmen dubbed as Applied Learning Theories correlates with academic achievement,
student engagement and well-being. Unlike most introductory and study skills courses,
ALT is contextualized and integrates not only study strategies and test-taking attributes but
also self-care practices. The course was structured to build transferable learning skills that
will have a long-term impact on engagement, retention, graduation rates, and general well-
being. Some of the course topics are managing procrastination, metacognitive learning
strategies, achieving a growth mindset, self-management skills, and practicing self-care.
Results showed that as students learn and engage in the subject, they appear to become
more academically and cognitively engaged and competent. With the introduction of such
concepts, students were able to develop positive emotions, sustain interest in challenging
tasks, and find meaning and purpose in their academic pursuits while increasing their
chances of academic success.
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1 Introduction

Higher Educational Institutions play an important role in shaping academic success,
especially that it is a metric for an institutions' performance. Most often, educational systems
equate academic success with academic achievement. However, York, Gibson, and Rankin [38]
argued the ambiguity of academic success, mainly due to its "amorphous nature." Their
definition of academic success includes academic achievement, attainment of learning
objectives, acquisition of desired skills and competencies, satisfaction, persistence, and post-
college performance [38]. Traditional education gives credence to these factors in preparing
students for future productivity. However, more recently, scholars have looked into
psychological constructs that can promote academic success [7], such as well-being and student
engagement.

University students have been considered an at-risk population since common behavior
problems such as drug and alcohol use, internet addiction, and violence are associated with the
age at which students start in College [30, 39]. Mental disorders such as anxiety, mood, and
substance abuse, usually peak around adolescence to early adulthood [22]. These behavior
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problems are due to various stressful experiences ranging from academic pressure, separation
from family, individuation, relationship problems to work responsibilities [30].  Universities
need to put a premium on enhancing protective factors such as well-being to help students
overcome any distress that may impact academic success.

Well-being is a well-researched concept in psychology and has been found to have
impressive and meaningful consequences. Martin Seligman identified five building blocks that
enable humans to flourish, and these are positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning,
and accomplishments [32]. Interestingly, trends in positive psychology have overflowed into
education. It posits that schools should teach not only the skills of achievement but also skills
of well-being, how to live healthy, purposeful, and meaningful lives [4, 33]. Seligman [33]
elaborated that well-being is synergistic with better learning. More specifically, if students know
how to tap into positive emotions, are capable of experiencing flow, proficient in cultivating
positive relationships, engaging in activities bigger than themselves, and identifying clear goals,
they can learn better and, therefore, be academically successful. More specifically, positive
emotions broaden the scope of attention [17], induce efficiency in decision making, affect
cognition, and increase learning outcomes [35]. In general, researches have shown that students
with positive well-being are more likely to perform better and complete their studies [11, 39].

Equally important is student engagement, which has been identified as a construct essential
to learning. It is manifested when students remain motivated to perform at optimal levels to
maximize their competencies. Student engagement is a students' behavioral, cognitive, and
emotional connection to learning [16]. Kahu developed a holistic framework of student
engagement that depicted the antecedents and consequences of the interplay between student
and institutional factors against the bigger socio-political context where students, faculty, and
institutions are situated [21]. The framework was refined to include student experiences that
occur in an educational interphase. The four elements in the interphase are self-efficacy,
belonging, emotions, and well-being, stemming from the interaction between the students and
the Institution [20].

Another student engagement model describes four facets: (1) Academic engagement, which
refers to behaviors that directly contribute to academic achievement such as accomplishing
homework and listening attentively in class; Social engagement, which involves mandated and
nonmandated social behaviors that facilitate learning, such as following classroom rules and
actively interacting with teachers and classmates in productive ways; 3) Cognitive engagement,
which indicates behaviors that involve effortful and critical thinking for complex learning, such
as advance reading and clarifying questions more comprehensively; and 4) Affective
engagement, which deals with student involvement in programs that help them learn but also
gain a greater sense of belongingness in school, such as joining extracurricular activities and
participating in community extension project This multidimensional construct prevents poor
student outcomes and has been found to have a positive relationship with academic performance
[18, 26].

Higher education is responsible for meeting society's learning needs and allowing students
to have avenues to be academically successful [12]. This responsibility is the latent intention of
the Philippines ' shift to K-12 education a few years ago. The K-12 curriculum serves as a more
efficient teaching system that encourages student engagement, academic achievement, and
"real-world" preparedness due to a more focused learning specialization than a congested
general curriculum like the old Basic Education Curriculum (BEC). However, opinions on K-
12 vary from ambivalence to acceptance [2], affecting different sectors in the country [1].

This educational reform also necessitated the creation of the College Readiness Standards
(CRS) by the Commission on Higher Education (CHED). The CRS represents higher



education's intention to share with basic education the expectations for college learning [34].
This way, it assured that graduates of the K to 12 program would not need any remediation in
entry-level undergraduate courses. On the contrary, research showed that senior high school
graduates were less effective than BEC graduates in readiness and performance despite
perceiving the K-12 curriculum as a positive development [36]. This finding affirmed what
research documented about college eligibility not being synonymous with college readiness [3,
8,19, 24].

Research has documented several ways to bridge this gap. To improve first-year college
success outcomes, Universities offer multi-level initiatives to include orientation programs,
optional introductory learning and study skills courses, first-year seminars, freshmen interest
groups, and mentoring or coaching programs [31]. Hunter and Linder [15], as cited by Culver
and Bowman [15], described that more often, scholars categorized these freshmen educational
practices into either a (1) orientation and academic success seminars that provide resources to
ensure ease of transition to college life or (2) academic inquiry-based seminars that practice
metacognitive strategies in academic topics based on students or faculty interests. These
practices are considered by the Association of American Colleges and Universities as "high-
impact" and correlate with student performance [9]. However, there are mixed results regarding
these practices' effectiveness for predicting college success and retention [15]. In addition,
each program's activities lead to different psychological outcomes that purportedly lead to
increases in academic and social integration, eventually leading to student retention [6].

To respond to society's changing learning needs and improve academic success among its
freshmen students, Angeles University Foundation designed a General Education elective
course, Applied Learning Theories (ALT), an orientation and academic success course. The
subject was designed in part on freshmen study skill courses anchored on research-based
learning strategies [19]. Unlike most introductory and study skills courses, ALT is
contextualized and integrates not only study strategies and test-taking attributes but also self-
care practices. Starting Academic Year 2019-2020, all freshmen were required to take this three-
unit subject. The course is structured to build transferable learning skills that will have a long-
term impact on engagement, retention, graduation rates, and general well-being. Some of the
course topics are managing procrastination, metacognitive learning strategies, achieving a
growth mindset, self-management skills, practicing self-care, and stress management.

The present study aims to determine whether ALT can predict academic success over time.
ALT's contextualized nature, which is a blend of academic and non-academic correlates of
academic performance, gives rise to the question of how effective it is in predicting academic
achievement, student engagement, and well-being. The study's findings will be a basis for data-
informed decisions towards providing students with opportunities to develop, learn, and succeed
wholly. The following are the specific objectives of the first phase of the study:

1. Determine if engagement in Applied Learning Theories (ALT) is significantly associated
with academic achievement.

2. Determine if engagement in Applied Learning Theories (ALT) is significantly associated
with overall student engagement.

3. Determine if engagement in Applied Learning Theories (ALT) is significantly associated
with psychological well-being.



2 Method

2.1 Research Design

This paper reports a preliminary analysis of the five (5) phase longitudinal, explanatory
study illustrated in Figure 1. This study tests whether engagement in Applied Learning Theories
is associated with academic success, psychological well-being, and student engagement.
Likewise, data are collected during the Academic Year 2019-2020, the first year of the Applied
Learning Theories (SSELECT) course.

/v Psychological Well-Being (T2/T3/T4) \

Academic Success (T5)

v

ALT Engagement

\ Student Engagement (T2/T3/T4) /

Figure 1. Improving academic success through ALT Engagement
as mediated by psychological well-being and student engagement

2.2 Participants

The participants of the study were students enrolled in Applied Learning Theories
(SSELECT) during the Academic Year (A.Y.) 2019-2020. They were recruited through their
respective class instructors. A total of 1066 students completely answered all administered
research instruments. These students will be followed to the expected completion of their
undergraduate degree by A.Y. 2022-2023.

2.3 Research Instruments

2.3.1 Academic Success

Academic success was operationalized in Phase 1 of the study using the general weighted
average (GWA). The final GWAs of students during the semester in which they are enrolled in
the Applied Learning Theories (SSELECT) class will be requested from the Office of the
University Registrar at the end of the academic year. Subsequently, measures of academic
success will include retention rates, acquisition of desired skills and competencies, satisfaction,
and employability.

2.3.2 Psychological Well-Being

The PERMA Profiler (PERMA) was used to examine psychological well-being. It is a 23-
item scale measuring five psychological well-being domains: positive emotions, engagement,
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. The scale ranges from O suggesting "never",



"terrible”, and "not at all" to 10 implying "always", "excellent", and "completely"”. An example
of a measure item is "How much of the time do you feel you are making progress towards
accomplishing your goals?" The scale appears to have sound psychometric properties with a
Cronbach's alpha ranging from .71 to .89 with evidence of convergent and divergent validity
[10].

2.3.3 Academic Success Student Engagement

The University Student Engagement Inventory (USEI) was used to measure student
engagement. According to Maroco et al. [27], it is a 15-item scale conceptualized as a second-
order factor reflected by behavioral, cognitive, and emotional dimensions. The 5-point Likert
scale ranges from 1, which is "never," to 5, which corresponds to a frequency of "always." The
scale's psychometric properties are also acceptable, with a study obtaining a Cronbach's alpha
of .80 with evidence suggesting sound convergent and divergent validity [5].

2.3.4 ALT Engagement

Specific engagement for Applied Learning Theories (ALT) was measured using the
Applied Learning Theories Engagement (ALTEN) measure. According to Pare et al. (2019)
[29], the measure contains 60 items: 30 items each for both the Rating Scale (ALTEN-RS) and
the Engagement Checklist (ALTEN-CL). The ALTEN-RS checks the degree to which a student
practices the theoretical concepts and tips covered in SSELECT and asks respondents to rate
their practice on statements such as, "I follow a consistent format in note-taking."”. Items are
cumulatively scored and rated on a 5-point Likert scale varying from 1 to 5, which correspond
to "never" up to "always," respectively. Meanwhile, the ALTEN-CL consists of mostly close-
ended questions of differing formats (e.g., multiple-choice, rating) that ascertain ALT
engagement in greater detail and produce nominal and ordinal data for demographic profiling.
The 60-item instrument can measure overall engagement in Applied Learning Theories, which
can be factored into dimensions of engagement with enhancing study strategies, test-taking
attributes, and self-care practices. In terms of psychometrics, the ALTEN is reported to have
good reliability and validity. Among other things, the ALTEN has presented a Cronbach's alpha
of 0.84 for total ALT engagement and a Pearson r range of 0.76 to 0.93 (significant at p < 0.01)
for the subscales as well as good item validity [29].

2.4 Procedures

The Ethics Review Committee of the Angeles University Foundation has approved the
conduct of this study. The data gathering for the present research has been conducted in five
(5) phases via online administration. Data collection for Phase 1 has been completed in A.Y.
2019-2020, while the students were attending their Applied Learning Theories (SSELECT)
classes. Google Forms served as the primary means of disseminating the research instruments,
and it was composed of three sections.

The first section of each Google Form contained the Informed Consent Form, which
outlined the purposes of the study, the possible risks, and benefits, maintaining confidentiality,
the procedures that participants will undergo in the study, and the voluntary nature of their
participation as well as the contact information of the researchers. The respondents were
encouraged to read the page contents. They were required to click on a button to signify that



they have read and understood the terms and conditions written in the Informed Consent Form
and that they were voluntarily participating. Otherwise, they could withdraw by closing the
Google Form without answering. They could also withdraw participation after answering the
survey by contacting their professors and providing their ID numbers so the researchers can
erase their data entries.

The second section of each Google Form included the demographic profiling section. As
stated in the Informed Consent form, respondents were required to provide personal
information, including their student ID number, complete name, gender, college,
course/programme, type of school previously attended, and the previous school's name. Such
entries were used to identify the target population's demographic profile and assist in the
discussion and interpretation of all succeeding results of the study.

The last part of each Google Form was the survey proper. Participants answered research
instruments with questions intending to measure psychological well-being, student engagement,
and ALT engagement. A Google Sheet spreadsheet was generated per questionnaire, each
containing the responses of the participants to serve as the comprehensive database of the
current project. Prior to submitting their responses, participants were asked to recheck their
answers and check if all given information was true and updated to the best of their knowledge.

3 Results and Discussion

The Google spreadsheet was generated, and the research instruments were scored according
to the procedures stipulated for each scale. The data were then exported to IBM Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Statistics 22. Prior to the analyses, the data set was
examined for missing items or data entry errors. Seven student responses were removed from
the data set due to incomplete GWA resulting in a total of 1066 student responses for data
analysis.

Means and standard deviations were computed for all study variables. The association
between the total ALT instrument score and its three facets and GWA, USEI total score, and
PERMA total score were analyzed using Pearson's r; Coefficients of determination were also
computed. Table 1 shows the results of the analyses. The total ALT engagement score was
found to be positively associated with GWA, USEI, and PERMA. As for its facets, only ALT-
SS and ALT-TTA were found to be associated with GWA. All three facets were positively
related to USEI and PERMA. Scores from the ALT engagement instrument were found to have
the strongest association with USEI and weakest with GWA.

Table 1. Means and standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the ALT
engagement instrument with GWA, USEI, and PERMA

GWA USEI PERMA
M SD r r? r r r r?
GWA 88.74 3.96
USEI 58.47 6.845

PERMA  168.14 22.545

ALT-EN  107.81 12.107 .125** .16* A78%* 228 350** 122
ALT-SS 63.76 7.51 JA55** .024*  .448** 201 .280** 078
ALT-TTA 2275 3.413 .106** .011* .459** 211 .345** 119



ALT-SCP 213  3.273 -.003 .000 .260* .068 .292** 085

Notes * significant at < .05
** significant at < .00

The study's findings suggest that ALT as a course for freshman orientation and academic
success is associated with students' academic achievement, well-being, and student engagement.
As most freshmen success courses, ALT was designed to equip students with the knowledge,
skills, and abilities necessary to transition to College and overcome their challenges in their first
year of college [31]. Although there are a number of researches that looked into the contribution
of freshmen success courses to students' observed growth and success, the findings are varied,
from having positive results to no associations at all. A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of
first-year seminars supports the current study's result in that first-year success courses have only
a minimal positive effect on the first-year GPA [31]. Several relatively stable factors, such as
cognitive ability and personality, have impacted academic achievement [25]. Consequently,
ALT's short-term intervention as a freshman orientation and academic success course is not
enough to account for academic achievement. It may be wise to consider long-term, continuous,
and multi-faceted intervention programs to promote students' academic success [37].

Kahu and Nelson [21] provided a framework of student engagement that proposes that
engagement is at the heart of an educational interface formed by the interplay between student
characteristics and university practices. In the current study, ALT engagement is positively
associated with student engagement. This association means while the students were engaged
in ALT, there is an increase in the likelihood that they were engaged at the university
level. Using Kahu and Nelson's framework [21], student engagement is facilitated by the
interplay of the Institution and its students and the broader geopolitical context where the student
is situated. It was emphasized that the University's role is to design curricula that are flexible
to facilitate student and University interaction [24]. ALT was included in the different
university programs' curricula to allow students to be more engaged in learning while
developing their well-being. The inclusion of ALT is the University's response to deepening
first-year students' engagement. Interestingly, student success courses have been known to
enhance self-efficacy and confidence, and belonging, strengthening students' resolve to stay on
their academic path, which is an indicator of engagement [23,28]. Factors such as self-efficacy,
belonging, and well-being have been identified as mediating mechanisms that increase or
decrease student engagement likelihood [21] but were not measured in the current research.

The current study also showed a significant positive association between ALT engagement
and well-being. The relationship between constructs means that as students engaged in ALT,
there is a corresponding increase in students' well-being. Student orientation courses that
incorporated wellness were related to student wellness changes [14]. Since most first-year
students go through transitional and developmental experiences, activating protective factors
such as well-being is beneficial [39]. The results of the recent study conducted by Chatterjee &
Jethwani [13] supported the claim of prior research that self-care is strongly linked with well-
being - that the more a person practices self-care, the more that his or her well-being increases.
Hence, it was intentional on the part of the designers of the ALT syllabus to include self-care
practices that boost well-being. This strategy is beneficial in the long run as enhancing students'
positive developmental assets may prove to be an excellent measure to enhance students'
academic success in higher education [39].

The long-term consequences and the course's effectiveness have yet to be established in the
project's succeeding phases. Although the results can help claim ALT as an example of good
practice in the University's context, several limitations should be noted: Primarily, students'



GWA represents academic achievement, which is a limited representation of academic success.
Other facets of academic success will be measured in the different stages of the research. Also,
the current measure of engagement is limited only to the tri factorial structure of student
engagement. However, mediating factors that influence student engagement were not explicitly
measured in this study. Also, well-being in the study only represented total score and did not
look into specific elements that make up well-being.

As the research continues, a system of evaluation of the in-class activities, readings,
discussions, and topics of the course will be put in place to determine which is most effective.
Specifically, there may be a need to recalibrate the topic of self-care practices to ensure that the
learning goals and objectives are clearly articulated. Equally important is that as students’
progress through their degree program, it might be beneficial to integrate other educational
success initiatives to reinforce what they learned in their first year at the University.

4 Conclusions

The University's decision to offer Applied Learning Theories as a General Education
Elective was based on the impetus of leveraging data to develop targeted and focused
intervention programs for students. Findings of the present study lend support to the premise
that a subject that is anchored on research-based strategies and high impact educational practices
will bridge the gap between college eligibility and college readiness. Results showed that as
students learn and engage in the subject, they appear to become more academically and
cognitively engaged. Easing from familiarity to eventual mastery of the topics facilitates
collaboration with their teachers and classmates, hopefully leading to a greater sense of
belongingness to the University. With the introduction of concepts such as the growth mindset,
optimism, resilience, and mindfulness, among many others, students can develop positive
emotions, sustain interest in challenging tasks, and inspire them to find their meaning and
purpose. Providing these essential experiences to students may fortify their disposition to
become academically successful.
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