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This study examined the impact of psychological capital on university
students’ academic achievement mediated through academic
engagement. A quantitative research method with a cross-sectional
correlational design was employed. Data was collected using
validated questionnaires from regular undergraduate engineering KEYWORDS
students (N = 321) at Bahir Dar University in Ethiopia, selected by Academic achievement,
stratified random sampling. Structural equation modeling was the academic engagement,
main data-analyzing technique. The study found that psychological Ezéfgggﬂ%giltﬁmi"
capital significantly and positively impacted students’ engagement pigher education
and academic achievement. Academic engagement played a partial

mediation role in the relationship between psychological capital and

academic achievement. From the findings, it can be concluded that

psychological capital and academic engagement are potential factors

for students’ better academic outcomes, highlighting the need for

interventions that strengthen psychological resources and increase

student engagement to improve academic performance.

Introduction

Academic achievement is one of the predictors of students’ success in higher
education. It is a multidimensional construct that can be defined from theoretical
perspectives, educational goals, academic program outcomes, and assessment methods (Li et
al., 2023). In this study, academic achievement refers to the cumulative grade point average
obtained by university students in their enrolled program (Slatten et al., 2021).

Evidence shows that many university students do not perform well in their studies
(Lesley et al., 2011). As a result, the high dropout rate due to poor academic performance
remains a global issue (Al-Tameemi et al., 2023). Ethiopia is no exception; students’ failure
to achieve educational goals is a major challenge for most universities (Moges, 2017). Recent
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data from seven universities, including Bahir Dar University, has indicated that, on average,
36% of students leave an academic program before graduation (Wondwosen, 2021).

Several factors contribute to academic achievement variation among students at
different educational levels. With the rise of positive psychology, the role of psychological
capital (PsyCap) in educational settings has gained much attention in recent years. It is
defined as a person’s positive psychological state of development and comprises four
psychological resources: hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism (HERO cited in Luthans et
al., 2015).

At the university level, PsyCap contributes to students’ learning outcomes by helping
them to increase engagement, promote psychological well-being, better cope with challenges,
and enhance academic adjustment. It is suggested that students with high PsyCap are more
emotionally stable and better able to handle stress (Li et al., 2023). PsyCap can help
university students to believe in their abilities, put in the necessary efforts and perseverance
required to attain their educational goals, have a positive outlook on their success at present
and in the future, adapt successfully in the face of adverse situations, and recover from
failures (Li et al., 2023). Students with high levels of PsyCap are goal-oriented, exhibit
positive learning behavior, work with motivation, and experience a state of flow in doing
their tasks, which in turn results in better academic performance (Adil et al, 2020).

Regarding engineering education, PsyCap is crucial to enhancing engineering
students’ cognitive abilities and social interactions (Zhao et al., 2020), promoting creativity
and innovative behavior (Sameer, 2018), and for effective team /group work (Vanno et al.,
2015). It also significantly impacts students’ soft skills via psychological well-being (Saman
etal., 2023).

Student engagement is another important factor determining students’ academic
success in higher education (Kahu, 2013). It is commonly defined as the amount of time and
effort that students invest in meaningful academic activities that contribute directly to desired
outcomes (Kuh et al., 2008).

It is suggested that university students who are actively engaged in the learning
process will show high interest in coursework, accomplish academic tasks (Schaufeli et al.,
2002), have productive study habits and time management skills, learn more and perform
better academically, and thus accomplish their university studies (Appleton et al., 2008; Kim
& Kim, 2021). This indicates that success in university learning depends upon students’ level
of engagement.

Engagement is closely linked to cognitive skills such as critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, which are fundamental for engineering students. Research reveals that when
students are more engaged in the learning process, they are more likely to have a higher level
of critical thinking and problem-solving skills (McCormick et al., 2015).

There has been empirical evidence supporting the positive link between PsyCap,
academic engagement, and academic achievement. Previous studies have demonstrated that
PsyCap positively and significantly correlated with and predicted academic achievement
(e.g., Carmona-Halty et al., 2019; Luthans et al., 2007; Luthans et al., 2012; Onivehu, 2020).
Luthans et al. (2007) pointed out that undergraduate students with high levels of PsyCap are
more likely to score a highergrade point average (GPA). A study by Onivehu (2020)
conducted on undergraduate students found that PsyCap explains 36% of the variance in
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students’ academic performance. Similarly, studies conducted based on various engagement
models have reported that engagement is significantly positively related to and predicted
academic achievement (e.g., Delfino, 2019; Meseret & Rao, 2018; Reeve & Tseng, 2011;
Schaufeli et al., 2002). Meseret and Rao (2018) in their study found that academic
engagement accounted for 33.8% of the variance in academic achievement among
undergraduate students.

The literature further reveals that PsyCap plays a vital role in shaping students’
engagement behavior (e.g., Martinez et al., 2019) and keeps them engaged in academic
pursuits (Li et al., 2023). Hopeful, efficacious, optimistic, and resilient students are more
likely to exhibit better cognitive, behavioral, and emotional involvement in their academic
tasks (Gong et al., 2018). Previous studies have demonstrated that PsyCap has a positive,
significant, and direct effect on academic engagement and is a significant predictor of
academic engagement (e.g., Jafri, 2017; Kang et al., 2021; Luthans et al., 2016). A study
conducted by Kang et al. (2021) found that 28.9 % of the differences observed in student
engagement can be attributed to variations in their PsyCap.

In addition, PsyCap can influence students’ academic achievement through mediator
variables, including academic engagement (e.g., Gebregergis et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2015).
Virga et al. (2022) conducted a study among university students (N=420) and found that
academic engagement partially mediated the relationship between PsyCap and academic
performance. The study suggests that students with a higher level of psychological capital
will show a higher level of engagement in their educational activities and achieve better
performance in their studies (Virga et al., 2022).

Despite these findings, there have been knowledge and research gaps that need further
research. Most studies on PsyCap have been conducted in the USA, Turkey, Australia, and
some Asian countries like China, India, and Malaysia. However, the construct remains under-
researched in African higher education contexts Gebregergis et al., 2024). Similarly, compared to
developed countries like the USA, Australia, and Canada, academic engagement has received
limited empirical attention in developing countries (Oz & Boyaci, 2021).

Although previous studies examine the direct effect of PsyCap and academic
engagement on academic achievement separately, the interplay effect of these constructs on
students’ outcomes is not well addressed in the literature. To our knowledge, no study has
examined the effect of PsyCap on academic achievement mediated through academic
engagement in the Ethiopian context.

The beneficial role of PsyCap in various fields has been reported in previous studies
(Luthans et al., 2012). However, due to the focus of the curriculum on technical skills, the
value of PsyCap in engineering education is underestimated (Lye 2023).

Therefore, the main objective of the current study was to fill these gaps by examining
how and to what extent PsyCap contributes to university students’ academic achievement
directly and mediated through academic engagement with a focus on engineering
undergraduates.

The study was guided by the following research question: How is PsyCap important
to enhance university students’ academic outcomes? To address the research question and
meet the objective of the study, the following two hypotheses were formulated:
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Hi: Psychological capital has a significant positive direct impact on the academic
achievement of undergraduate students.

H,: Academic engagement mediates the relationship between psychological capital
and academic achievement.

Theoretical Framework

Positive psychology emphasizes strengths-based education that targets student success
and suggests thriving as a key element for success (Schreiner, 2015). In the context of higher
education, thriving can be seen as fully engaged intellectually, socially, and emotionally in
academic tasks and being academically successful (Schreiner, 2015). PsyCap, rooted in
positive psychology, is recognized as a valuable personal resource for positive academic
outcomes (Luthans et al., 2019). Hope is the capacity to persevere toward goals and find
alternative ways when necessary. Self-efficacy refers to the confidence to take on and
succeed at challenging tasks. Resilience represents the ability to sustain and bounce back
from setbacks and adversity and optimism is about a positive attribution of succeeding now
and in the future.

It is argued that the four psychological resources (hope, self—efficacy, optimism, and
resilience) that constitute PsyCap as a higher-order construct best meet the inclusion criteria
of being theory-and research-based, a valid measure, state-like, and having a positive impact
on attitudes, behaviors, performance, and well-being (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017).
Therefore, they are considered an integrative theoretical foundation for psychological capital
(Luthans et al., 2007). Given that, the present study used the psychological resources theory
as a theoretical basis for PsyCap within the framework of positive psychology theory.

Reeve and Tseng (2011) claimed that despite the three aspects of engagement
(behavioral, cognitive, and emotional) being certainly important to understanding student
engagement, they are reactive in the learning environments and emerge from a directional
process initiated by the teacher (Reeve, 2012). Therefore, they have proposed the fourth type
of engagement, agentic engagement, which they defined as "the observable classroom event
in which students’ constructive contribution to the flow of instruction they receive’’ (Reeve
& Tseng, 2011, p. 258). In line with this, the current study used the four-dimensional
engagement model, which consists of behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic
engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011) to better understand the role of engagement in students’
learning and achievement.

In addition, this study used the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll,
2002) to better explain and examine the interplay between PsyCap, engagement, and
academic achievement. Consistent with the notion of “resource caravans” (Hobfoll, 2002),
psychological resources travel together and interact synergistically to produce desirable
outcomes over time and across contexts (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). In this study,
PsyCap and engagement are assumed to interact with each other to bring about positive
outcomes (i.e., academic achievement).

142



Bahir Dar Journal of Education Vol. 25 No. 2 May 2025 Fenta B. Amera et al.

Method

Research Design

The present study employed a quantitative research approach with a cross-sectional
correlational design to generate and test hypotheses based on theories, determine the
relationship between study variables, analyze numerical data, generalize the obtained results
(Creswell, 2017), and collect a large amount of data at a specific point in time through survey
questionnaires (Schmidt & Brown, 2019).

Participants

This study was conducted at Bahir Dar University, one of the first-generation
universities in Ethiopia, located in Bahir Dar City. The sample consisted of final-year regular
undergraduate engineering students (N = 321), selected from eight departments in five
faculties using a stratified random sampling method. The sample size was determined by
Yamane's (1967) formula. The calculation provides 277 samples. To account for the non-
response rate, 56 students (20% of the sample size (Bujang, 2021) were added to the initial
sample. Therefore, the total sample size was 333. However, the actual sample size after data
cleaning was 321. Table 1 displays the participants’ demographic profile.

Table 1

Participants by Gender, Age, Academic Major, and CGPA (N = 321)

Variables Category Frequency (n) Percentag (%)

Gender Males 244 76.00
Females 77 24.00
<23 8 2.5

Age 24-26 212 66
27-29 86 26.8
>30 15 4.7
Automotive 15 4.7
Industrial 26 8.1
Mechanical 73 22.7
Chemical 50 15.6

Academic Major in Computer 27 8.4

Engineering Electrical 54 16.8
Civil 37 115
Software 39 12.1
2.00-2.50 46 14.3
2.51-2.74 147 45.8

Academic Achievement 2.75-3.25 81 25.2

(CGPA) 3.26-3.74 37 115
3.75-4.00 10 3.1

Note. The CGPA was labeled using the Ethiopian universities' grading system as a benchmark.
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Measures

Psychological capital was measured by a short Psychological Capital Questionnaire
(PCQ-12; Matos & De Andrade, 2021; Martinez et al., 2021) with slight modifications in
some items. The scale contains 12 items grouped into four subscales with three items each:
self-efficacy (e.g., ‘I can keep up with the technologies that can be used in my studies’), hope
(e.g., ‘I can think of many ways to reach my current goals regarding my studies’), optimism
(e.g., ‘I believe better days will come through my studies’), and resilience (e.g., ‘| get
stronger when facing competition in my studies’).

Academic engagement was measured by student engagement scales consisting of 12
items adapted from previous researchers. Nine items were from the University Student
Engagement Inventory (USEI; Maroco et al., 2016), with three dimensions: behavioral,
cognitive, and emotional engagement. The remaining three items were from Agentic
Engagement Sales (AES; Reeve, 2013). The 12 items were distributed equally in four
dimensions: behavioral engagement (e.g., ‘I usually participate actively in group
assignments’, cognitive engagement (e.g., ‘I try to integrate the acquired knowledge and
skills in solving new problems’, emotional engagement (e.g., ‘I feel excited about the
institute work’, and agentic engagement (e.g., ‘during this class, I express my preferences and
opinion.’

Responses on PsyCap and academic engagement questionnaire items were rated on a
six-point Likert scale (1= strongly disagree to 6= strongly agree). The average scores were
computed with respective items; a higher mean score indicated a higher level of PsyCap and
academic engagement among students.

Academic achievement was assessed by cumulative grade point average (CGPA)
collected from the registrar. Participants were also requested to provide information about
their age, gender, faculty, and field of specialization/academic major in the demographic
questions.

Procedure

Permission was obtained from the Bahir Dar Technology Institute, Bahir Dar
University, to conduct the study, collect data from students, and access their official grades
from the registrar. The study also secured informed consent from participants. Participants
were told about the purpose of the study and were assured that their information would be
kept confidential and that their participation was voluntary.

Before the main study, the PsyCap and academic engagement measurement scales
were piloted with 59 students. Feedback from research and language experts suggests that the
scales are valid and understandable, with minor word changes to much of the study context.
The alpha values met the recommended threshold value of 0.70 (Nunnally & Beinstein,
1994), indicating acceptable reliability.

A total of 333 hard-copy English version questionnaires were distributed to the
respondents by eight undergraduate course instructors, and 328 were returned, with a
response rate of 98.49 %. Each participant took about 30 to 35 minutes to complete the
questionnaire. The data was collected from June 28 to July 11, 2023.
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Data analysis

SPSS 25 and AMOS 23 were applied in the data analysis process. Descriptive
statistics  (e.g., mean, standard deviation), Pearson correlations, and structural equation
modeling (SEM) were employed in data analysis. Structural equation modeling (CB-SEM)
with maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) was the main data analysis technique in the
present study to test the proposed conceptual model and the hypothesized relationships (direct
and indirect effects). A mediation analysis was conducted to verify whether academic
engagement mediates the relationship between PsyCap and academic achievement. A bias-
corrected bootstrapping method with a 95% Confidence Interval (CI) set at 5,000 resamples
was utilized to test the significance of indirect effects (Hair et al., 2009).

Data screening and relevant assumption testing were performed before the main data
analysis. Four invalid questionnaires and three cases being outliers were removed from the
data, while 10 (3.12%, < 5%) missing items were imputed using the expectation-
maximization procedure (Kline, 2011). Little’s MCAR test result was insignificant, y2 (DF =
207) = 183.258, sig. = .881. The data were confirmed to be normally distributed by univariate
normality (skewness: 0.019 to 0.355, < + 2.00; (kurtosis: -0.273 to -1.180, <+ 7.00) (Byrne,
2010) and multivariate normality (total Kurtosis = 6.49, < 10; the critical ratio of kurtosis =
1.648, < 5) (Bentler, 2006). The obtained values of tolerance (PsyCap= .626; AE =.617,
>0.20) and VIF (PsyCap = 1.597; AE = 1.620, <5) (Menard, 2002) also confirmed that
multicollinearity was not a major concern in the present study.

Results

Common Method Variance/Bias

Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff et al. 2003) was used to assess the possible
presence of common method variance/bias. The total variance extracted by one factor was
35.34%, which was less than the recommended threshold of 50% (Cao et al., 2020). Thus,
common method variance is not a serious problem in the current study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Before testing the direct and indirect effects of PsyCap on academic achievement,
descriptive statistics and correlation analysis were performed to determine the participants’
levels of PsyCap and academic engagement and to determine whether a relationship exists
between the study variables. The descriptive statistics show that the observed mean score of
PsyCap was 3.18(SD = 0.83), and the observed mean score of academic engagement was
3.02 (SD = 0.84). The results of a one-sample t-test affirmed that the mean scores of PsyCap
and engagement were significantly below the expected mean of 3.5, PsyCap: t(320) = 102.12,
p <.001, and academic engagement: t(320) = 93.26, p < .001. Similarly, the observed mean
score of academic achievement (CGPA) was (M = 2.43, SD = 0.98), significantly below the
expected mean of 3.00, CGPA: t(320) = 45.99, p < .001 (see Table 2).

Results of correlation analysis show that PsyCap significantly and positively
correlated with academic engagement (r = .57, p < .01) and academic achievement, as
measured by CGPA (r = .52, p < .01). Also, there was a significant positive association
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between academic engagement and academic achievement (r = .51, p < .01). In addition,
there was a positive association between the components of PsyCap and academic
engagement with academic achievement (see Table 3). It is suggested that significant
correlations between variables are one of the prerequisites to conducting path analysis in
structural equation modeling. However, high correlations between variables might cause
multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2010). The coefficient for intercorrelations between variables in
this study was below 0.85 (Brown, 2015). This verifies to continue the structural model
analysis.

Table 2

One Sample t-test Results of PsyCap, Academic Engagement, and Academic Achievement
Constructs Mean SD t DF P Test Values
Psychological Capital 3.18 0.83 102.12 320 Bekaled 35
Academic Engagement 3.02 0.84 93.26 320 Nelaled

Academic Achievement 2.43 0.98 4599 320 Fhx 3.0
(CGPA)

N =321; *** p <.001

Table 3

Correlations between Variables (N = 321)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1.PsyCap 1

2.SE 69** 1

3.HO BAx* 49** 1

4. RE B6** 53 49™ 1

5. 0P B4Ex G 49™ 54" 1

6. AE B7F* 48** 49%* AQF* A1x* 1

7. BE B4Fx A AT+ AT7F* 38%% 0% 1

8. CE AdFx 38w 36%* 35**  33%k 7ok 557 1

9. EE A5** .38%* AQ** A1** .30%* TJT** 58" 67" 1

10. AG 50**  40** A1%* 39%*  4Q**  76%* 60™ 58" 677 1
11. CGPA 52" A4 AT 38" 377 51 A4 38" 45" AT

**p < .01 (2_tailed)

To conduct SEM analysis, the current study followed the two-step procedure
(Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). First, the measurement model was assessed, and the structural
model followed.

Measurement Model

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS 23 was used to assess the measurement
model including the goodness-of-fit and the reliability and validity. In the present study,
PsyCap and academic engagement are seen as second-order constructs and their dimensions
as first-order constructs. Academic achievement, on the other hand, is a construct with a
single indicator (CGPA), and, hence, was not included in the measurement model assessment.
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Model fit

Goodness-of-fit in the present study was evaluated using the following fit indices:
Normed Chi-square Index (CMIN/DF) < 5 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2016); the Tucker—Lewis
index (TLI) and comparative fit index (CFI) with adequate values greater than 0.90 (Byrne,
2010) and good values higher than 0.95 (Keith, 2019); the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA with a confidence interval (90% Cl),) and standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR), considering values less than 0.08 as adequate (Byrne, 2010) and
good value less than 0.06 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2016).

The CFA results showed that both the first-order and second-order constructs had a
good fit to the data (see Table 4). Since the initial model met the recommended fit indices
values, model modifications were not performed. As part of CFA, the factor loadings of first-
order construct items and second-order construct indicators were assessed. The results
showed that both factor loadings exceeded the recommended threshold value of 0.50 (Hair et
al., 2014). Thus, no item was deleted (see Figure 1 and Table 5).

Table 4

Goodness-of-Fit Statistics of Measurement Models (N = 321)

Constructs Models X2/DF  TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR
Psychological First-order 1.114  0.996 0.997 0.019 0.027
Capital Second -order 1.105  0.997 0.997 0.018 0.027
Academic First-order 1433  0.988 0.991 0.037 0.031
Engagement Second -order 1509 0.986 0.89 0.040 0.035

Note. y 2/df = Normed Chi-square; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; CFI = Comparative fit index; TLI; RMSEA =
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR Standardized Root Mean Square Residual.

Figure 1
Measurement Models (Standardized regression weights)
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Reliability and Validity Tests

As shown in Table 5, the Alpha values of first-order constructs ranged between 0.82
and 0.88, and the composite reliability values were between 0.74 and 0.85. The factor
loadings of first-order constructs (0.71- 0.90) and second-order constructs (0.82-0.89) were
above the cutoff value of 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), indicating the measurement
scales had acceptable reliability. Furthermore, the average variance extracted (AVE) values
of the first-order constructs (0.60-0.72) and second-order constructs, 0.73 (PsyCap) and 0.66
(AE), were above the threshold value of 0.50 (Collier, 2020), suggesting adequate convergent
validity. Also, the squared root values of AVE for PsyCap (0.85) and academic engagement
(0.82) were greater than the cross-bonding correlation coefficients (Fornell & Larcker, 1981),
and the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio (0.74) was below the threshold value of 0.85
(Henseler et al., 2015; Kline, 2011), suggesting discriminant validity was established (see
Table 6).

Table 5
Reliability and Convergence Validity Results of First and Second-Order Constructs
1" order - 2" order- No. Items and SFL o CR AVE
constructs constructs Indicators
SE 3 0.75-0.81 0.82 0.75 0.60
HO 3 0.71-0.85 0.82 0.81 0.61
RE 3 0.75-0.84 0.84 0.85 0.64
OP 3 0.76-0.84 0.84 0.84 0.65
BE 3 0.78-0.88 0.87 0.75 0.71
CE 3 0.80-0.90 0.88 0.74 0.72
EE 3 0.73-0.89 0.84 0.75 0.66
AG 3 0.72-0.86 0.82 0.76 0.63
Psychological SE 0.85
Capital HO 0.82 0.92 0.89 0.73
RE 0.86
OoP 0.89
Academic BE 0.82
engagement CE 0.83 0.92 0.88 0.66
EE 0.78
AG 0.82

Note: SFL= Standardized Factor Loadings; o = Cronbach alpha; CR= Composite Reliability; AVE= Average
Variance Extracted.

Table 6

Discriminant Validity

Constructs Fornell & Larker Criterion HTMT Ratio
1 2 1 2

1. Psychological Capital (PsyCap) 0.85 -

2. Academic Engagement (AE) S7*F* 0.82 0.74 -

Note. Bold numbers are the square roots of AVE; ** p <. 01 (2-tailed). The HTMT cut-off value is < 0.85.

Structural Model

The structural model was used to test the proposed model and the hypothesized
relationships (direct and indirect effects). The results of the structural model analysis are
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presented based on the research hypothesis. First, the goodness-of-fit of the overall model
was assessed. The obtained fit indices indicated that the structural model had a good model
fit, with CMIN /DF = 1.079, TLI = 0.995, CFI = 0.996, RMSEA = 0.016, and SRMR =
0.039.

Direct Effect of PsyCap on Academic Achievement

The first hypothesis (H1) of this study was that PsyCap has a significant positive
direct impact on the academic achievement of undergraduate students. The find supports the
proposed hypothesis. The direct path coefficient from PsyCap to academic achievement was
positive and significant (f = 0.34, p <. 001). In addition, the path coefficient from PsyCap to
academic engagement (p = 0.70, p < .001) and from academic engagement to academic
achievement (f = 0.45, p < .001) were positive and significant (see Figure 3).

Mediating Effect of Academic Engagement

It was proposed that academic engagement mediates the relationship between PsyCap
and academic achievement (H2). The mediation analysis indicates that the indirect effect of
PsyCap on academic achievement via academic engagement was significant (f = 0.32, p <
0.01), justifying that academic engagement mediates the relationship between PsyCap and
academic achievement. The 95% confidence interval (lower and upper limits) excluded zero
(Cl.gs = 0.257, 0.368), confirming that the indirect effect of PsyCap on academic achievement
through academic engagement was significant. Thus, the proposed hypothesis (H2) was
supported. Furthermore, the direct effect of PsyCap on academic achievement with the
inclusion of a mediator (academic engagement) was significant (B= 0.34, p <.001), indicating
academic engagement partially mediated the relationship between PsyCap and academic
achievement (see Figure 3 and Table 7). In the proposed model, PsyCap without a mediator
accounted for 20% (SMC = 0.20) of the variance in academic achievement (not displayed in
the paper). The mediation model explained 53% (SMC = 0.53) of the variance in academic
achievement (see Figure 2).

Table 7

Bootstrap Analysis of the Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects

Effect Estimate SE 95% Confidence Interval P-value
Lower Limit Upper Limit

Direct effect

PsyCap —AA 0.34 0.019 0.299 0.377 falale
PsyCap—AE 0.70 0.053 0.585 0.792 falale
AE — AA 0,45 0.022 0.403 0.488 el
Indirect effect

PsyCap — AE —AA 0.32 0.028 0.257 0.368 el
Total effect

PsyCap — AA 0.66 0.027 0.599 0.704 falalel
***p < 0.001
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Figure 2

Structural Model (Standardized regression weights)
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Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to examine the impact of PsyCap on university
students' academic achievement mediated through academic achievement, with a particular

focus on engineering undergraduates. The discussion is based on the research objectives and
hypothesis.

Levels of PsyCap and Academic Engagement

A one-sample t-test confirmed that the observed mean scores of PsyCap and academic
engagement were statistically different from the expected mean. Also, the participants' CGPA
was significantly below the expected mean. The possible reason might be the focus of
engineering education on technical skills and little attention to soft skills and psychological
resources (Lye, 2023).

Low PsyCap in students can negatively impact academic engagement and well-being,
leading to increased stress, burnout, and potentially poorer academic outcomes, while also
reducing resilience and optimism. Low psychological capital can lead to a lack of motivation
and engagement in learning, as students may feel less hopeful, optimistic, or resilient in the
face of academic challenges (Martinez et al., 2019). A low level of engagement is also
associated with poor academic performance (Duffy & Elwood, 2013). Lower levels of
engagement hinder students' ability to develop critical thinking skills, improve their learning
strategies, and build strong relationships with teachers/instructors and peers. A lack of
engagement can lead to feelings of disinterest and disconnection from the university
environment, increasing the likelihood of students dropping out (Acosta-Gonzaga, 2023).
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Relationship among Variables

Pearson’s correlation coefficient indicated that correlations among the independent
latent variables, the mediator latent variables, and the dependent latent variable were
significant and positive (p < .01). These findings are consistent with previous studies, which
have demonstrated a significant positive association between PsyCap and academic
achievement (e.g., Luthans et al. 2007; Luthans et al., 2012) and PsyCap and academic
engagement (e.g., Gong et al., 2018; Jafri, 2017; Kang et al., 2021; Luthans et al., 2016), and
academic engagement and academic achievement (e.g., Delfino, 2019; Reeve & Tseng, 2011;
Schaufeli et al., 2002).

Direct Effect of Psychological Capital on Academic Achievement

The present study proposed that PsyCap has a significant positive direct effect on
academic achievement (H1). The finding supports the proposed hypothesis. The standardized
path coefficient from PsyCap to academic achievement was positive and significant. This
result is along with previous studies, which demonstrate that PsyCap has a positive and direct
impact on academic achievement and is a significant predictor of academic achievement
(e.g., Carmona-Halty et al., 2019; Onivehu, 2020).

It is suggested that students with high PsyCap will perform better academically than
students with low levels of PsyCap (Luthans et al., 2012). This is because PsyCap is useful in
regulating students' thoughts and behaviors, giving them vitality that increases their intrinsic
motivation, energizing them to pursue educational endeavors, and empowering them to
accomplish their academic goals (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). Research reveals that
students who are high in PsyCap can capitalize on better meaning—focused strategies directly
contributing to students’ academic achievement as measured by CGPA (Ortega-Maldonado
& Salanova, 2017).

This finding supports the COR theory (Hobfoll, 2002), which states that students who
accumulate personal resources (e.g., hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism) are more likely
to achieve academic success (Hobfoll et al., 2018). In university settings, PsyCap may
support students in meeting their study demands and provides them with positive agentic
resources, facilitating their striving for achievement (Sweetman & Luthans, 2010). This
indicates that PsyCap is a key personal resource to promote university students' academic
achievement.

The present study also found that PsyCap has a significant positive impact on the
academic engagement of undergraduate students. This result is consistent with previous
studies (e.g., Gebregergis et al., 2024). PsyCap as a set of psychological resources can assist
students more engaged in their academic tasks, especially in challenging times (Hobfoll,
2002; Hobfoll & Ford, 2007). In addition, the current study found a significant positive effect
of academic engagement on academic achievement, which agrees with previous studies (e.g.,
Meseret & Rao, 2018). Egbert (2020) pointed out that success in learning happens if students
are eagerly involved in the learning process. University students who are actively engaged in
the learning process have higher levels of self-esteem and socially appropriate behaviors
(Bowden et al., 2021), show high interest in coursework, accomplish academic tasks
(Schaufeli et al., 2002), have productive study habits and time management skills, learn more
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and perform better academically, and thus accomplish their university studies (Appleton et
al.,, 2008; Kim & Kim, 2021; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Research has confirmed that
academically engaged students have better academic achievement in terms of higher GPAs
compared to disengaged students (Ketonen et al., 2016).

Mediating Effect of Academic Engagement

The current study supposed that academic engagement mediates the relationship
between PsyCap and academic achievement (H,). As proposed, academic engagement
partially mediated the relationship between PsyCap and academic achievement. In other
words, PsyCap could have an indirect effect on academic achievement through academic
engagement. The bootstrap result confirmed that the indirect effect of PsyCap on academic
achievement via academic engagement was statistically significant. Since the direct effect of
PsyCap on academic achievement, with the inclusion of a mediator (academic engagement),
is significant, academic engagement partially mediates the relationship between PsyCap and
academic achievement. This finding is consistent with previous studies (e.g., Gebregergis et
al., 2024; Virga et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2019). A study by Virga et al. (2022) conducted
with university students found that academic engagement played a partial mediating role in
the PsyCap and academic performance relationship and suggested that students who possess
psychological resources (self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism) will have a high level
of engagement, which in turn leads to higher academic performance (e.g., Virga et al., 2022).
The study supports the assumption of the COR theory, that PsyCap is an important personal
resource that plays a vital role in facilitating engagement that leads to better performance
(Martinez et al, 2019).

Conclusion and Implications

The present study examined how and to what extent PsyCap contributes to university
students’ academic achievement, directly and indirectly mediated through the mediating
mechanism of academic engagement. It was found that PsyCap has a significant positive
impact on academic achievement and academic engagement, and academic engagement
played a partial mediating role in the relationship between PsyCap and academic
achievement, indicating both direct and indirect effects. The study suggests that academic
engagement is an important underlying mechanism in the PsyCap and academic achievement
relationship. The findings underscore that PsyCap and academic engagement are crucial for
students’ positive outcomes (academic achievement) in higher education.

This study contributes to the existing literature by adding more knowledge about the
beneficial role of PsyCap and academic engagement in students’ learning and achievement
because little has been done in the African context, including Ethiopia. The findings of this
study may also extend previous research findings by providing more empirical evidence
regarding the interplay between PsyCap, academic engagement, and academic achievement.

Practically, this study is useful for academic institutions to develop evidence-based
interventions to build psychological resources among undergraduate students to improve their
academic achievement. Unlike personality and intelligence quotient (1Q), which are relatively
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stable, PsyCap is a malleable psychological resource; open to improvement and development
(Luthans et al., 2007). It can be developed through micro-interventions (Luthans et al., 2006)
and short training sessions of 2-3 hours (Ngo et al., 2021). The interventions/training
objective should focus on how to enhance each of the four dimensions of PsyCap and how
the intervention or training is effective in improving students' levels of psychological
resources, which in turn can improve their academic performance.

Luthans' psychological capital theory and intervention, the four-level model (Luthans
et al., 2006) could be an important theoretical basis for designing the interventions: (1)
develop hope by planning goals and ways to achieve them, (2) accept limitations to
strengthen belief and accumulate experience, developing optimism, (3) develop self-efficacy
by inspiring students to experience success, and (4) take advantage of effective resources and
interpersonal relations to develop resilience (Liang et al., 2018). Evidence has shown that
educational intervention on PsyCap promotes university students’ levels of PsyCap, leading
to improved academic performance (da Costa et al., 2021).

The findings of the present study could also help curriculum experts integrate the
concepts of PsyCap into the curricula. Counseling practitioners also can use the findings of
this study to design and provide counseling services for students at risk due to poor academic
performance and psychological problems caused by stressful learning environments. It is
suggested that providing group counseling via a multimedia system could enhance the
PsyCap of university students (Zeng et al., 2024).

Academic engagement could be improved by enhancing students' PsyCap. However,
since university students are from different backgrounds (e.g., personalities, abilities, needs,
interests, and learning styles), additional mechanisms such as differentiated instruction are
needed to increase their level of engagement.

Differentiated instruction is a pedagogical approach that can be grouped into two
approaches: divergent, where goals and teaching methods are highly specified to meet the
needs of individuals or homogeneous groups, and convergent, where all students work on
common tasks to achieve common goals (de Graaf et al. 2019; Deunk et al. 2015). In
differentiated instruction, teachers/instructors are expected to proactively modify the lessons,
teaching and assessment methods, resources, and learning activities to address the needs of
individual students and small groups of students to maximize the learning opportunity for
each student in the classroom (Hillier, 2011).

Even though the application of the principles of differentiated teaching in higher
education is challenging compared to elementary and high school because of large class sizes,
academic diversity, teaching style, physical layout, and time constraints (Chamberlin &
Powers 2010), using differentiated instruction in higher education is necessary for the
benefits of university students.

Research suggests that the successful adoption of differentiated instruction depends
on the willingness, commitment, readiness, and support of instructors (e.g., Solomon, 2019).
Therefore, university instructors are expected to prepare themselves and take the lion's share
to effectively implement this useful pedagogical approach in the teaching-learning process to
enhance students' academic engagement, thereby improving their academic performance.
Creating a supportive and engaging learning environment is another strategy to increase
students' engagement.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

The present study has some limitations. The cross-sectional design might limit the analysis
of the causal relationship between the variables under investigation. To address this gap,
future research should focus on longitudinal and experimental studies to better understand the
relationships between these constructs. The study was conducted at a single university, and
the samples were engineering students. This might limit the generalization of findings.
Therefore, future studies should involve more academic institutions and diverse disciplines.
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