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ABSTRACT: Learning engagement is a central 

indicator of educational quality, yet explanations 

of how undergraduates sustain energy, 

dedication, and concentration remain 

theoretically fragmented. This article develops 

an integrative conceptual framework linking 

professional identity, academic self-efficacy, 

psychological resilience, and learning 

engagement in Chinese private higher education. 

A theory-synthesis approach is used to connect 

Social Cognitive Career Theory, Psychological 

Capital Theory, and Conservation of Resources 

Theory with foundational and recent higher 

education research. The synthesis positions 

professional identity as a source of meaning, 

belonging, and perceived major fit; academic 

self-efficacy as the capability appraisal that 

converts identity-relevant goals into learning 

action; and psychological resilience as the 

adaptive capacity that protects continued 

investment when students encounter setbacks, 

pressure, or uncertainty. Learning engagement is 

conceptualised not only as an outcome of these 

resources but also as a resource-generating 

process through which mastery experiences, 

feedback, and professional recognition can 

reinforce identity and confidence. Institutional 

and sociocultural conditions, including 

curriculum relevance, teacher support, major-

choice autonomy, peer climate, resource access, 

and labour-market signals, shape each part of the 

process. The framework contributes a 

differentiated and context-sensitive explanation 

of engagement without presenting empirical 
tests. It also provides a basis for identity-rich 

curriculum design, structured mastery 

experiences, resilience-supportive systems, and 

future longitudinal, multilevel, mixed-method, 

and intervention research. 

KEYWORDS: Professional identity; learning 

engagement; academic self-efficacy; 

psychological resilience; private higher 

education; conceptual framework. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Student learning engagement has become a 

major concern in higher education because it 

captures the quality of students' psychological 

and behavioural investment in learning rather 

than simple attendance or compliance. 

Engagement is associated with persistence, 

deeper learning, academic achievement, and 

successful transition through university [1]-[4]. 

The construct is especially important in systems 

that have expanded rapidly, where access alone 

no longer provides an adequate measure of 

educational quality. In China, the expansion of 

higher education has been accompanied by 

growing attention to student-centred learning, 

value-added development, and the quality of 

undergraduate experience. National statistics 

reported 803 private higher education institutions 

in 2024, demonstrating that the private sector is a 

substantial part of the national system rather than 

a marginal supplement [5]. 

Private colleges in Guangdong provide a 

theoretically important setting for examining 

engagement. These institutions serve diverse 

groups of students and frequently emphasise 

applied and employment-oriented education. At 

the same time, students may experience uneven 

academic preparation, constrained major choice, 
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high tuition pressure, social comparisons with 

public-university peers, and uncertainty about 

the labour-market value of their qualifications. 

Such conditions should not be treated as 

evidence of student deficit. They instead indicate 

that engagement develops within a distinctive 

configuration of opportunities, recognition, 

resources, and pressures. A useful explanation 

must therefore connect students' internal 

psychological resources with the institutional 

and sociocultural conditions in which learning 

occurs. 

Professional identity offers a strong starting 

point. In higher education, professional identity 

concerns how students understand, value, and 

position themselves in relation to an academic 

field and a future professional role [6], [7]. For 

Chinese undergraduates, it is often expressed 

through cognitive understanding of the major, 

emotional acceptance, behavioural involvement, 

and perceived fit between the major and the self 

[8]. When students see the field as meaningful 

and compatible with who they are becoming, 

academic tasks can be interpreted as steps 

toward a valued future rather than as isolated 

requirements. Empirical work has consistently 

linked professional identity with learning 

engagement and related developmental outcomes 

[9]-[11]. These relationships are also consistent 

with the broader social identity view that valued 

group membership can become part of the self-

concept [12]. 

However, a direct association does not fully 

explain the psychological conversion process. 

Students may value a major yet doubt their 

ability to complete demanding tasks. They may 

initially feel capable but withdraw after repeated 

failure, financial strain, or negative comparison. 

Academic self-efficacy and psychological 

resilience address these different problems. Self-

efficacy concerns perceived capability to 

organise and execute academic action [13]-[16], 

whereas resilience concerns adaptation and 

recovery when valued resources are threatened 

or lost [17]-[23]. Treating these resources as 

interchangeable obscures the distinct roles of 

confidence before action and adaptation under 

strain. 

The literature also remains fragmented at the 

theoretical level. Social Cognitive Career Theory 
explains how self-efficacy, outcome 

expectations, goals, and contextual conditions 

shape educational and career behaviour. 

Psychological Capital Theory explains why 

efficacy and resilience can be viewed as 

developable positive resources. Conservation of 

Resources Theory explains how resources 

accumulate, are invested, and may enter gain or 

loss spirals. Each perspective answers a different 

question, yet few conceptual accounts connect 

them into a coherent process centred on learning 

engagement. This article addresses that need 

through a theory-synthesis design [24], [25]. It 

clarifies the four focal constructs, integrates the 

three theoretical perspectives, develops a 

context-sensitive framework for Chinese private 

higher education, and identifies implications for 

educational practice and future research. Because 

the paper is conceptual, it does not present 

empirical testing or results. 

II. CONCEPTUAL REVIEW APPROACH 

This article adopts a conceptual theory-

synthesis approach rather than a systematic 

review or an empirical study. Conceptual 

research is appropriate when relevant 

explanations are distributed across several 

theoretical traditions and the principal 

contribution lies in clarifying constructs, 

specifying relationships, and creating a more 

coherent explanatory architecture [24]. An 

integrative review logic is also used to combine 

foundational theory, construct-development 

scholarship, higher education research, and 

studies relevant to Chinese and private-college 

settings [25]. The purpose is analytical 

integration, not exhaustive study counting or 

effect-size estimation. 

Literature was selected purposively according 

to four criteria. First, priority was given to 

foundational works that define professional 

identity, learning engagement, self-efficacy, 

resilience, and the three theoretical perspectives. 

Second, peer-reviewed studies linking at least 

two focal constructs were used to assess whether 

the proposed connections are consistent with 

existing evidence. Third, higher education 

studies were prioritised because engagement and 

professional identity take forms that differ from 

school or workplace contexts. Fourth, studies 

involving Chinese, vocational, applied, or 

private higher education were included where 

they offered contextual insight. The review 

therefore supports conceptual development while 
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avoiding a claim of comprehensive or PRISMA-

based coverage. 

The synthesis proceeded in three stages. The 

first stage clarified conceptual boundaries and 

identified the primary psychological question 

addressed by each construct. The second stage 

compared the explanatory roles of Social 

Cognitive Career Theory, Psychological Capital 

Theory, and Conservation of Resources Theory. 

The third stage assembled the constructs and 

theories into a process framework that includes 

direction, capability, adaptation, resource 

investment, contextual conditions, and reciprocal 

feedback. The framework is presented as a 

scholarly model for interpretation and future 

investigation, not as a confirmed causal 

sequence. 

III. CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

A. Professional Identity: Meaning, Belonging, 

and Perceived Fit 

Professional identity has roots in social 

identity and vocational-development traditions. 

Social identity theory explains how valued group 

membership becomes part of the self-concept 

through cognitive recognition and emotional 

significance [12]. In higher education, however, 

professional identity is not simply membership 

in an occupational group. Students are still 

becoming professionals, and their identity is 

negotiated through curriculum, relationships, 

assessment, practice experiences, and 

expectations about future work [6], [7]. The 

construct is therefore developmental and 

relational rather than a fixed label acquired at 

enrolment. 

In the Chinese context, professional identity 

is commonly operationalised as identification 

with the academic major. Qin's four-dimensional 

formulation includes cognitive understanding, 

emotional acceptance, behavioural involvement, 

and appropriateness or perceived fit [8]. This 

model is useful for private-college students 

because major choice may be influenced by 

examination scores, parental expectations, or 

institutional adjustment. A student may 

understand a major but feel little emotional 

attachment; may value it but perceive poor 

personal fit; or may express positive attitudes 

without sustained behaviour. A multidimensional 
account avoids treating these different profiles as 

equivalent. 

Professional identity should also be 

distinguished from career certainty and 

institutional belonging. Career certainty concerns 

confidence in a specific occupational decision, 

while institutional belonging concerns 

attachment to the university community. A 

student may strongly identify with a field while 

remaining uncertain about a particular job, or 

may value the major while feeling weak 

attachment to the institution. Keeping these 

constructs separate improves explanation and 

prevents identity from becoming an overly broad 

label for every positive academic attitude. 

B. Learning Engagement: Active Resource 

Investment 

Learning engagement has behavioural, 

emotional, cognitive, and agentic interpretations 

[26]. In higher education, the work-engagement 

tradition has also shaped measurement through 

the dimensions of vigour, dedication, and 

absorption [27], [28]. Behavioural participation 

is important, but it is insufficient. A student can 

attend class, submit assignments, and satisfy 

minimum requirements while investing little 

attention, meaning, or persistence. Engagement 

is better understood as the quality and intensity 

of students' active investment in learning. 

Engagement should not be equated with 

academic performance. Performance is an 

outcome influenced by prior preparation, 

assessment design, external support, and 

strategic effort. Engagement describes the 

process through which students direct energy 

and attention toward learning. A highly engaged 

student may temporarily perform poorly in a 

demanding course, while a disengaged student 

may obtain acceptable marks through prior 

knowledge or minimal compliance. This 

distinction matters because interventions 

designed only to raise grades may leave the 

underlying quality of learning unchanged. 

The present framework treats engagement as 

both an outcome and a resource-generating 

activity. When students participate deeply, they 

gain mastery experiences, feedback, social 

recognition, clearer professional knowledge, and 

evidence of competence. These gains can 

strengthen professional identity and self-

efficacy, creating a reciprocal process rather than 

a one-directional endpoint. This view extends 

classic involvement perspectives, which 
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emphasise that student development depends on 

the amount and quality of physical and 

psychological energy devoted to educational 

experience [29]. 

C. Academic Self-Efficacy: Capability 

Appraisal 

Academic self-efficacy refers to students' 

beliefs about their capability to organise and 

execute the actions required for academic tasks 

[13], [14]. It is domain-relevant and future-

oriented: students judge whether they can 

understand course content, regulate study 

behaviour, solve problems, complete 

assignments, or persist through difficulty. 

Stronger academic self-efficacy is associated 

with more adaptive task choice, effort, 

persistence, self-regulation, and performance 

[15], [16]. 

Self-efficacy is conceptually distinct from 

professional identity. Identity asks whether the 

field is meaningful and compatible with the self; 

self-efficacy asks whether the student can 

perform the learning actions required within that 

field. A student may value a profession but doubt 

personal capability, particularly after transition 

to university or entry into a demanding course. 

Conversely, a student may feel academically 

capable while remaining emotionally detached 

from the major. This distinction explains why 

identity alone may not sustain engagement. 

Professional identity can nevertheless 

contribute to self-efficacy. Identification 

encourages participation in field-relevant 

activities, increases willingness to seek feedback, 

and supports persistence long enough for 

mastery experiences to occur. Recent studies in 

Chinese higher education indicate that academic 

self-efficacy helps explain how professional 

identity is translated into learning engagement 

[9]-[11]. These studies provide empirical 

compatibility with the conceptual link, although 

their predominantly cross-sectional designs do 

not establish temporal order. 

D. Psychological Resilience: Adaptive 

Capacity Under Strain 

Psychological resilience concerns positive 

adaptation in the presence of challenge, 

disruption, or adversity. Contemporary 

scholarship treats resilience as a dynamic process 

that depends on personal, relational, and 

contextual resources rather than as a fixed trait 

[17], [19]. In education, resilience becomes 

relevant when students experience failure, 

criticism, workload pressure, financial strain, 

social comparison, or uncertainty about 

employment. It involves recovery, flexible 

coping, and continued goal-directed functioning. 

Resilience is not identical to initial 

confidence or passive endurance. Self-efficacy 

concerns whether a student expects to manage a 

task; resilience concerns what happens when 

expectations are violated, resources are depleted, 

or setbacks have already occurred. Nor should 

resilience be interpreted as tolerating harmful 

conditions without support. Adaptive resilience 

includes help-seeking, strategy adjustment, 

recovery, and selective disengagement from 

ineffective approaches. Academic resilience and 

academic buoyancy research similarly 

distinguishes adaptation to substantial adversity 

from responses to ordinary setbacks [18], [20]. 

The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale and 

its 10-item refinement have been widely used to 

assess adaptive capacity [21], [22]. Evidence 

from Chinese undergraduates supports the 

psychometric usefulness of the shorter form [23]. 

In the present framework, resilience is treated as 

a developable resource that protects engagement 

when students encounter stress or resource loss. 

TABLE 1. CONCEPTUAL ROLES AND BOUNDARIES OF THE FOUR CONSTRUCTS 

Construct Primary question Core function Boundary clarification 

Professional identity 
Who am I in relation to this 

field? 
Provides meaning, belonging, direction, 

and perceived fit. 
Not identical to career certainty 

or institutional belonging. 

Academic self-efficacy 
Can I perform the required 

academic actions? 
Supports task choice, effort regulation, 

and perceived control. 
Not global self-esteem and not 

equivalent to identity. 

Psychological resilience 
Can I adapt and continue when 

resources are threatened? 
Supports recovery, flexible coping, and 

persistence after setbacks. 
Not passive endurance and not 

the same as initial confidence. 
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Construct Primary question Core function Boundary clarification 

Learning engagement 
How strongly am I investing in 

learning now? 

Expresses energy, dedication, 

concentration, and sustained 

participation. 

Not reducible to attendance, 

compliance, or grades. 

IV. THEORETICAL INTEGRATION 

A. Social Cognitive Career Theory: From 

Identity-Relevant Goals to Action 

Social Cognitive Career Theory explains how 

self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, 

interests, goals, and contextual supports or 

barriers shape academic and career behaviour 

[30]. Professional identity is not an original core 

variable in the theory, but it can be integrated as 

an organised representation of valued interests, 

anticipated roles, and personally meaningful 

goals. Identity gives direction by connecting 

present learning with a future self. It helps 

explain why the same task may be experienced 

as meaningful by one student and irrelevant by 

another. 

The theory also explains why identity is 

insufficient by itself. Students may value an 

outcome but avoid action if they doubt their 

capability or anticipate barriers that appear 

impossible to overcome. Academic self-efficacy 

is therefore the proximal capability appraisal that 

converts identity-relevant intention into effort, 

persistence, and self-regulated learning. 

Contextual supports, such as feedback, 

modelling, curriculum relevance, and access to 

authentic practice, can strengthen this 

conversion, while barriers can weaken it. 

B. Psychological Capital Theory: Developable 

Positive Resources 

Psychological Capital Theory conceptualises 

hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism as 

positive psychological resources that are 

measurable, developable, and associated with 

performance and well-being [31], [32]. The 

present framework focuses on efficacy and 

resilience because they address two different 

stages of academic functioning. Efficacy 

concerns anticipated capability before and during 

action; resilience concerns adaptation after 

disruption, failure, or resource threat. Their 

combination offers a more complete account 

than either resource alone. 

The developable character of psychological 

capital is educationally important. Academic 

self-efficacy can be strengthened through 

progressively demanding mastery experiences, 

credible modelling, specific feedback, and 

opportunities to exercise control. Resilience can 

be supported through coping repertoires, 

reflective learning from setbacks, help-seeking, 

social support, and realistic pathways for 

recovery. This perspective shifts educational 

practice away from fixed labels such as capable 

or resilient student and toward conditions that 

allow resources to grow. 

C. Conservation of Resources Theory: 

Investment, Caravans, and Loss Spirals 

Conservation of Resources Theory proposes 

that individuals strive to obtain, retain, protect, 

and build valued resources, and that resource 

loss has especially strong consequences [33], 

[34]. Professional identity can be understood as a 

meaning and status resource; academic self-

efficacy as a perceived capability resource; 

resilience as an adaptive resource; and 

engagement as the active investment of time, 

energy, attention, and emotion. Students invest 

resources when they expect that investment to 

protect existing resources or generate new ones. 

The theory adds two insights. First, resources 

travel in caravans rather than operating as 

isolated variables. Identity, confidence, support, 

and resilience can reinforce one another. Second, 

resource-poor conditions can produce loss 

spirals. A student who perceives poor major fit 

may invest less effort, gain fewer mastery 

experiences, lose confidence, and become more 

vulnerable to setbacks. Conversely, a meaningful 

project can produce a gain spiral by 

strengthening identity, efficacy, recognition, and 

future engagement. These mechanisms make 

institutional context theoretically central rather 

than a background control. 

Taken together, the three theories form a 

complementary explanatory system. Social 

Cognitive Career Theory specifies the movement 

from identity-relevant goals and efficacy beliefs 

to action. Psychological Capital Theory explains 

the developmental potential of efficacy and 
resilience. Conservation of Resources Theory 

explains accumulation, investment, feedback, 
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and vulnerability to loss. No single theory fully 

accounts for all parts of the process, but their 

integration provides a coherent basis for the 

framework developed below. 

V. INTEGRATIVE CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORK 

The proposed framework organises the 

literature into five connected elements: identity-

based direction, efficacy-based capability, 

resilience-based adaptation, engagement as 

resource investment, and institutional or 

sociocultural conditions. It also includes 

reciprocal reinforcement because successful 

engagement can generate mastery, feedback, 

recognition, and clearer professional 

understanding. The framework represents a 

theoretically plausible process rather than an 

empirically confirmed causal model. 

 
Fig. 1. Integrative conceptual framework linking professional identity, academic self-efficacy, psychological 

resilience, and learning engagement. 

A. Professional Identity as the Motivational 

Anchor 

The process begins with professional identity 

because identity determines whether academic 

investment is experienced as personally 

meaningful. Cognitive understanding allows 

students to connect curriculum with professional 

practice. Emotional acceptance contributes 

enthusiasm and belonging. Behavioural identity 

supports participation in field-related activity, 

while perceived fit influences whether effort 

appears compatible with personal strengths and 

future aspirations. Identity therefore provides the 

direction of investment. 

A direct motivational connection between 

identity and engagement is conceptually 
plausible. Students who value the field are more 

willing to devote time and attention to major-

related learning, and students who perceive fit 

are more likely to persist when tasks are 

difficult. Existing studies in Chinese higher 

education report positive associations between 

professional identity and engagement [9]-[11]. 

Nevertheless, the framework does not assume 

that identity automatically produces sustained 

action. Capability beliefs and adaptive resources 

determine whether valued intentions can be 

enacted and maintained. 

B. Academic Self-Efficacy as the Capability 

Pathway 

Professional identity can strengthen academic 

self-efficacy by increasing exposure to field-

relevant activities, motivating feedback seeking, 

and encouraging persistence long enough for 
mastery experiences to occur. Identity can also 

change the interpretation of difficulty. When a 
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task is identity-relevant, challenge may be 

interpreted as part of becoming competent rather 

than as evidence that the student does not 

belong. This interpretation increases the 

likelihood of strategic effort. 

Academic self-efficacy supports engagement 

through task selection, effort regulation, 

persistence, and perceived control. Students who 

believe that effort can produce progress are more 

likely to attempt challenging tasks, use feedback 

constructively, and continue after ordinary 

mistakes. Self-efficacy therefore functions as the 

capability pathway through which identity-

relevant direction becomes learning action. The 

pathway is strengthened when tasks are 

scaffolded, criteria are transparent, and students 

receive credible evidence of improvement. 

C. Psychological Resilience as the Adaptive 

Pathway 

Resilience becomes most visible when 

learning is disrupted. Failure, criticism, financial 

pressure, social comparison, and employment 

uncertainty can threaten students' sense of 

capability and belonging. Professional identity 

can support resilience by providing purpose: 

students are more willing to recover when the 

field remains personally meaningful. Academic 

self-efficacy can also contribute because students 

who believe they possess workable strategies are 

more likely to interpret setbacks as manageable 

and temporary. 

The framework therefore presents efficacy 

followed by resilience as one common 

developmental sequence while recognising that 

actual relations may be reciprocal. Confidence 

can facilitate recovery, and successful recovery 

can strengthen confidence. Resilience protects 

engagement by preventing a temporary loss from 

becoming chronic withdrawal. This protection 

depends not only on personal toughness but also 

on accessible support, recovery opportunities, 

and an environment in which asking for help 

does not threaten professional legitimacy. 

Related studies show that resilience is associated 

with professional identity and engagement [35], 

that engagement connects professional identity 

with career adaptability [36], and that academic 

resilience is related to positive psychological 

outcomes [37]. 

D. Learning Engagement as Outcome and 

Resource Generator 

When identity, efficacy, and resilience are 

sufficiently aligned, students are better able to 

invest energy, dedication, and concentration in 

learning. Engagement is the point at which 

psychological resources become visible in 

academic behaviour. Yet it also feeds resources 

back into the system. Sustained participation 

creates mastery experiences, teacher feedback, 

peer recognition, and clearer knowledge of 

professional practice. These outcomes can 

reinforce self-efficacy and professional identity, 

producing a gain cycle. 

This reciprocal perspective has 

methodological importance. Cross-sectional 

models can estimate associations but cannot 

determine whether identity precedes 

engagement, engagement strengthens identity, or 

both processes occur across time. The 

framework therefore encourages longitudinal and 

experience-sensitive research. It also cautions 

against describing engagement as a final 

endpoint. Engagement is a dynamic process of 

resource investment that can generate further 

resources or, when repeatedly unsuccessful, 

contribute to depletion. 

E. Institutional and Sociocultural Conditions 

Psychological resources do not operate in a 

vacuum. Curriculum relevance, teacher support, 

major-choice autonomy, peer climate, resource 

access, and labour-market signals influence each 

part of the framework. Authentic practice can 

strengthen identity and efficacy simultaneously. 

Supportive feedback can protect confidence after 

failure. Opportunities to revise work can turn 

error into mastery, while rigid high-stakes 

assessment may convert ordinary difficulty into 

resource loss. Labour-market narratives can 

either validate professional identity or intensify 

doubts about the value of the major. 

The private higher education context should 

therefore be analysed without deficit 

assumptions. The framework does not claim that 

private-college students necessarily possess 

weaker identities or psychological resources. It 

argues that institutional diversity and perceived 

status can alter how resources are formed, 

recognised, and invested. Some private 
institutions may provide strong applied learning, 

close teacher contact, and flexible curricula, 
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while others may face resource constraints. 

Comparative research should examine these 

configurations directly rather than treating 

institutional category as a simple proxy for 

quality. 

VI. DISCUSSION 

The framework makes four main conceptual 

contributions. First, it differentiates the 

constructs according to the psychological 

question each answers. Professional identity 

concerns meaning and fit; academic self-efficacy 

concerns perceived capability; resilience 

concerns adaptation under strain; and 

engagement concerns current resource 

investment. This separation reduces conceptual 

overlap and allows educational interventions to 

target the actual source of disengagement. 

Second, the framework integrates direction, 

capability, and adaptation. Many studies treat 

professional identity as a direct predictor or 

examine self-efficacy and resilience as isolated 

mediators. The present synthesis instead explains 

how these resources may work together across 

different phases of learning. Identity provides a 

reason to act, efficacy supports the belief that 

action is possible, and resilience protects 

continued action when difficulty threatens 

resources. This is a process explanation rather 

than a list of positive variables. 

Third, engagement is reconceptualised as 

both outcome and resource generator. This view 

helps explain why early educational experiences 

can have cumulative effects. Successful 

investment can produce mastery and recognition, 

whereas repeated unsuccessful investment can 

deplete confidence and weaken identity. The 

gain-and-loss perspective is particularly relevant 

in settings where students face uncertainty about 

major fit, institutional status, or employment 

prospects. 

Fourth, the framework contextualises 

Chinese private higher education without 

stereotyping students or institutions. It treats the 

sector as a heterogeneous environment in which 

opportunity structures, status narratives, and 

resource conditions may shape psychological 

processes. This approach supports more precise 

comparisons across programmes and institutions 

and discourages the uncritical transfer of 
conclusions derived from elite public-university 

samples. 

VII. IMPLICATIONS FOR 

EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE 

A. Develop Identity-Rich Curricula 

Institutions should make the relationship 

between curriculum, professional practice, and 

social contribution visible from the beginning of 

study. Identity-rich curricula can include 

authentic cases, practitioner interaction, field 

observation, interdisciplinary projects, reflective 

portfolios, and explicit discussion of how 

foundational courses support professional 

competence. These activities help students 

answer why the major matters and how present 

learning contributes to becoming a legitimate 

participant in the field. 

Students who entered through major 

adjustment require particular attention, but 

support should not take the form of persuasion 

alone. Structured opportunities to explore the 

field, compare possible roles, and reflect on 

person-major fit are more credible than generic 

motivational messages. Where persistent 

mismatch remains, academic advising should 

support informed pathway adjustment rather than 

demanding artificial commitment. 

B. Create Structured Mastery Experiences 

Academic self-efficacy develops most 

reliably through evidence of successful action. 

Complex tasks should therefore be scaffolded 

into progressively demanding stages with 

transparent criteria, timely feedback, and 

opportunities for revision. Peer modelling is 

useful when models are perceived as attainable, 

while feedback should identify controllable 

strategies rather than simply praising ability. 

Such design allows students to attribute 

improvement to effective effort and strategy. 

C. Build Resilience-Supportive Systems 

Resilience development should not be 

reduced to telling students to be tougher. 

Institutions can support adaptation by 

normalising help-seeking, providing accessible 

academic advising, teaching coping and self-

regulation strategies, and creating structured 

opportunities to learn from failure. Assessment 

systems should distinguish productive challenge 

from preventable overload. Recovery is more 

likely when students can obtain timely support 
without stigma and can revise ineffective 

approaches. 
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D. Coordinate Academic, Career, and Student 

Support 

The framework implies that professional 

education, teaching practice, career 

development, and psychological support should 

not operate as separate services. A student who 

doubts major fit may need identity exploration; a 

student who values the major but doubts 

competence may need academic scaffolding; and 

a capable student depleted by repeated stress 

may need recovery support. Coordinated 

diagnosis and referral can replace generic 

engagement campaigns with mechanism-

sensitive assistance. 

VIII. FUTURE RESEARCH 

DIRECTIONS 

Future research should examine temporal 

order, reciprocal relations, institutional variation, 

and mechanism-sensitive intervention. Single-

wave self-report designs are useful for initial 

association testing but cannot establish whether 

identity builds resources, engagement reinforces 

identity, or the relationships change across 

academic stages. Three-wave, semester-based, or 

cross-lagged designs would provide stronger 

evidence about developmental sequencing. 

Multilevel research is also necessary because 

students are nested within programmes, 

departments, and institutions. Curriculum 

structure, teacher practices, practice 

opportunities, and status narratives may explain 

why students with similar personal 

characteristics show different engagement 

patterns. Comparative studies should test 

measurement equivalence before interpreting 

differences across private and public institutions, 

disciplines, regions, or year levels. 

TABLE 2. PRIORITY DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Research focus Suitable design Potential contribution 

Temporal ordering and 

reciprocity 
Three-wave, semester-based, or 

cross-lagged designs 
Distinguish whether identity builds resources, engagement 

reinforces identity, or both processes occur. 

Institutional variation 
Multilevel samples across 

programmes and institution types 
Separate student-level mechanisms from programme- and 

institution-level conditions. 

Developmental transitions 
Longitudinal study across entry, 

internship, and graduation 
Identify periods when identity, efficacy, resilience, and 

engagement are most malleable. 

Mechanism-sensitive 

intervention 
Randomised or quasi-experimental 

curriculum and support interventions 
Test whether identity-rich learning, mastery scaffolding, or 

recovery support changes the intended mechanism. 

Cultural meaning and lived 

experience 
Explanatory mixed methods, diaries, 

and longitudinal interviews 
Clarify how students interpret major fit, status, failure, and 

professional legitimacy. 

Measurement equivalence 
Cross-disciplinary and cross-

institutional validation 
Ensure that group comparisons reflect substantive 

differences rather than measurement artefacts. 

Intervention research should measure 

mechanisms rather than broad outcomes alone. 

An authentic project may improve engagement 

because it strengthens professional identity, 

creates mastery experiences, improves peer 

support, or combines these processes. Measuring 

the intended resource before, during, and after an 

intervention would show how change occurs. 

Qualitative inquiry is equally important for 

understanding how students define a suitable 

major, interpret institutional status, and 

distinguish adaptive persistence from harmful 

overextension. 

IX. CONCLUSION 

This conceptual article explains learning 

engagement as an interconnected resource 

process. Professional identity provides meaning, 

belonging, direction, and perceived fit. 

Academic self-efficacy provides the capability 

appraisal needed to transform identity-relevant 

goals into action. Psychological resilience 

supports recovery and adaptation when resources 

are threatened. Learning engagement represents 

the active investment of these resources and can 

generate further mastery, feedback, recognition, 

and identity development. 
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By integrating Social Cognitive Career 

Theory, Psychological Capital Theory, and 

Conservation of Resources Theory, the 

framework moves beyond fragmented direct-

effect explanations. It also places institutional 

and sociocultural conditions at the centre of 

interpretation. For Chinese private higher 

education, the main implication is that 

engagement should not be addressed through 

exhortation alone. Sustainable engagement is 

more likely when students can understand why 

their field matters, experience credible progress, 

recover from setbacks, and learn within 

environments that make professional 

development visible and attainable. 
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