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ABSTRACT 
 
Despite a growing literature on learning engagement, its relationship with flourishing has had little attention, and even less 
has been given to the role of personal best goals in university students. Addressing these gaps, this study investigated the 
relationship between flourishing and learning engagement through the mediating role of personal best goals. Data were 
collected via an online survey from a sample of 206 university students from various higher education institutions in 
Malaysia. The associations among the variables were evaluated using correlational analyses, while nonparametric 
bootstrapping procedures using PROCESS within IBM SPSS were used to test for mediation effects. Results showed that 
flourishing is positively associated with learning engagement and personal best goals, while personal best goals are 
significantly related to learning engagement. Both flourishing and personal best goals are also significant predictors of 
learning engagement. In addition, personal best goals mediated the relationship between flourishing and learning 
engagement, in which there is a significant indirect effect of flourishing on learning engagement via personal best goals. 
These results highlight the vital role of personal best goals as one of the mechanisms by which flourishing may affect 
learning engagement. They also shed light on the potential implications of flourishing and personal best goals in optimising 
students’ learning in higher education.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has created significant challenges and uncertainties worldwide, particularly in 
educational institutions where much learning is being transferred online. At its early stage, many educators were 
not prepared or competent in handling online teaching and learning due to insufficient experience and skills (Ali 
et al., 2020). After being so used to interacting with students face-to-face for a long time, they found it hard to 
engage using online learning. This situation is understandable as face-to-face methods have been shown to 
increase students’ learning engagement and analytical skills as well as lead to better interpersonal skills between 
educators and students (Tan, 2020).  
 
The sentiment towards the pandemic is echoed by university students, who have been equally affected, if not 
more, by the uncertainties and changes. On the one hand, students have reported experiencing technical and 
internet connection problems as well as difficulties in understanding instructions during online sessions 
(Dhawan, 2020). On the other hand, many studies have documented the distressing effects of COVID-19 on 
students’ mental health, such as anxiety, stress, and a low sense of belonging (Arslan et al., 2020; Lederer et al., 
2020; Savage et al., 2020). Despite these issues, students are still expected to engage in the courses regularly 
and substantially with the reality of physical interaction, so much so that their well-being and learning are being 
side-lined (Li et al., 2020). This is problematic as the promotion of good mental health of students promises 
positive outcomes for all stakeholders and society. Therefore, steps should be taken to ensure they function well 
and stay engaged while learning. 
 
Engagement is a broad concept that has been explored in many disciplines, such as user engagement 
(Kappelman & McLean, 1994), patient engagement (Carman et al., 2013), work engagement (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2008), and learning engagement (Reeve, 2013; Schaufeli et al., 2002), among others. It is typically  
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seen as a multifaceted construct (Bolliger & Martin, 2021) with components varying from behaviour, cognition, 
and affective (e.g., Kelders et al., 2020) to vigour, dedication, and absorption (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2002). 
Learning engagement follows a similar conceptualisation in that it involves the learners’ active participation in a 
class, including the cognitive and behavioural intensity and affective quality generated when they perform 
learning activities (Jung & Lee, 2018). Schaufeli et al. (2002) further characterised learning engagement into 
three: (i) vigour, which refers to the levels of mental effort, energy, and resilience during learning; (ii) 
dedication, which involves a sense of involvement, significance, inspiration, and challenge in learning; and (iii) 
absorption, which is the extent to which an individual is fully concentrated or engrossed in learning. In other 
words, individuals engaged with learning are energised by it, find it significant, and become highly engrossed in 
it (Schaufeli et al., 2002).  
 
Learning engagement is well-established as an influential factor in improving academic performance, 
achievement, persistence, and retention (Awang- Hashim et al., 2015; Bicket et al., 2010; Maguire et al., 2016; 
Trompetter et al., 2017). Studies such as those by Jung and Lee (2018), Kim (2014), and Soffer and Cohen 
(2019) have also shown promising evidence of learning engagement as an effective indicator of online learning 
quality and educational effectiveness. These studies, therefore, highlight the fact that learning engagement 
remains one of the critical concerns of educational institutions, especially higher institutions (Abdullah et al., 
2015; Kotera & Ting, 2021; Trowler & Trowler, 2010), and underscore the importance of examining it at the 
tertiary level. To this end, it is imperative to identify and examine the significant factors that may predict 
learning engagement, and this includes flourishing. 
 
Flourishing has been referred to as an individual’s capability, optimism, purpose in life, positive relationships, 
and self-esteem (Benlahcene, 2020). It is linked to outcomes such as personal and educational growth (Noori & 
Ashrafganjoe, 2018), academic achievements (Coffey et al., 2016; Datu, 2018), motivation (Benlahcene, 2020; 
Datu et al., 2017; Datu et al., 2020), self-regulation (Garzón-Umerenkova et al., 2018), as well as subjective 
well-being and physical wellness (Coffey et al., 2016). Given their relatively cost-effective nature (Forsman et 
al., 2015; Kobau et al., 2011), it is understandable that interventions targeting flourishing mental health or high 
levels of well-being have become one of the most sought approaches for addressing academic and mental health 
problems (Hone et al., 2014). Therefore, in this respect, the real university challenge is to help students to 
flourish not only academically but also in all aspects of their university lives. In particular, higher education 
should consider implementing systemic changes that support flourishing at an institutional level, not just at an 
individual one. 
 
Studies have also evidenced that flourishing relates to goal-setting (Noori & Ashrafganjoe, 2018) in such a way 
that setting the right goals can get people close to achieving their vision and elevating well-being. Notably, it 
has been associated with different types of goals, such as mastery-approach goals (i.e., goals that focus on the 
development of competence for its own sake) and performance-approach goals (i.e., goals that focus on the 
demonstration of competence relative to others (Datu et al., 2020). Martin (2011) and Martin and Liem (2010) 
even suggested that mastery and performance approach goals can be integrated to form personal best goals. 
Personal best goals are “specific, challenging, and competitively self-referenced goals involving a level of 
performance or effort that meets or exceeds an individual’s previous best” (Ginns et al., 2018, p. 533). An 
example of such goals includes improving one’s efforts to perform better than before. Previous studies have 
found that personal best goals significantly predicted students’ learning engagement (Benlahcene, 2020; Burns, 
Martin, & Collie, 2018), academic achievement (Collie et al., 2016), and behavioural, emotional, and cognitive 
engagements (Ramshe et al., 2019), with some highlighting its potential role as a mediator variable (Benlancene, 
2020; Collie et al., 2016).  
 
Based on the studies reviewed, it can be deduced that there might be a possibility that flourishing and personal 
best goals predict students’ learning engagement, with personal best goals having the potential to mediate the 
relationship between flourishing and learning engagement. However, with the exception of studies by 
Benlahcene (2020) and Datu (2018), limited research has examined the full spectrum of personal best goals 
concerning students’ flourishing and learning engagement. Investigating these variables is crucial as they have 
been shown to affect students’ well-being and are particularly prevalent during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
response to the gaps identified, this study examined the extent to which flourishing may be associated with 
personal best goals and learning engagement.  
 
Drawing from the Broaden-and-Build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001), we theorised that 
learning engagement is related to flourishing and personal best goals. The theory suggests that positive emotions 
help expand awareness and are the seeds to build relevant personal coping resources and responses, which, in 
turn, could increase human flourishing and well-being. As a broadening component of the Broaden-and-Build 
theory, flourishing is anticipated to enhance affective and cognitive processes by generating interest in the 
broader context of learning. Meanwhile, personal best goals function as the basis of an individual’s decision to 
put effort toward learning, with specific and challenging goals tending to result in an increased effort put forth 



 
International Journal of Education and Training (InjET) 9(1): June: 1 - 9 (2023) 

 

3 

by the individual. Within the context of this study, it is anticipated that flourishing could influence learning 
engagement via its impact on personal best goals. More specifically, the study hypothesised that flourishing 
would significantly predict higher personal best goals and learning engagement. We also hypothesised that 
personal best goals would mediate the relationship between flourishing and learning engagement (see Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1: Mediation Model Linking Flourishing, Personal Best Goals and Learning Engagement in University 

Students 
 
MATERIALS & METHODS 
 
Participants 
 
Data were collected from a sample of 206 university students (Mage = 22.12; SDage = 1.57), with more females 
(76.2%) responding to the survey than males (23.8%). All of them fulfilled the inclusion criteria of (i) being 
aged between 18 and 26 years; (ii) being enrolled in any university programmes; and (iii) can read and 
understand the English language. Coming from various courses, 20.9% of the participants were in their first 
year, 22.8% in the second year, 30.6% in the third year, 23.3% in the fourth year, and 2.4% in the fifth year of 
their studies. The majority of them were Malay (92.7%), followed by Chinese (2.4%), Indian (2%), Indonesian 
(2%), and others (1%). Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the participants. 
 
TABLE 1  
Demographic Characteristics of Participants (n = 206) 
 
  Frequency Percentage (%) M and SD 
Gender 
 Male 49 23.8  
 Female 157 76.2 

 
 

Age 
 18 - 19 19 9.2 M = 22.12 ; 

SD = 1.57 
 20 - 21 44 21.4  
 22 - 23 113 54.9  
 24 - 25 28 13.6  
 26 - 27 2 0.9  
Level of Study 
 Year 1 43 20.9  
 Year 2 47 22.8  
 Year 3 63 30.6  
 Year 4 48 23.3  
 Year 5 5 2.4  
Ethnicity 
 Malay 191 92.7  
 Chinese 5 2.4  
 Indian 4 2  
 Indonesian 4 2  
 Others 2 0.9  
Programmes 
 Psychology / Counselling 63 30.6  

Flourishing 

Personal Best 
Goals 

Learning 
Engagement 

B = .32, p < .001 B = .65, p < .001 
 

B = .57, p < .001 
 

Indirect effect ab = .21,  
Boot SE = .07,  

CI [.079, .335], p < .001 
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 Accountancy/ Finance / Banking / 
Economics / Business / 
Management / Entrepreneurship 

32 15.5  

 Medicine / Health 15 7.3  
 Engineering / Technology 15 7.3  
 Sciences / Computer Science / 

Statistics / Mathematics 
15 7.3  

 English / Language 14 6.8  
 Architecture / Facility / Building 14 6.8  
 Art / Social Sciences 12 5.8  
 Education 11 5.3  
 Communication / Media 10 4.9  
 Religion 

 
5 2.4  

 
Research Design and Procedure 
 
A cross-sectional design was used in this study, where the participants answered an anonymous online survey. 
Developed in Google form, the survey was pre-tested on ten participants who met the inclusion criteria to ensure 
the clarity of its contents and eliminate issues that may arise before the main data collection, as per 
recommended by Baker (1994) and Polit, Beck, and Hungler (2001). According to Bradburn, Sudman, and 
Wansink (2004), samples for pilot tests may range from at least 10 participants to as high as 50 (p. 358), which 
are deemed adequate to obtain sufficient useful data while minimising research costs. Our pilot participants 
indicated that the survey was understandable and that the layout was easy to follow. A link to the survey was 
then distributed through social media platforms such as WhatsApp, Instagram, and Twitter. All data from the 
Google Form is populated into a spreadsheet and analysed using IBM SPSS 22.0.  
 
Ethics approval was obtained from the Authors’ university before data collection began. Prior to the 
commencement of the study, the developers of the scales were contacted to get permission to use their scales in 
the study. An informed consent form, which explained the objective of the study and the approximate duration 
to answer the survey, was provided in the first part of the survey. The form also contained a provision assuring 
confidentiality, anonymity, personal data protection, and the right to withdraw without consequences. 
 
Measures 
 
Participants completed a questionnaire containing three scales discussed below. The items were used in their 
original language (i.e., English) because university students in Malaysia are bilingual and, for the most part, use 
English as the medium of instruction in their university education. The questionnaire was pre-tested on ten 
participants to ensure clarity, appropriateness, and practical relevance. The participants indicated that the 
questionnaire was understandable, and the layout was easy to follow. 
 
Flourishing: Students’ flourishing was assessed using the Flourishing Scale by Diener et al. (2010). Its eight 
items are rated on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The 
scale score is the sum of items, with higher scores reflecting higher levels of flourishing. The Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient of the scale in the present study was α = .86, indicating good internal consistency.  
 
Personal best goals: The four-item Personal Best Scale (Martin, 2006) was used to measure students’ personal 
best goals. Each item was answered using a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 
(Strongly Agree). Total scores can range from 4 to 28, with high scores reflecting high levels of personal best 
goals. In the present study, the internal consistency for the scale was excellent (α = .92).  
 
Learning engagement: Learning engagement was evaluated using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale for 
Students (UWES-9S; Schaufeli et al., 2006). According to Carmona-Halty et al. (2019), this scale, which 
consisted of nine items, can be used in measuring students’ activities, such as students’ learning engagement, 
because they can be regarded as “work”. Participants responded to a Likert-type rating scale from 0 (Never) to 6 
(Always). The UWES-9S has three subscales, i.e., vigour, dedication, and absorption, each with three items. The 
scale score is based on a sum of all item scores, ranging from 0 (lowest possible) to 54 (highest possible), with 
higher scores representing higher learning engagement. Apart from the overall score of learning engagement, 
specific scores for all subscales can be computed by adding the corresponding items. In the present study, all 
internal consistencies were good, i.e., overall scale: α = .93; vigour: α = .82; dedication: α = .86; and absorption: 
α = .81. 
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RESULTS 
 
Preliminary Check and Analysis 
 
Assumption checking was conducted for missing data, normality, outliers, multicollinearity, and 
homoscedasticity underlying regression analyses. All the variables had no data entry errors with no missing 
data. The results of the Q-Q plot exhibit normality because most of the observations for all variables appear to 
be in a straight line, while the P-P plot for the model suggested that the residuals were normally distributed. The 
maximum value of Cook's distance in the data was .1022, which is less than the criterion = 1 (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2017), indicating that no outliers were detected. Tolerance values are all above the cut-off value of .1 
(Field, 2018), and the variance inflation factor (VIF) values are all smaller than 10 (Field, 2018), demonstrating 
that there is no multicollinearity in the data. Finally, the Durbin-Watson statistic showed that homoscedasticity 
is met as the obtained value was close to 2 (Durbin-Watson = 1.83), with the plot of standardised residuals vs 
standardised predicted values showing no apparent signs of funnelling, as recommended by Field (2018). 
 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlational Analysis 
 
The results of descriptive statistics in Table 2 showed that participants reported a mean score of 42.65 (SD = 
6.98) for flourishing, a mean score of 23.62 (SD = 3.93) for personal best goals, and a mean score of 36.72 (SD 
= 9.79) for learning engagement. The highest mean score of participants’ learning engagement was dedication 
(M = 12.88, SD = 3.51), followed by absorption (M = 12.29, SD = 3.49) and vigour (M = 11.55, SD = 3.67). 
 
Pearson correlation results showed that there were moderate, positive relationships between flourishing and 
personal best goals, r(204) = .572, p < .01, as well as between flourishing and learning engagement, r(204) = 
.556, p < .01. The results also indicate that personal best goals are significantly and positively associated with 
learning engagement, r(204) = .493, p < .01 (see Table 2). Both flourishing and personal best goals also 
correlated positively and significantly with the subscales of UWES-9S. The strongest correlations were found 
between flourishing and dedication, r(204) = .548, p < .01, and the weakest for the relationship between 
personal best goals and vigour, r(204) = .399, p < .01.  
 
TABLE 2  
Intercorrelations among the Variables (n = 206) 
 
Variable M SD α 1 2 3 3a 3b 3c 

1 Flourishing 42.65 6.98 .86 - .572** .556** .476** .548** .508** 
2 Personal best goals 23.62 3.93 .92  - .493** .399** .511** .450** 
3 Learning 

engagement 
36.72 9.79 .93   - .905** .930** .920** 

 3a Vigour 11.55 3.67 .82    - .754** .730** 
 3b Dedication 12.88 3.51 .86     - .810** 
 3c Absorption 12.29 3.49 .81      - 
**Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).    
 
Regression and Mediation Analyses 
 
Regression analysis was performed to test the direct effects of flourishing and personal best goals on learning 
engagement. The results showed that both flourishing (B = .57, β = .41, p <.001) and personal best goals (B = 
.65, β = .26, p < .001) are significant predictors of learning engagement. The model accounts for 35.4% of the 
variance in learning engagement, F(2, 203) = 55.70, p < .001. Therefore, it can be concluded that higher 
flourishing and personal best goals are associated with higher learning engagement. 
 
Next, a nonparametric bootstrapping procedure (Hayes & Scharkow, 2013; Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was used 
to examine whether personal best goals mediated the relationship between flourishing and learning engagement. 
This procedure has become the preferred method for testing mediation due to its ability to test the indirect effect 
(ab) irrespective of the normality of the sampling distribution (Hayes & Scharkow, 2013). The mediation is 
statistically significant at the .05 level if the indirect effect’s bootstrapping confidence intervals (CIs) do not 
include zero (Hayes, 2017). Consequently, the total effect (c), the direct effect (c’), and the indirect effect (ab) 
were estimated in this study using Model 4 of PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017), 5000 bootstrap samples for bias 
correction, and 95% confidence intervals (CIs).  
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Results showed a significant indirect effect of flourishing, through personal best goals, on learning engagement 
(B = .21, Boot SE = .07, and Boot CI [.079, .335]), indicating personal best goals mediated the relation between 
flourishing and learning engagement, with higher learning engagement among those participants with higher 
flourishing scores. The total effect of flourishing on learning engagement is B = .78, SE = .08, and CI [.618, 
.941], while its direct effect is B = .57, SE = .09, and CI [.380, .761]. A summary of these results is depicted in 
Table 3 and Figure 1. 
 
TABLE 3  
Mediation Effects of Personal Best Goals on the Relationship between Flourishing and Learning Engagement 
 
Regression paths B SE t 95% CI 

Lower Upper 
Total effect c (FL on LE; PBG not 
used) 

.78 .08 9.54 .618 .941 

Direct effect c’ (FL on LE considering 
PBG) 

.57 .09 5.91 .380 .761 

Mediation path a (FL on PBG) .32 .03 9.96 .259 .386 
Mediation path b (PBG on LE) .65 .17 3.79 .312  .987 
Indirect effect (ab) with 95% CI .21 .07ξ  .079 .335 
Notes:  
FL = Flourishing; PBG = Personal best goals; LE = Learning engagement; B = Unstandardised coefficient; 
CI = Confidence interval; ξBootSE 
 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
The results obtained in this study are consistent with the existing literature on the importance of flourishing in 
increasing students’ personal best goals and learning engagement, especially in the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic. In particular, the study demonstrates that flourishing significantly predicted personal best goals - a 
result aligns with Benlahcene’s (2020) study, which revealed that flourishing correlated with personal best 
goals. Meanwhile, flourishing as a significant predictor of learning engagement suggests that those who adhere 
to more positive emotions are more likely to engage in learning. This result, therefore, supports earlier research 
by Datu (2018), which reported that flourishing predicts the behavioural and emotional engagements of Filipino 
students. Later research has further contributed new findings where flourishing significantly predicts 
behavioural, emotional, cognitive, and agentic engagements (Benlahcene, 2020).  
 
In addition, both flourishing and personal best goals are found to be positively and significantly associated with 
learning engagement. These findings suggest that university students who display higher flourishing and have 
higher personal best goals are more likely to partake in their learning with a higher level of effort. Finally, the 
result that shows a significant indirect effect of flourishing on learning engagement via personal best goals 
deepens the current understanding of the influence of flourishing on students’ learning and well-being. 
Consistent with results obtained by Benlahcene (2020), it is reasonable to imply that university students who are 
flourishing are more likely to be engaged in learning because they have higher personal best goals. 
 
This study offers a theoretical contribution to the literature by positioning flourishing and personal best goals 
within the wider context of the Broaden-and-Build theory (Fredrickson, 2001). More specifically, it provides an 
explanation for how flourishing leads to the deployment of vigour, dedication, and absorption processes, which 
constitute engagement as conceptualised by Schaufeli et al. (2002) and the simultaneous fostering of personal 
best goals. As such, it makes an important contribution to the study of flourishing, personal best goals, and 
learning engagement in university students, something which is lacking in the extant literature during the 
pandemic period. 
 
The study’s findings provide support for a growing body of work that emphasises the importance of flourishing 
for enhancing learning engagement. Educators, counsellors, and mental health practitioners in higher education 
institutions are recommended to develop or conduct interventions or programmes that maximise students’ 
potential to achieve positive academic functioning. Such interventions can enhance students’ competency, self-
determination, and meaning of life, particularly those with motivation, academic achievement, and self-
discipline issues. In addition, these interventions can help promote students’ positive emotions, positive traits, 
and engagement in learning. Hence, the study supports the potential value of social-psychological prosperity in 
the educational setting by demonstrating that flourishing can help students in academic functioning. 
 
While efforts have been made to ensure the robustness of this study, several limitations were unavoidable. First, 
because most participants were from one particular university in Malaysia, it is inappropriate to generalise the 
results to students from other universities in the country or abroad. Therefore, future research should expand the 
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sample of participants to students from other universities and countries. Second, the data in this study is cross-
sectional, which prevents analysing behaviour over time or inferring causality between variables. A longitudinal 
design could address these issues and offer a more meaningful understanding of the variables under 
investigation.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The study has highlighted the experience of university students on flourishing, personal best goals, and learning 
engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. To reiterate, we found that flourishing predicted personal best 
goals and the three aspects of learning engagement (i.e., vigour, dedication, and absorption), indicating that 
students with higher flourishing have higher personal best goals and maintain greater learning engagement. 
Hence, these results suggest that flourishing is a crucial factor that should be considered in educational research. 
Our mediation analyses confirmed that personal best goals play an important role in mediating the relationship 
between flourishing and learning engagement, demonstrating that perceptions of flourishing indirectly affect 
learning engagement through personal best goals. Hence, to improve learning engagement, educators in higher 
learning institutions might want to encourage students to set a personal best goal within their daily teaching and 
learning activities. This study extends the conceptual and empirical understanding of flourishing and personal 
best goals by providing practical guidance for educators in facilitating learning engagement and increasing 
students’ contributions to and involvement with their educational process. More broadly, our findings are 
consistent with growth mindset beliefs that every student is capable of learning given the right opportunities, 
support, and access to productive strategies (Dweck, 2006; 2012). As online learning is becoming the new 
normal in making education accessible, it is hoped that this study can stimulate further research and discussion 
concerning flourishing, personal best goals, and learning engagement in students. 
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