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between perceived social support and performance.
Method. — The sample consisted of 226 last year university students. Structural equation modeling anal-
yses were used to test the hypothesized associations.
Results. — Structural equation modeling analysis revealed that institutional and supervisor support were
associated with motivation, which in turn predicted greater behavioral, cognitive and emotional engage-
ment. Further, behavioral engagement was the unique contributor of academic performance at the
master’s thesis.
Conclusion. — The results clarify the specific contribution of different sources of perceived social support
and underline the importance of the supervisor and the institution. They also underline the impor-
tance of considering different sources of perceived social support at the same time. Finally, theoretical
assumptions concerning the mediational role of motivation were confirmed.

© 2015 Published by Elsevier Masson SAS.

RESUME

Introduction. — L’échec et I'abandon des étudiants sont des défis importants pour de nombreux systémes
éducationnels. La recherche a mis en évidence différents aspects de ce large phénomeéne. D’'un c6té,
certains chercheurs ont proposé que le soutien social soit un facteur clé pour favoriser I'apprentissage
et la persistance. De I'autre, d’autres chercheurs ont souligné le role de la motivation et de 'engagement
des étudiants dans 'amélioration de la performance dans des activités d’apprentissage. Dans cet article,
nous avons testé des modéles théoriques qui combinent les deux approches dans un méme processus.
Objectifs. - Nos objectifs étaient de clarifier (1) la contribution de différentes sources de soutien social
sur la performance et (2) les effets médiationnels de la motivation et de I'engagement dans les relations
entre le soutien social et la performance.

Méthode. — L'échantillon était composé de 226 étudiants en derniére année a I'université. Des analyses
en équations structurelles ont été utilisées pour tester les associations supposées du modéle.
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Résultats. — Les analyses ont révélé que le soutien institutionnel et celui du superviseur étaient associés
aux facteurs motivationnels qui, a leur tour, prédisaient un plus grand engagement comportemental, cog-
nitif et émotionnel. En outre, I'engagement comportemental était le contributeur unique de performance
académique au mémoire de fin d’études.

Conclusion. - Les résultats ont clarifié les contributions respectives de chaque source du support social,
ont mis en évidence le réle important de I'institution et du superviseur et ont confirmé les postulats quant
aux effets médiateurs de la motivation et I'engagement.

© 2015 Publié par Elsevier Masson SAS.

Academic failure and dropout are pervasive challenges at all
levels of the education system in most countries (OCDE, 2013).
Research so far pointed out different aspects of this large phe-
nomenon. On the one hand, some scholars have argued that social
support is a key factor to foster learning and persistence; indeed
these authors have found that when students perceive support
from peers, family, institution, and teachers, they tend to display
higher motivation and achieve good academic accomplishments
more easily (Fass & Tubman, 2002; Feldman, 2007; Mattanah,
Lopez, & Govern, 2011; Robbins, Oh, Le, & Button, 2009). On the
other hand, in consistence with the opinion of many teachers, some
other scholars have rather highlighted the role of student motiva-
tion and engagement itself in improving performance on academic
tasks, and collected empirical findings supporting this (Schunk,
Pintrich, & Meece, 2008; Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann,
2008). These evidences highlighted one aspect at the time then.
However, if we look at theoretical models approaching this topic,
they tend to be more inclusive and postulate that the provision
of social support nurtures students’ motivation and engagement,
which in turn facilitate performance (Connell & Wellborn, 1990;
Skinner et al., 2008; Wentzel, 1998) in a whole process.

Nowadays questions remain about (1) the specific contribution
of several sources of social support to academic performance, and
(2) the mediation role of motivation and engagement in the rela-
tionship between perceived social support and performance. Are
some sources of social support more important than others for
achievement? In order to reduce academic failure, is it more impor-
tant to intervene on social support or on student motivation? Or
could student motivation be sustained by fostering social support?
Understanding these processes may help to identify the relevant
targets for effective interventions. The purpose of the present study
is to move forward in this direction by testing a conceptual inclu-
sive model of the relations between student perception of support
from family, peer, teacher and institution, motivation, engagement
and academic performance. In the next sections, a closer look is
given on these specific associations and on variables implicated.

1. Perceived social support and academic performance

While working on a learning task, students interact and/or work
with different social partners: peers, family, supervisor/teacher and
the institution in which the taskis realized. Perceived social support
corresponds to the simple perception that these actors are sup-
portive. According to Weiss (1974), different types of support may
be derived from relationships with others: guidance (advice and
information), reliable alliance (tangible aid), attachment (expres-
sions of caring and love), reassurance of worth (respect for abilities
and personal qualities), and social integration (mutual interests).
Consequently, social support is supposed to be a valuable resource
for to cope with stress but also to achieve school or university
requirements.

In another research field, motivational theorists (Connell &
Wellborn, 1990; Wentzel, 1998) have suggested that perceived

social support directly promote motivation and subsequent
engagement in learning activities. According to them, supportive
social partners favor the adoption of socially valued goals and objec-
tives that motivate students to succeed and to behave in socially
appropriate ways in educational contexts. In addition, Bandura
(1997) suggested that social partners, through acts of verbal per-
suasion, increase students’ motivation.

Regardless their theoretical backgrounds, two decades of
research in academic contexts have found a consistent associ-
ation between perceived social support on the one hand, and
student motivation, engagement, or academic performance on the
other hand (Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Finn, 1993; Skinner &
Belmont, 1993; Wentzel, 1998). Here follows a brief summary of
these findings and some of their limitations.

1.1. Perceived supervisor/teacher support

The supervisor/teacher’s support includes behaviors such as
positive feedbacks, the provision of structure, and dedication
of resources. Previous studies conducted at both high school
and university level showed that perceived support from the
teacher foster students’ engagement in learning activities (Dupont,
Galand, Hospel, & Nils, 2014; Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989;
Roeser, Midgley, & Urban, 1996; Williams & Deci, 1996). In addi-
tion, teachers’ provision of accurate feedback and suggestions,
increase students’ perceived ability and the performance in the
end (Bandura, 1997) as well as intrinsic motivation (Vansteenkiste,
Sierens, Soenens, Luyckx, & Lens, 2009).

1.2. Perceived family support

Supportive families provide students with positive schemata
regarding oneself. According to Sarason, Sarason, and Pierce (1990),
perceived family support provides a secure context that allows
active participation, exploration, and experimentation in a wide
range of life experiences, including learning experiences, result-
ing in the acquisition of skills and self-confidence. Studies have
shown that perceived family support increases students’ perceived
ability (Mattanah, Lopez, & Govern, 2011; Schunk & Pajares, 2009;
Torres & Solberg, 2001), students’ positive value attributed to learn-
ing tasks, their engagement (Reynolds & Clements, 2005) and
their achievement during undergraduate studies (Cutrona, Cole,
Colangelo, Assouline, & Russell, 1994).

1.3. Perceived peer support

Students may also receive support from their peers. According to
Richardson and Skinner (1992), this support is provided when stu-
dent belong to informal groups of study, when they share notes and
experiences, and exchange advices and opinions about options to
take, strategies to use, and so on. Studies have shown that perceived
peer support was associated with students’ motivation and engage-
ment in learning activities and their performance (Robbins et al.,
2004; Torres & Solberg, 2001). In addition, Tinto (1997) suggested
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that when first-year university students help each other, they per-
sist more in the academic tasks, they engage more, at the cognitive,
emotional and behavioral level. This suggestion has been confirmed
by some studies (Fass & Tubman, 2002; Friedlander, Reid, Shupak,
& Cribbie, 2007). However, when controlling for family support,
Cutrona et al. (1994) found that peers support was not a significant
predictor of achievement outcomes anymore.

1.4. Perceived institutional support

In many universities, interventions are provided in order to
help students to develop appropriate skills (e.g. study habits and
learning strategies). These interventions (for example seminars)
are specifically oriented toward the development of skills related
to the ongoing task (Robbins et al., 2009) and thus differ from the
other forms of support that focus more on affective sustain or feed-
backs on the work already done. Studies have shown that perceived
institutional support was associated students’ perceived ability and
task value, emotional, behavioral and cognitive engagement as well
as academic performance (Robbins et al., 2009).

Some studies suggest that these various sources of social sup-
port (teachers, family, peer, institution) have an independent and
direct effect (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay,
1997) on motivation and engagement. Other studies found that
teacher support is the most relevant source (Goodnow, 1993;
Wentzel, 1998). However, no study has investigated simulta-
neously the impact of these four sources of support on motivational
outcomes. Therefore, the influence of sources of perceived social
support on motivation and dimensions of student engagement is
still unclear. Moreover, most studies reviewed above assessed the
associations between perceived social support on the one hand, and
motivation or achievement on the other hand. The mediation effect
of motivation between social support and achievement is usually
not tested.

2. Student motivation and engagement as mediators of the
effect of perceived social support on academic performance

According to motivational theories (Eccles & Wang, 2012; Eccles
& Wigfield, 2002), the relationships between perceived social
support and engagement are likely to be mediated by students’ per-
ceptions about themselves and the task at hand. Then, engagement
is hypothesized to be the most proximal predictor of achievement.
It is common experience that when people encourage us, guide us
and advise us, we suddenly become more confident and also enjoy
more the task. As a consequence we invest ourselves more in the
task and also the ultimate performance can be much better (Skinner
et al., 2008; Sierens et al., 2009). In this study, we focused on two
indicators of motivation: perceived ability and perceived task value.
Indeed students may develop different perceptions about them-
selves (e.g. “Am I able to do it?”) and about the task itself (e.g.
“Why do I work on this task?). These perceptions refer to internal
processes whereby activities are sustained and energized (Schunk,
Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). Skinner et al. (2008) defined them as pri-
vate, unobservable processes that are facilitators of engagement.
This refers to student’s active involvement in learning activities
and is represented by observable and public behaviors, cognitions
and emotions that occur during the execution of a learning task
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009).

Perceived ability is defined as one’s own perception about the
ability to complete a task (Bandura, 1997). Research has shown
that students who perceive themselves as competent engage more
in learning activities and have better performance (De Clercq,
Galand, Dupont, & Frenay, 2013; Pajares, 1996). More precisely,
some authors have suggested that these students engage more

“meaningfully and thoughtfully” and are more prone to mental
effort than those who doubt about their abilities (Galand & Vanlede,
2004; Greene & Miller, 1996; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990); they are
more likely to invest effort and to persist against difficulties and
after failure (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002), they feel more enjoyment
and interest, less stress, anxiety, and depression (Bandura, 1997;
Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002).

Perceived task value consist in the subjective reasons for engag-
ing in a task, that can be represented by its intrinsic value, that is
the potential enjoyment in the task, the attainment value, which
is the subjective importance of a good performance, and lastly the
utility value, that corresponds to its usefulness to short-term and
long-term goals (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).
Pintrich and his colleagues (Pintrich, 1989; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991)
showed in diverse studies that the overall task value (intrinsic,
attainment and utility) was associated with the use of cognitive
strategies such as rehearsal, elaboration and critical thinking. In
addition, researchers showed that students who valued their learn-
ing task were more willing to display effort and spend time in these
tasks; they also felt more enjoyment and were less likely to be
distracted (Boudrenghien & Frenay, 2011; Wigfield & Eccles, 1994).

Other studies have indicated that student engagement is a
robust predictor of students’ learning and grades (Marks, 2000;
Pirot & De Ketele, 2000; Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012). It
is also considered as a protective factor against school and uni-
versity dropout (Appleto, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Dupont, Meert, Galand, & Nils, 2013;
Tinto, 1997,2001). A consensus is emerging among scholars to con-
sider that at least three dimensions of student engagement can be
disentangled: emotional, cognitive and behavioral (Fredricks et al.,
2004; Reeve, 2012). Emotional engagement refers to the students’
affective reactions when they face an academic task (Pekrun, 2006;
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Cognitive engagement refers to the use of
surface- and deep-processing strategies and self-regulation strate-
gies (Marton & Sdljo, 1997; Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran,
& Nichols, 1996). Finally, behavioral engagement refers to the stu-
dents’ effort and persistence during the initiation and execution of a
learning task (Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl, 1995; Skinner et al., 2009).

Mixed findings have been reported concerning the influ-
ence of each dimension of student engagement on achievement
outcomes. Some research suggested that all of the three dimen-
sions are important (Fredricks et al., 2004). Other showed that
behavioral engagement is the most important predictor of aca-
demic performance (Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009;
Wang & Eccles, 2012). In their meta-analysis about the psycho-
logical correlates of university students’ academic performance,
Richardson et al. (2012) showed that variables representing effort
and time spent for studying were more proximal predictors
of academic performance than emotions and deep approach to
learning.

Theoretical models postulate that motivation mediates the rela-
tionships between perceived social support and dimensions of
engagement (Connell & Wellborn, 1990; Dupont, Galand, & Nils,
et al.,, 2014) and empirical studies have confirmed this assumption
(Lam et al., 2012; Patrick et al., 2007; Skinner et al., 2008). In par-
ticular, two longitudinal studies have shown that perceived ability
and interest in the task were mediators of the relationship between
perceived teacher’s support and both emotional and behavioral
engagement (Connell et al., 1994; Skinner et al., 2008).

Moreover, theoretical models also postulate that engagement
itself could mediate the relationship between motivation and aca-
demic performance (Ainley, 2012; Reschly & Christenson, 2012).
Supporting evidence was collected by Reeve and his colleagues
(Reeve, 2012; Reeve & Tseng, 2011) who have found, indeed, that
all dimensions of engagement (cognitive, emotional and behav-
ioral) partially mediate this relationship. Parts from those, other
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mediations posited in the above models (Connell et al., 1994;
Skinner et al., 2008) have not been tested yet. In particular, no
evidence is yet available about the mediation role of motivation
in explaining the relationships between other sources of perceived
social support (from peers, family and institution) and engagement
dimensions.

3. Aims of the study

In sum, the first aim of this study is to give a theoretical
contribution extending previous research with regard to the asso-
ciations between different sources of social support, motivation,
student engagement and academic performance. From studies
reviewed above, we developed a theoretical model (see Fig. 1)
that specified direct paths from student perceptions of institu-
tional, supervisor, peer and family support to both perceived
ability and task value. The model also specified direct paths from
perceived ability and task value to emotional, cognitive and behav-
ioral engagement. Moreover, it specified paths from emotional,
cognitive and behavioral engagement to academic performance.
This model hypothesizes that the effect of perceived social sup-
port on academic performance is mediated by student engagement
and that the effect of perceived social support on engagement
is itself mediated by motivation. For all these analyses, students’
prior performance was controlled, so as to determine which fac-
tors are significant predictors of academic performance rather than
being merely an indirect reflection of past performance. The second
aim is empirical and was to test this model in order to investi-
gate the mediating role of motivation and student engagement in
the relationships between perceived social support and academic
performance, and the relative contribution of each dimension of
engagement to performance.

4. Method
4.1. Participants and procedure

In this study, the proposed model was tested in the context of
the master thesis. In many graduate programs, a thesis is required
as a final step: students have to undertake, within a few months,
an original work generally including a literature research, data col-
lection, data analyses, and writing. In this context, students are
expected to exhibit high level of critical thinking and to work in
an autonomous manner. We considered this as the suitable field to
investigate the above associations, as it involves all the variables of
interest: perceived ability and task value, engagement in its differ-
ent forms, as well as different social actors providing support, i.e.
supervisor, institution, peers and family.

Participants were 226 (69% female) last year university students
(master level), with an average age of 23.82 (SD=2.94; mini-
mum =21, maximum=35) who were enrolled in three graduate
programs in a Belgian university: social sciences (n=154), human-
ities (n=91) and economy (n=23). These faculties were selected
because they shared many similar requirements for master thesis.
Most Belgian university programs are organized around the suc-
cessful completion of five successive academic years, leading to the
award of a master’s degree. In their last year of undergraduate stud-
ies, students have to complete a Final Dissertation (from October
to September), which counts for a large proportion (about 50% in
Belgium) of their final assessment.

In spring 2011, all the participants completed a survey dur-
ing regular lecture time. Participation was voluntary and students
were informed that data would be stored anonymously after the
examination grade had been obtained. In autumn 2012, the three

departments were asked to provide grades of master theses from
students who participated to the study (n=226).

4.2. Measures

The questionnaire was constructed on the basis of existing scales
that were adapted to the specificity of the final dissertation. French
versions of most of these scales had been used in previous research,
showing adequate reliability and validity.

4.2.1. Social support

4.2.1.1. Perceived supervisor support. This scale included height
items adapted from Galand and Philippot (2005) that tapped the
perceived supervisor support (including availability, emotional
support, informational support). Items included for example “My
supervisor takes into account my ideas”; “It is easy to contact my
supervisor”, “My supervisor helps me to structure my master the-

SIS

4.2.1.2. Perceived peer support. This measure included four items
adapted from Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (1992) and
Galand, Raucent, and Frenay (2010) and assessed the students’
perceptions of the helps and support they received from other stu-
dents. Example item is: “I know I can rely on some students to help
me in the completion of the master thesis”.

4.2.1.3. Perceived family support. This measure included four items
adapted from Galand and Hospel (2013) and assessed participants’
perceptions of the help and support they received from their family.
Example item is: “I know I can rely on my family to help me in the
completion of the master thesis”.

4.2.1.4. Perceived institutional support. This measure included four
items from Dupont et al. (2013) and assessed the students’ percep-
tion of training and guidance that they receive from their university
program in order to realize the final dissertation. Example item
is: “My program allowed me to learn the methodology in order to
realize my master thesis”.

4.2.2. Motivation

4.2.2.1. Perceived ability. This scale included six items adapted
from Galand and Philippot (2002) and assessed the students’ con-
fidence in their ability to succeed in the various tasks required to
complete the master thesis. Example item is: “I feel confident in my
ability to write my master thesis”.

4.2.2.2. Perceived task value. This measure was adapted from
Galand (2004); it was composed by three subscales: intrinsic inter-
est (three items, for example “I am interested in the topic of the
master thesis”), perceived utility (three items, for example “My
master thesis will be useful for getting my diploma”), and impor-
tance (three items, for example “It is important for me to finish
the master thesis). Theoretical arguments and empirical results
support the combination of those subscales into a global score of
perceived task value (Eccles, 2006).

4.2.3. Engagement with the master thesis

4.2.3.1. Emotional engagement. This measure included three items
from the PANAS-X (Watson & Clark, 1999) and was validated in
French (Gaudreau, Sanchez, & Blondin, 2006). Students reported the
frequency of their negative emotions (e.g., afraid, irritable, upset)
while they were working on their master thesis.

4.2.3.2. Cognitive engagement. This scale included three items
adapted from De Clercq et al. (2013). The items assessed the stu-
dents’ use of deep-processing strategies, including making links
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Perceived Social Support Students’ Perceptions

FD performance

Engagement

Cognitive

Behavioral Performance

Fig. 1. Hypothesized model of the relations between the social support, motivation, student engagement and academic performance.

between different pieces of information and exploring the rele-
vance of their learning material for real-life situations. Example
item is: “When working on my master thesis I made links between
my master thesis and my everyday life”.

4.2.3.3. Behavioral engagement. This scale was adapted from
Skinner et al. (2009). Three items assessed students’ effort and time
spent on the master thesis. Example itemis: “I put a lot of effort into
my master thesis”.

4.2.4. Achievement
4.24.1. Past performance. Participants were asked to indicate their
grade point average during the previous academic year.

4.2.4.2. Performance. Master thesis grades were provided by the
departments a few months after the questionnaire administration.

5. Results
5.1. Data analyses

Our analyses were conducted in three steps. First, we used con-
firmatory factorial analyses to test the relationship between the
measured items and the respective latent variables. Second, struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM) was used to examine the direct
and indirect associations between the students’ perceptions of sup-
port from peers, family, supervisor and institution, perceived task
value and ability, behavioral, emotional and cognitive engagement,
and their academic performance. SEM allows to control measure-
ment error and to test the fit of a complex pattern of relationships
between a set of variables (Byrne, 2001). In this model, we also

controlled for students’ past performance and tested the proposed
indirect effects.!

We conducted measurement and structural analyses using
Amos (Version 16) and the maximum-likelihood estimation
method. In order to evaluate the adequacy of the proposed model, a
combination of fit indices was examined: the comparative fit index
(CFI), the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and
the Chi? test statistics. For the CFlindices, values greater than .90 are
typically considered as being acceptable, and values greater than
.95 indicate good fit to the data (Byrne, 2001; Hu & Bentler, 1999).
For well-specified models, an RMSEA of .06 or less reflects a good
fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). As a part of the structural model, we also
statistically tested the proposed indirect effects. The significance of
these indirect effects was determined by bootstrap methods using
95% confidence intervals (Mallinckrodt, Abraham, Wei, & Russel,
2006; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Amos calculates confidence intervals
for total indirect effects using the unstandardized mean beta weight
and the associated standard error from 1000 bootstrap samples
(Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The indirect effect is considered significant
if the confidence interval does not include zero.

5.2. Step 1: measurement model

Before performing the confirmatory factorial analyses, we used
parceling for the perceived supervisor support and perceived abil-
ity scales, as they were respectively composed by height and six
items. This statistical technique allows estimating fewer param-
eters, improving model fit and reducing bias in the estimation

1 Preliminary analyses showed no significant gender differences for most vari-
ables, except a small mean difference in emotional and cognitive engagement.
Consequently, gender was not included in subsequent analyses.
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of structural parameters (Bandalos, 2002). The two scales had
high internal reliability and demonstrated unidimensionality in
exploratory factor analyses yielding single factors (eigenvalues
perceived supervisor=4.53, perceived ability=2.89). This unidi-
mensionality is a requirement for parceling procedure. We then
created four parcels for the perceived supervisor scale and three
parcels for the perceived ability scale by combining together pairs of
items that were correlated. In addition, utility, interest and impor-
tance were introduced in the analyses as observed measures of
the latent construct task value. Empirical and theoretical argument
supports this method (Eccles, 2006).

Then all the items as well as the parcels were entered into
the same measurement model. The hypothesized model displayed
an adequate fit to the data: x2 (398, n=226)=622.494, p<.001;
RMSEA=05; CFI=912. The standardized parameter estimates of
all observed variables loaded adequately on their respective latent
variables (ranging from .51 to .89), apart for the third indicator of
task value (.35) (i.e. Importance). This indicator was kept because
of its theoretical importance. Then, we observed the modification
indices. They suggested removing an item from the perceived insti-
tutional support scale (“i.e. In my graduate program, the general
requirements about the final dissertation are clear”), and one item
from the perceived family support scale (“i.e. my family is dis-
posed to discuss problems that I encounter in my work”): they
had modification indices exceeding 12.00. Indeed, these items did
not referred exactly to institutional support (general requirements
are not preparedness for the master thesis completion) nor fam-
ily support (discussing is not the same as helping or supporting
during the master thesis completion). A CFA was performed with-
out these two items. The results indicated a better model fit (x>
(341,n=226)=497.576,p<.001; RMSEA = 045; CF1=.931). Descrip-
tive statistics for all the measures are presented in Table 1. All the
variables had adequate statistical characteristics.

The correlations among the latent variables are presented in
Table 2. Results suggested no problems of multicollinearity: they
indicate that peer support was positively related to family support
(r=.25; p<.05) and supervisor support (r=.14; p<.08), supervisor
support was positively related to family support (r=.24; p<.05)and
institutional support (r=.19; p<.05). Past performance was posi-
tively related to family support (r=.15; p<.05). Finally, perceived
task value was positively related to perceived ability (r=.56;
p<.001). These results indicate the various sources of perceived
social support included in this study were not redundant without
being completely independent.

5.3. Step 2: structural model

The second step of the analysis included a test of the
model proposed in Fig. 1. In this model, we also allowed free

Table 1
Descriptive statistics for all the latent variables.
Variables Range M SD Cronbach’s alpha
Social support
1. Supervisor 1-5 3.96 .76 .88
2. Peer 1-5 3.65 .87 79
3. Family 1-5 3.36 .94 72
4. Institutional 1-5 3.21 91 78

Students’ perceptions

5. Ability 1-5 3.72 .61 77
6. Task value 1-5 3.65 .69 .65
Engagement

7. Behavioral 1-5 3.79 .94 .79
8. Cognitive 1-5 3.91 .63 .74
9. Emotional 1-5 2.54 .90 .76
10. Academic performance 0-20 14.08 2.11

11. Past performance 1-5 34 .84

n=226.

estimation of the covariance between the four exogenous latent
variables (perceived supervisor, family, peer and institutional sup-
port), and between perceived ability and task value as they were
found to be related in previous studies. We also specified paths
from past performance to perceived task value, perceived abil-
ity, emotional, cognitive and behavioral engagement and academic
performance, so as to control for its potential effect. Results
showed that the hypothesized covariance structure displayed
an adequate fit to the data, x2 (400, n=226)=559.419, p<.001,
CFI=.932, RMSEA = 042. An alternative model in which all the non-
significant paths were removed, keeping only the significant ones,
was tested. This alternative model displayed an adequate fit: x2
(415, n=226)=566.222, p<.001, CF1=.934, RMSEA =041. The Chi?
value for this model did not significantly differ from the initial one,
indicating that the deleted paths did not improve the fit of the
model. Consequently, this final model was kept on the grounds of
parsimony.

We also tested alternative models in which direct paths from
perceived social support to engagement and academic perfor-
mance and from motivational factors to academic performance
were added to the previous model. First, direct paths from each
source of perceived social support to the three dimensions of
engagement were added. None of those paths were significant. Sec-
ond, direct paths from each source of perceived social support to
academic performance were included. Results indicated that only
the path from perceived supervisor support to performance was
significant (3 =.14, p<.05). With the inclusion of this path, the fit
of the model remained quite similar (x2 (412, n=226)=565.13,
p<.001, CFI=.934, RMSEA =041). Finally, direct paths from motiva-
tional factors to academic performance were added to the model.
None of those paths were significant.

Table 2
Zero-order correlations among variables in the measurement model after modifications of variables.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Social support
1. Supervisor -
2. Peer .14 -
3. Family 24* 24* -
4, Institutional .19 .10 11 -
Students’ perceptions
5. Ability .19* .05 .07 57** -
6. Task value 32%* 11 .19* 36" 56** -
Engagement
7. Behavioral 12 -.03 .10 .18* 46** 29%* -
8. Cognitive .06 .05 -.05 31 49+ 49** 29** -
9. Emotional 11 .02 .02 32% 54 19 17* .19* -
10. Academic performance 227 .10 17 .15* 23% 22% 24" 17 .03 -
11. Past performance 14* .05 .16** 13" 19 23** 19 .06 .08 50"

*p<.05, **p<.01.
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Perceived Social
Support

Students’ perceptions

Engagement FD performance

.57,

14
Behavioral
‘ .27

Cognitive
.14

.24

Performance

Fig. 2. Structural model controlling for past performance. Non-significant paths are not shown. All paths are significant at .001. Correlations between sources of support are

presented in Table 2. n=226.

The results of the final model (see Fig. 2) showed significant
paths from perceived supervisor support to perceived task value
(B =.24, p<.05) and to academic performance (3 =.14, p<.05), and
from perceived institutional support to perceived ability (3=.57,
p<.001) and perceived task value (B=.31, p<.001). Contrary to
our hypothesis, the paths from perceived supervisor support to
perceived ability and from perceived peer and family support to
either perceived task value or ability were not significant. Past
performance was positively associated with perceived task value
(B=.15, p<.05), emotional engagement ([3=.18, p<.05) and aca-
demic performance ([3 =.48, p<.001).

Then, results showed significant paths from perceived task value
to cognitive (3=.29, p<.05), and behavioral engagement (3=.27,
p<.05), and from perceived ability to emotional (3 =-.56, p<.001),
cognitive (3=.32, p<.05), and behavioral engagement ([3=.29,
p<.05). Contrary to our hypothesis, the path from perceived
task value to emotional engagement was not significant. Finally,
behavioral engagement was associated with performance (3 =.14,
p<.05). Emotional and cognitive engagements were not directly
associated with academic performance.

5.4. Step 3: indirect effects

Finally, we tested the significance of the indirect effects.
As shown in Table 3, bootstrap confidence intervals revealed
that perceived institutional support was positively associated
with emotional, cognitive and behavioral engagement through
perceived ability and task value (3 =-.32, BC 95% Cl=-.44, -.21;
3=.27, BC 95% CI=.16, .40; 3 =.25, BC 95% CI=.13, .37), and with
academic performance through behavioral engagement ([3=.04,
BC 95% CI=.01, .08). In other words, greater students’ percep-
tion of institutional support was associated with greater perceived

ability and task value. Then the motivational variables were associ-
ated with emotional, cognitive and behavioral engagement, which
in turn, increased academic performance.

Perceived supervisor support was positively associated with
cognitive engagement through task value (3 =.07, BC 95% CI=.01,
.17), but not with performance. Greater perceived supervisor sup-
port was associated with perceived task value, which in turn, was
associated with cognitive engagement. Turning to motivational fac-
tors, results revealed that perceived ability was associated with
academic performance through behavioral engagement (3 =.05, BC
95% C1=.02, .12).

6. Discussion

The aim of this prospective study was to extend previous
research with regard to the associations between different sources
of perceived social support, student motivation, engagement and
academic performance by testing the model presented in Fig. 1.
More specifically, our purpose was:

e to clarify the effect of different sources of perceived social support
on motivational factors, engagement dimensions and academic
performance;

e to test whether motivational factors are mediators of the rela-
tionship between perceived social support and engagement;

¢ to test whether dimensions of students’ engagement are medi-
ators of the relationships between motivational factors and
academic performance.

These analyses were conducted controlling for students’ past
performance and results are discussed in the next section.
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Table 3
Test of significance of the indirect effects.

Independent variable Mediating variable Dependent variable

Original sample: B

Bootstrap

(s) standardized
indirect effect

Mean indirect 95% CI with bias Bias - corrected p

effect correction (lower,
upper)
Perceived social support
Institution Task value, ability Cognitive 27 27 .16, .40 .001
engagement
Institution Task value, ability Emotional -32 -32 -44,-21 .001
engagement
Institution Task value, ability Behavioral 25 25 13,.37 .001
engagement
Supervisor Task value Cognitive .07 .07 .01, .17 .001
engagement
Institution Task value, ability, Academic .04 .04 .01,.08 .001
behavioral performance
engagement
Students’ perceptions
Perceived ability Behavioral Academic .05 .05 .02,.12 .001

engagement performance

6.1. Specific contribution of sources of perceived social support

In line with motivational theorists (Connell & Wellborn, 1990;
Wentzel, 1998), perceived social support directly promoted moti-
vational factors and subsequent engagement in learning activities.
However, our findings indicated that only supervisor and institu-
tional support were directly related to motivational factors and
student engagement in their master thesis. In line with Robbins
et al. (2009), when students perceive that the institution has pre-
pared them well enough for achieving a task, they consider it
as more important, useful and interesting, and believe more in
their abilities to achieve it. In addition, perceived institutional
support was indirectly associated, through perceived task value
and perceived ability, with the students’ use of deep-processing
strategies, less negative emotions, and higher academic perfor-
mance. These results suggest that training students facilitates their
engagement in the master thesis and their subsequent perfor-
mance. Research on post-secondary studies so far neglected the
role of this institutional influence when examining the impact of
different sources of social support on school and academic perfor-
mance.

Results also indicated that perceived support from the super-
visor is linked with the attribution of value to the task, which in
turn boosts cognitive engagement. This finding is in line with stud-
ies conducted in both school and universities contexts (Midgley
et al.,, 1989; Vansteenkiste et al., 2009) and is important given that
deep-processing of information is often seen as a goal of higher
education. Perceived supervisor support also had a direct effect on
academic performance, which was not explained by its influence
on motivational factors. These results may have practical implica-
tion in setting effective trainings for university professors or for
teachers in general.

Contrary to the hypothesized model, the path from supervi-
sor support to perceived ability was not significant. However this
association was found in correlation analyses (Table 2), but since
perceived ability was also correlated with institutional support, it
might be that once institutional support is taken into account this
association is largely reduced. This result showed the importance
of taking into account different dimensions of perceived social
support at the same time, so as to shed light on the unique and
independent effect of each source of social support on motivation,
engagement, and performance.

Also, perceived supervisor support was not directly associated
with emotional and behavioral engagement in the final model. This

apparently contrasts with results showing an impact of supervisor
support on cognitive engagement. However, the particular nature
of the task might explain why various patterns of relationships with
some dimensions of engagement are found in different studies. The
master thesis actually requires mainly independent work, and the
supervisor only keeps an overview on students’ work. Based on
that, it is not surprising that supervisor support does not influ-
ence the effort they put into it and the emotions they feel, which
might mainly depend on personal factors. On the other side, its
observed association with cognitive engagement is comprehensi-
ble, as it may be explained by its expertise and critical attitude
toward the students.

Such explanation is consistent with Bronfenbrenner (2005) the-
oretical proposal, who already pointed out the importance of the
nature of the learning task in the relationships between perceived
social support and engagement variables: “The form, content and
direction of the proximal processes vary systematically as a joint
function of the characteristics of the developing person, the envi-
ronment - both immediate and more remote - in which the
processes are taking place, the nature of the development outcomes
under consideration (...)” (p. 798). At the same time, this expla-
nation contradicts Connell and Wellborn (1990)’s hypothesis that
the relationships between perceived social support, motivational
factors and student engagement are context invariant.

By the same token, the absence of direct effect of family and
peer support in the final model could be explained by their asso-
ciations with other sources of social support or by the age of the
participants. Indeed, least year university students enter in adult-
hood (our sample had a mean age of 24 years old) and so begin
to assume more responsibility, are more socially independent and
more autonomous in their work than first-year university students
(Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001).

6.2. Students’ perceptions about the self and the task

Perceived task value and ability have been considered proximal
predictors of engagement variables across several studies (Patrick,
Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007; Skinner et al., 2008), and our study confirmed
these assumptions. Looking at mediations, in line with previous
studies (Lam et al., 2012; Patrick et al., 2007; Skinner et al., 2008;
Tucker et al., 2002), perceived ability and task value were found to
mediate the relationships between perceived support and dimen-
sions of engagement. As expected, results also indicate that student
engagement mediates the effect of motivation on performance
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(especially behavioral engagement mediates the effect of perceived
ability on academic performance).

6.3. Student engagement as a predictor of academic performance

Among engagement dimensions, our findings indicated that
behavioral engagement was the only direct contributor to aca-
demic performance above past achievement. This finding is in line
with previous research. Indeed the effect of behavioral engage-
ment on performance is systematically observed, whereas the
effect of emotional and cognitive dimensions are unstable and
not always observed (see Marks, 2000; Richardson et al., 2012;
Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 1990). Cognitive engagement was
no longer associated with academic performance when behavioral
engagement was taken into account. Future studies may inves-
tigate other facets of cognitive engagement, such as the use of
self-regulation strategies, above all because the master thesis is
a task that demands independent learning requiring abilities to
regulate cognitions, emotions and motivation as well as the envi-
ronment (Pintrich, 2003).

6.4. Limitations

Since our results are based on correlational data, at this stage it
is impossible to infer causal relations among the variables in our
model. Although the model was based on the theoretical proposi-
tions postulated by engagement theories, to provide more robust
confirmation of the present results longitudinal design, involv-
ing data collection at multiple time points, is still necessary. In
addition, this methodology would allow investigating the dynamic
between the variables and would also allow having a more pre-
cise picture of students’ experience of writing up the master thesis.
For example, a longitudinal research Skinner et al. (2008) put
in evidence that engaged students received more support from
teachers.

6.5. Practical implications

The results of the present study clearly indicated that some
sources of social support are more important for academic achieve-
ment than other. They suggest that the development of supervisor
and institutional support could be a way to foster university student
achievement. Moreover, they show that perceived support from
those two sources is related to a higher level of motivation and
engagement, which partially explain their effects on performance
but is also valuable in itself as educational goals (self-confidence,
higher order thinking...). Training programs aiming at improving
supporting teachers’ skills have already demonstrated their effect
on students’ academic performance, so we recommend future stud-
ies to test such interventions in the context of the master thesis. In
addition, institutions have to take into account the importance of
providing to students the required skills for the completion of the
master thesis, given that such institutional strategies have positive
consequences on motivation, engagement and final performance.
Indeed, our results suggest that interventions do not have neces-
sarily to arbitrate between social support and motivation but that
developing some sources of support directly under the control of
teachers could sustain both student motivation and achievement.
Finally, the results also support the idea that the behavioral dimen-
sion of engagement could be a highly relevant indicator to monitor
interventions and to target students more at risk of academic diffi-
culties.
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