
 

Students with strong self-belief are happier
and more successful, research finds
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Students' success and happiness can be improved by building their self-
belief—their perception of their capacity to complete a challenging task.
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In a study with 763 students at Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool University in
China, we found that students with high self-belief performed well in
their final year project and were more satisfied with their learning
experience even if they were not assigned their preferred project or
teacher.

On the other hand, students with low self-belief were less happy and
performed poorly, although they had access to good resources.

The students we worked with were studying a range of subjects, such as
mechatronics, robotics, computer science, electrical and electronic
engineering.

In their final year, they worked on a particular project, developing
research questions and putting together a research method, as well as
carrying out data collection, analysis and results reporting. Each student
had a supervisor to provide guidance on the project.

The students were able to select ten preferred projects from a list of 635
projects and were then allocated one of their ten preferences. Our
research was limited to one university—in the future, we plan to test the
results by studying more students, including in other countries or regions.

Measuring self-belief

We developed a five-point scale to measure students' self-belief about
their work on this project. Students were given a score on the scale
according to their answers to questions, such as: "I am able to identify
and formulate a substantial research problem, and produce a plan to
address the problem." We also asked the students their opinion on how
the projects were allocated as part of the survey, and interviewed ten
students to gain further insight into their learning.
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Our survey data analysis results found that students with higher self-
belief had more confidence in their ability to take on challenging tasks.
They spent more time thinking about what the project required, and
were more likely to reflect on their performance afterwards.

Students with lower self-belief had less confidence in their ability to
accomplish a complex project. "We were allowed to submit ten choices,
but I only selected two projects that I can handle and gave up the other
eight choices," one of the student interviewees said.

Conversely, students with higher self-belief were more confident in their
ability to take on any projects. "All the projects I chose were my favorite
ones, so no matter what project I was finally allocated, the results were
within my acceptable range," one said.

Thinking about thinking

We found that students with lower self-belief had lower
metacognition—the ability to "think about thinking." For instance, one
student did not think about the value of reading the project details before
they made project choices. Instead, they relied on luck: "I just selected
two preferred projects and selected the remaining ones randomly. I was
not lucky enough to get the first two choices."

However, students with higher self-belief showed higher metacognition.
They appreciated the opportunities for them to access the project
information before they could make rational choices. One student said,
"It takes time to review each project because there are hundreds of
projects for my major, but the outcome deserves it, it is relatively fair."

Through the interview data analysis, we also found that students with
lower self-belief rarely thought over the in-depth reasons for their failure
in learning. They focused more on short-term results, complained about
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the external conditions and did not pay enough attention to areas for self-
development. On the other hand, students with higher self-belief were
more likely to engage in deeper reflection. They admitted that equal
opportunities had been provided for students to get specific support.

Building self-belief

Students could form a habit of reflecting on their learning experiences,
and self-assess their metacognition and confidence to build self-belief.
Our research suggests that focusing on building self-belief may lead to
better study results and happier students.

Teachers can focus on building students' confidence. Explaining the
value of different learning activities and giving feedback can help
develop students' metacognition and belief in themselves. Exercises that
help students think about their learning—such as self-evaluation
questionnaires—can also help them to build their sense of control over
their learning and their self-belief.

Teachers and parents cannot always help students when they face
difficulties. But building students' self-belief can help increase their
confidence in themselves to tackle challenges and problems.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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