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[bookmark: _Hlk139721351]Abstract  
Academic achievement is one of the significant outcomes of the formal education processes. Thus, understanding the factors which influence academic performance is timely. This study aims to examine the determinants that impact the academic performance of students. The determinants include student engagement, general knowledge, social skills, and communication skills. This study applied a quantitative research design, with an online survey questionnaire distributed to the students of a private university in Klang Valley, and 150 valid responses were solicited. The Pearson’s product-moment correlations in the current study demonstrated that student engagement had a positive and strong relationship with student’s academic achievement. General knowledge and social skills were found to have a positive and moderate relationship with academic achievement; however, communication skills were found to have a positive but weak correlation with academic achievement. Multiple regression analysis found that student engagement, general knowledge, and social skills were predictors of academic achievement. However, communication skills were not the predictor. In addition, this study significantly contributes to students’ social life aspects as it is consistent with the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education's initiative to integrate soft skills into the curriculum and learning processes. This will urge the university's management to develop initiatives and programmes that equip students with various soft skills to make them competent in the market force after graduation. This study also discusses the conclusion, implications, and future research directions.
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Introduction  
  
Academic achievement is the most significant outcome of the results of formal education (Moore, 2019), and it is important in achieving higher education goals (Zhou & Mustappha, 2022), which include the Malaysian Ministry of Education's introduction of various initiatives to improve school performance (Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025) to ensure that students have access to 

comprehensive modules and instructional strategies that allow them to excel in their education journey (Govindarajoo et al., 2022). This is further aligned with the strategic goals of the Malaysian government to highlight human capital development by the year 2025 to become a high-income nation (Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, 2021). Hence, the education system needs to nurture and produce high-skilled potential human capital to fulfil the needs of industry.

Based on that notion, therefore, higher education institutions or universities have become a place to produce graduates who have numerous soft skills such as communication skills, critical thinking, problem-solving (Bakar et al., 2023), and entrepreneurship skills (Portuguez Castro & Gómez Zermeño, 2021) to enhance academic performance and get ready to serve the demand of the industry. This is because academic achievement can help students develop various life skills, which can be useful in their future personal lives and careers. However, Garg et al. (2021) argued that a student’s academic performance is not a complete parameter and does not fully reflect the real-world outcome or performance.

According to the Department of Statistics, Malaysia (2022), the number of employed graduates rose by 5% compared to 2020 to register 4.57 million graduates, showing that universities successfully produced a large number of employed graduates in 2021. Moreover, the Malaysian government targets to achieve 86.7% of the graduate employability rate in higher education to solve the issue of unemployment in the labour market by 2025 (Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, Malaysia, 2021). This target can be achieved if universities play a pivotal role in moulding and producing qualified students who not only excel in their academic performance but are also able to analyse and solve actual problems with various hard and soft skills. 

Although much literature studies factors related to academic performance, it mainly focuses on external factors such as financial issues or problems (Norazlan et al., 2020), the influence of friends and family, and school or institutional factors (Zhou & Mustappha, 2022). Besides, students' learning ability and efforts in studying (Bakar et al., 2023) and time management (Mulugeta & Pandian, 2022) have also been found to contribute to the success of academic performance. However, students’ soft-skills-related determinants and academic performance need further investigation (Casali et al., 2023; Obilor, 2019) because technical skills are insufficient to succeed in academic performance and industry (Patacsil & Tablatin, 2017). Based on the above discussion, this study aims to investigate university students' soft- skills-related determinants, namely student engagement, general knowledge, social skills, communication skills and academic achievement.


Literature Review 
 
Student’s Academic Achievement
 
A student’s academic achievement is the extent to which the student or an educational institution has achieved short or long-term educational goals (Park & Robinson, 2021). A student’s academic achievement is important for both the student and the educational institution as it reflects the quality that is present in terms of the progress that has been made over the years (Oyewobi et al., 2020). A student’s academic achievement is also associated with the continuous efforts made in significantly improving the education level and academic research. In this study, a student’s academic achievement is defined as the overall measurement of the student's abilities, knowledge, and skills in terms of academic achievement which is emphasised by the subject or course of study (Ede & Igbokwe, 2018).

Relationship between Soft-skills Determinants and Academic Achievement
[bookmark: _Toc70530503]
Student Engagement 

Student engagement is reflected in the level of participation that students have in terms of their relationship with their educational institutions or academic staff, and it yields the intended academic outcomes (Golan et al., 2019; Owusu-Agyeman & Amoakohene, 2021). Student engagement indicates a two-way relationship that communicates the information and messages related to the learning processes. Studies show that the use of social media to conduct lessons has ensured its effectiveness in achieving academic excellence (Siddiqi et al., 2022). Student engagement levels that are studied based on the use of social media network channels have created more engagement due to their unlimited content and unfiltered opinions and ideas that are available (Singh et al., 2021). Numerous past studies also found that student engagement positively leads to better academic performance or achievement (Moubayed et al., 2018; Sukor et al., 2021).

Owusu-Agyeman and Amoakohene (2021) studied student engagement and perceived gains in academic performance among students in Ghana. The researcher determined that student engagement levels are an important variable that allows educators and students to gain a better understanding which improves the overall assessment of students. This allows students to have a better understanding of the expectations set by the educators and the needs for the subject so that they can meet the criteria and achieve the expected academic performance in their educational journey. 

Besides, Siddiqi et al. (2022) studied the development and testing of student engagement scales among university students. The researchers determined that factors relating to predominantly social and classroom environments lead to better engagement. The researchers, therefore, indicated that student engagement in the online classroom environment needs to be evaluated. Thus, online tools such as different systems and platforms must be in place to contribute to and increase student engagement in the learning process. Based on the discussion, this study hypothesised that:

H1: There is a positive relationship between student engagement and student’s academic achievement. 

[bookmark: _Toc70530504]General Knowledge
General knowledge is the vast knowledge relating to any subject that is available based on academic or non-academic areas (Vuori & Okkonen, 2017). According to Hibel et al. (2016), general knowledge is defined as the ability to have information relating to a broad range of facts and subjects of different topics. As highlighted by Jirout et al. (2023), general knowledge is a significant predictor of learning, and the use of platforms that are available through social media allows users to develop their general knowledge relating to the subject, and this will develop students' interest to explore new knowledge. The general knowledge could be useful to students or academics as it provides holistic views to understand the subjects that have been studied to further enhance their academic performance levels (Zhan et al., 2020). 
Bondarouk et al. (2014) stated that general knowledge is crucial for users to better understand different perspectives which directly or indirectly impact the long-term knowledge-gaining and learning process. Another research by Madden et al. (2018) determined that the general knowledge that the students had applied during their academic periods gave the students a greater advantage over their peers. The general knowledge that the students had developed reflected their level of 

maturity and led to the development of important skills in the workplace later. Thus, the following hypothesis was postulated:

H2: There is a positive relationship between general knowledge and student’s academic achievement.

[bookmark: _Toc70530505]Social Skills
Social skills are the ability of the person to interact and build relationships with others in society, allowing the individual to gain networking within a similar social circle (Urquía-Grande & Estébanez, 2020). Social skills among students are important as most tasks that are associated with academic achievement require a certain level of social skills to complete them, such as group and teamwork (Camacho-Minuche et al., 2021). Wickramanayake (2022) also stated that groups, teams, and social circles that are related to one another are formed by the similar interest of the users. 

Social skills are essential for academic performance as research, knowledge, and information are shared between academics, allowing higher quality work to be produced. Social skills are also relevant skills as businesses and people are usually aligned to the objectives, leading to the achievement of shared goals in the workplace. Several past studies also confirmed that social and life skills contributed positively to academic performance (Carlo & Quispe, 2022; Sánchez-Hernando et al., 2021). Based on the discussion, this study hypothesised that:

H3: There is a positive relationship between social skills and student’s academic achievement.
[bookmark: _Toc70530506]Communication Skills
Communication skills are the capability of the individual to establish an understanding with another person for better knowledge development or learning capabilities (Alawamleh et al., 2022). Communication skills also allow an individual to identify and communicate the related information with a proper channel that facilitates the communication process. It is important to note that the development of social media globally has impacted communication skills as it allows an individual to gain access to the communication tools which enable the communication process to take place easily (Mehta & Jha, 2021). 

Creo et al. (2020) stated that communication skills establish the proper tone and emotions among individuals so that communication can take place effectively. Communication skills allow students to obtain better knowledge to support their academic achievement due to the number of quality interactions conducted with parties of interest via different channels. 

Ahmad et al. (2021) determined that communication skills have been one of the soft skills developed at the university level as a tool to assist students in gaining confidence in presenting their findings, information, or ideas. Communication skills have been regarded as skills that develop individuals' capability to represent their personality when they proceed with their career life. The better the communication skills that a student has developed, the higher the academic performance is because of the abilities the student has to present ideas accurately and reliably based on the subject matter. This is aligned with numerous past studies which ascertain the relationship between communication skills and academic and teaching performance (Arikwandu & Samuel, 2021; Jasim & Khalifa, 2020; Munohsamy & Muniandy, 2023), and thus, the following hypothesis was developed:



H4: There is a positive relationship between communication skills and student’s academic achievement.

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
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Methodology 
 
[bookmark: _Toc70530513][bookmark: _Hlk139030834]Research Design
This research utilised quantitative methods. The quantitative research design involves the collection of data in large numbers, and the data are analysed by using statistical tools and numerical methods to determine the results of the research (Andrade & Andersen, 2020). 

Sampling Procedures

The technique used in this study is the purposive sampling technique. A purposive sampling technique is a non-probability sample that is chosen based on population characteristics and the study goal. As considered by Tongco (2007), purposive sampling is a non-random sampling technique relying on researchers' judgement. The respondents of this study were sstudents from the second year and above because they had been in the university setting for some time, and the potential for them to be exposed to courses related to soft skills was promising. Since this study was not able to obtain the population list, G*Power software was used to identify the required sample size. After calculation, the minimum sample size required was 129 responses (Predictors: 4, power: 0.95, effect size: 0.15) (Kang, 2021). Hence, 150 valid responses were obtained, and the sample size was still relevant for statistical data analysis. The participants in this research were students who studied at a private university in the Klang Valley region. Klang Valley was chosen as it is an international higher education hub, and many private universities are located within this area (Chin, 2019; Starpicks, 2022).


Measurement

The instrument for this research is divided into three sections. Section A is demographic information such as age, gender, education, and nationality of the respondents. Section B consists of items related to independent variables which are student engagement, general knowledge, social skills, and communication skills, all of which were adapted from Al-Zboun et al., (2018). Section C is the student’s academic achievement, and the items were adapted from Chtouki et al., (2019). For instance, items such as "I am satisfied with my academic achievement so far; I have obtained a GPA of 3.0 

consistently; I have a continuous studying pattern to meet the academic achievement; I am consistent in my academic progress; I gained progress throughout my academic years” are asked. In Sections B and C, a 

Likert-type scale is used, and it consists of five anchors, namely 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree. 

Reliability Analysis 

The pilot study, which involved 30 respondents in this research, was conducted. According to the requirements of the reliability analysis, the items are consistent and reliable when they exceed Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.70, as suggested by Saunders et al. (2019). This indicates that the researchers will be able to proceed with the real data collection as it has met the requirement of the internal consistency of the instrument.

Table 1

 Reliability of the Variables

	Variables 
	No. of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha (n=30)

	Student’s Academic Achievement
	5
	0.736

	Student Engagement 
	4
	0.756

	General knowledge 
	4
	0.769

	Social Skills 
	4
	0.765

	Communication Skills 
	4
	0.718




Data Collection Procedures

The researchers applied online or virtual data collection. The researchers requested and obtained permission from the respondents to complete the survey, as mentioned on the cover page of the online survey. The online survey was distributed on various social media platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp, and also by mail. The researchers assured the respondents of the confidentiality and anonymity of the data collected. The data were collected from the period of March 2021 to April 2021, when Malaysia was under the movement control order and conditional movement control order.

Normality Testing
To ensure a normal distribution of the data, skewness and kurtosis analyses were further carried out. Hair et al., (2018) mentioned that data must be normally distributed before multivariate analysis can be conducted. It can be said that the data are normally distributed when the values that represent the skewness and kurtosis of the variables are in a range of -2 to +2, with consideration of 5% sampling errors (Siddiqi, 2014). In this study, as referred to Table 2, the value for the dependent variable (DV), the student's academic achievement, is within the range of -2 and +2, thus, showing that data are still normally distributed, and Pearson's product-moment correlation as well as multiple regression analysis can be further analysed.

Table 2

Normality based on Skewness and Kurtosis Values

	Variable
	Skewness 
	Kurtosis 

	 Student's Academic Achievement
	-0.371
	-0.860





Figure 2: Histogram of Student’s Academic Achievement
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Results and Discussion 

Based on Table 3 below, more than half of the respondents were female (64.0%), and the remaining were male (36.0%). The majority of the respondents were Malaysians (86.0%), whereas 14.0% of the respondents were non-Malaysians. In terms of age group, nearly half of the respondents were in the age group of 21-25 years old (42.0%), followed by respondents aged between 26 and 30 years old (22.0%). The majority of the respondents (84.0%) held a Bachelor's degree, whereas 12.7% were in a foundation or diploma programme, and 2.0% had a postgraduate (Master's and PhD) degree, indicating that the respondents were educated and able to make wise judgements.










Table 3:
 
Profile of the Respondents (n=150)

	Variable(s)                                Category
	Frequency
	%

	Gender
	Male
	54
	36.0

	
	Female
	96
	64.0

	
	
	
	

	Age Groups
	16-20
	28
	18.7

	
	21-25
	63
	42.0

	
	26-30
	33
	22.0

	
	>30
	26
	17.3

	
	
	
	

	Nationality 
	Malaysian
	129
	86.0

	
	Non-Malaysian
	21
	14.0

	
	
	
	

	Education
	SPM
	2
	1.3

	
	STPM/Foundation/ A-Levels/ Diploma
	19
	12.7

	
	Bachelor's Degree
	126
	84.0

	
	Postgraduate Degree
	3
	2.0

	
	
	
	



Pearson’s product-moment correlation analysis was carried out to determine the direction and strength of the correlation for each variable. Based on Pearson's correlation, it was determined that student engagement and academic achievement had a positive and very high correlation (r =0.852, p < 0.05). In addition, general knowledge (r = 0.551, p < 0.05) and social skills (r = 0.697, p < 0.05) had a positive and moderate relationship with the student’s academic achievement. However, communication skills had a positive but weak correlation with the student’s academic achievement (r = 0.253, p< 0.05). The interpretation of the strength of the relationship was based on Guilford’s (1973) indicators. 
[bookmark: _Hlk57995523]
Table 4 

Correlation Test on the Relationship between Factors and Student’s Academic Achievement (n=150)

	                                                                                  
                                                                                                              Student’s Academic Achievement

	Factors
	r
	p

	Student Engagement
	0.852**
	0.000

	General Knowledge
	0.551**
	0.000

	Social Skills
	0.697**
	0.000

	Communication Skills
	0.253**
	0.000


**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed)


The value of the Durbin-Watson in this research is 1.538 which is between the value of 1 to 3, indicating that there are no auto-correlations that arise from the statistical regression analysis. The 

value of R is 0.907, indicating a high effect between the independent variables for this research, which are student engagement, general knowledge, social skills, and communication skills. The value of R2 is 0.823, which indicates that the independent variables of this research impacted the student’s academic achievement by 82.3%. However, the analysis indicates that student engagement, general knowledge, and social skills were the predicting factors that contributed to the student’s academic achievement, while communication skills were excluded. Thus, the remaining 17.7% were based on other variables not investigated in this research. Hence, H1, H2, and H3 were supported; however, H4 was rejected.

Table 5
Multiple Regression Analysis of Student’s Academic Achievement with Predictor Variables
	Predictor Variables
	Unstandardised
	Coefficient
	Standardised Coefficients
	
	

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	t
	p

	(Constant)
Student Engagement
	0.026
1.081
	0.181
0.068
	
0.994
	0.142
15.840
	0.887
0.000

	General Knowledge
Social Skills
	0.434
0.326
	0.062
0.052
	0.427
0.294
	6.989
6.294
	0.000
0.000

	Communication Skills
	0.032
	0.048
	0.026
	0.664
	0.508



F = 169.018		df1 = 4, df2 = 145	 	P = 0.000
R = 0.907		R2 = 0.823		Adjust R2 = 0.819


The current findings showed that student engagement was positively related to academic achievement. This finding is aligned with numerous past studies (Moubayed et al., 2018; Owusu-Agyeman & Amoakohene, 2021; Sukor et al., 2021) in which student engagement indicates a two-way relationship between students and instructors that communicates the information and messages related to the learning processes, and this leads to better academic performance.

Besides, general knowledge was found to be an important predictor which led to good academic achievement, and this is congruent with past studies (Jirout et al., 2023; Zhan et al., 2020). This is because general knowledge gained by students provides a wider scope of knowledge and enhances the success of academic achievement.

Furthermore, social skills were also found to be one of the predictors of academic achievement, and this supports the finding in a few studies (Carlo & Quispe, 2022; Sánchez-Hernando et al., 2021). It can be further explained that social skills are important as most tasks associated with academic success require group, teamwork, and social circles (Camacho-Minuche et al., 2021; Wickramanayake, 2022).

However, the current study found contradicting results in which communication skills were not the predictor of academic achievement, making the findings different from the past studies (Arikwandu & Samuel, 2021; Jasim & Khalifa, 2020). The possible explanation is that the current 
study involved local students as the majority, and in a high-context culture like Malaysia, students are often shy to communicate directly or actively when they doubt certain topics of their studies to avoid being looked down upon by their peers. This explains the insignificant results.

 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, this study aims to examine the factors influencing the academic achievement of students at a private university in the Klang Valley area. This study found that student engagement, general knowledge, and social skills are the predictors of the student’s academic achievement; however, it was found that communication skills are not a predictor.
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Implications of Study 

This study contributes practically to the university by suggesting that the university must have various soft skills for students to not only excel in academic performance but also to prepare them to acquire such skills to equip them for their future careers. Thus, the management of the university and the Ministry of Higher Education (KTP) make it compulsory for students to attend curricular activities as one of the requirements before graduating, and part of the marks will contribute to students' academic results while social skills  can also be acquired at the same time.

Besides, the management of the university also provides a mentor-mentee system for students so that the engagement between students and instructors can be further strengthened. This will allow the instructors to provide pastoral care to students. With this support, certainly, students can perform better in their academic results. Besides, this study also implies that the syllabus or modules of courses have to incorporate higher-order thinking skills, which allow students to explore the general knowledge in various fields to complete their assignments or tasks, making them more competent in academic performance and future career paths.

Although communication skills were found not significant in this study, they are still an important aspect that students should acquire. The management of the university and the Ministry have made communication courses university subjects, which are taken by all students. Besides, before a student graduates, the university can plan to have a finishing school and resume clinic writing, which provide students with skills to prepare their resumes for academic and industrial purposes. This will undoubtedly contribute to a knowledgeable future workforce that is competent and holistic in various aspects.

[bookmark: _Toc58461150][bookmark: _Toc70530542]Limitations and Directions of Future Research

The first limitation of this study is related to the sample size. Although it is sufficient for statistical analysis (n=150), it is unable to be generalisable due to the use of non-probability sampling. Hence, future studies can consider involving more respondents or increasing the sample size.

Besides, this study only collected the sample from a private university, while other private universities and colleges in Klang Valley regions were not included. Thus, future research can consider collecting samples from private and public universities so that comparison studies from different institutions can be carried out.

	

This study only applied a quantitative study. Future research can consider applying qualitative methods (e.g. interviews or focus group discussions) to gain deeper insights. The pragmatics approach (mixed method) is also timely to add variety to the research.

Last but not least, the current study only examined the four predictors, but other variables such as entrepreneurship interest and skills (Osakede et al., 2017), technology and digital skills (Ben Youssef et al., 2022) might affect the outcomes. Demographic-related variables (Indrahadi & Wardana, 2020) can be incorporated in the framework to test the mediating and moderating effects to make the model more robust and contribute to professional and continuing education scholarship.
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