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Abstract 

  
This research explored the influential pathways to student thriving at private universities in 

Hunan, China by employing a partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) approach, 

and the strategic model from the research results are expected to help improve student thriving in these 
institutions. The conceptual framework was proposed based on the Thriving Model and it examined 
how factors of university support and students’ campus experiences are associated with students’ 
thriving. Through an online survey 707 valid questionnaire responses were obtained from students at 
four representative private universities in Hunan, China. Findings suggested that factors related to 
university supports (institutional integrity, commitment to student welfare, institutional readiness, and 
perceived teacher support) and students’ campus experiences (psychological sense of community and 

campus involvement) are positively associated with student thriving. We also found that students’ 
campus experiences play the mediating role in the relationship between university supports and student 
thriving. The SEM model from the results for improving student thriving at private universities in 
Hunan, China can provide implications and recommendations for teachers and university administrators 
at private universities in Hunan, China, as well as private higher education policy makers and 
researchers in this field, to create interventions or conduct further research to enhance student thriving, 
either practically or theoretically. 
 

Keywords: institutional integrity; institutional readiness; commitment to student welfare; perceived 
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Introduction 
 

Private universities in China have expanded rapidly in the past few decades and have 

become an integral part of Chinese higher education (Dwivedi, 2022). Meanwhile, private 

universities in Hunan Province are ranked at the top in the 2023 national ranking of private 

universities (Zhao, 2023). However, there has been a decline in the social status of these 

institutions due to the poor quality of their graduates. Various reasons contribute to this, 

including the administrations of private institutions being more concerned with enrollment 

rather than students’ overall development (Altbach, 2016; Liu, 2020), neglecting students’ rich 

campus experiences (Liu, 2020), failing to match the promises made during the admissions 

process (Liu et al., 2021), and lacking adequate and competent full-time faculty or complete 

campus infrastructure (Levy, 2009). 

Consequently, the impact of these universities on student development contradicts the 

mission of higher education, which should encompass holistic education, establishing 

necessary environmental supports, enriching students’ college experiences, enhancing personal 
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achievements, and preparing them for future civic engagement (Kolb, 2014). To promote the 

sustainable development of private universities in Hunan, China, and to improve the quality of 

their graduates, this study proposes a research conceptual framework based on the Thriving 

Model. This model measures student success more comprehensively in three areas: 

interpersonal, psychological, and academic (Schreiner, 2016). Previous research has also 

confirmed that certain social and psychological elements contribute to student thriving in this 

model, such as institutional integrity, spirituality, campus involvement, student-faculty 

interaction, psychological sense of community, and major certainty, etc. (Schreiner, 2016). 

Since academic research has seldom focused on student thriving in the context of 

private higher education in China, especially in Hunan province, this research aims to explore 

the pathways to students’ thriving in private universities in Hunan, China, by adopting a PLS-

SEM approach. This approach will investigate social and psychological elements apart from 

student thriving, including institutional integrity, commitment to student welfare, institutional 

readiness, perceived teacher support, campus involvement, and psychological sense of 

community. The strategic model for improving student thriving, derived from the research 

results, would be valuable in raising the awareness of institutional administrators, faculty 

members, and educational policymakers in the context of private universities in Hunan. It will 

encourage them to create relevant interventions and supports for student thriving. Moreover, it 

will broaden the thriving model and enrich the thriving literature for future research. The 

following questions guide this study: What are the current university supports, campus 

experiences, and student thriving at private universities in Hunan, China? And what are the 

pathways to thriving, considering the university supports and campus experiences at private 

universities in Hunan, China? 

 

Objective 
 

To explored the influential pathways to student thriving at private universities in Hunan, 

China 

 
Literature Review  

 

Student Thriving Model 
The Student Thriving Model, developed by Schreiner in 2010b, is based on Keyes' 

flourishing theory from 2002. It combines the psychological retention model of Eaton and Bean 

(1995) with Braxton and Hirschy's persistence model (2004). Representing a holistic approach, 

this model evaluates students’ campus experiences and achievements intellectually, socially, 

emotionally, and psychologically (Ash and Schreiner, 2016). Schreiner (2010b) developed the 

Thriving Quotient to measure student thriving, assessing three aspects through five sub-

constructs: engaged learning, academic determination, positive perspective, diverse 

citizenship, and social connectedness, all of which are adopted in this study. 

Schreiner and others have identified several contributors to student thriving, such as 

institutional integrity, sense of community, student-faculty interaction, campus involvement, 

and spirituality, etc. Many of these have been found to vary in different contexts (Schreiner et 

al., 2013). For instance, pathways to thriving may differ across distinct student demographics 

and populations, including different racial groups, transfer students (McIntosh and Nelson, 

2012), community college students (Romero, 2016; Dy, 2017), students from faith-based 

campuses (Derrico et al., 2015), and graduate students (Horne, 2017). Students’ college 

experiences can be enhanced through external interventions or environmental improvements, 
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thereby enriching their university life, contributing to their thriving and future achievements 

(Robbins et al., 2004). While the study of thriving in the context of private higher education in 

China is limited, this research adopts the thriving model to study the pathways to student 

thriving in the private institutional context of Hunan, China. 

Institutional Integrity, Commitment to Student Welfare and Institutional 

Readiness 

University supports, such as institutional integrity and commitment to student welfare, 

are key elements influencing student social integration in the model by Braxton and Hirschy 

(2004). Institutional integrity is defined as 'the degree of congruence between the espoused 

mission and goals of a college or university and the actions of administrators, faculty, and staff' 

(Braxton et al., 2014, p. 88). Braxton et al. (2014) describe institutional commitment to student 

welfare as 'the institution’s abiding concern for the growth and development of its students… 

and its clear communication of the high value it places on students' (p. 22). Another element 

of university support, institutional readiness, refers to the adequacy of the university’s 

infrastructure and the soundness of its various regulations. 

Miller (2019) and Schreiner (2018) have indicated that support and concern from 

universities contribute positively to factors that promote thriving. When students perceive 

support from their institutions, they engage more in campus life, leading to positive 

psychological experiences (Braxton and Hirschy, 2004). How students view their institution 

has been shown to be indicative of their sense of belonging on campus (Strayhorn, 2018) and 

their persistence in difficult tasks (Ash and Schreiner, 2016). For example, institutional 

readiness, as an aspect of the higher education climate, has been validated as impacting the 

lives and learning experiences of university students (Rankin and Reason, 2008) and is a 

significant contributor to thriving (Ash and Schreiner, 2016). Positive educational experiences 

are enhanced through the improvement of the institutional climate and environment, which in 

turn improves social integration (Li et al., 2016) and a sense of belonging (Wells and Horn, 

2015). Studies on student thriving have indicated that these university supports are not only 

key contributors to positive psychological experiences but also have an indirect association 

with thriving, mediated by campus experiences (Conn, 2019). Considering the important roles 

of students’ perceptions of these supports provided by universities, this study seeks to examine 

how these institutional factors impact students’ thriving as well as their campus experiences in 

the context of private universities in Hunan, China." 

Perceived Teacher Support 

According to Ryan and Patrick (2001), perceived teacher support can be viewed as the 

extent to which students trust in their teachers' values and their association with them, primarily 

embodying four aspects: emotional, instrumental, appraisal, and informational support. 

Metheny et al. (2008) define perceived teacher support as the degree to which students believe 

their teachers are accessible resources when they need assistance. To measure perceived 

teacher support, Metheny et al. (2008) developed four sub-variables: invested, positive regard, 

expectation, and accessibility. As an educational context for students, its strong connection 

with students’ education on campus has been widely confirmed. This includes enhancing 

academic motivation (Quin et al., 2018), influencing the learning process (Ricard and Pelletier, 

2016), creating a supportive learning environment (Ruzek et al., 2016), assisting with academic 

adjustment (Wentzel et al., 2010), boosting higher degree aspirations (Kim and Sax, 2009), 

helping build confidence and make friends on campus (Dietrich et al., 2015), fostering a sense 

of community (Hausmann et al., 2009), and increasing the opportunities for success (Kuh and 

Hu, 2001). 
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Psychological Sense of Community  

Psychological sense of community is described as 'a feeling that members have of 

belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith 

that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together' (McMillan and 

Chavis, 1986, p. 9). Schreiner (2010b) built a measurement by recognizing four perspectives 

in psychological sense of community: membership, relationship, ownership, and partnership. 

Psychological sense of community contributes significantly to student educational success and 

their personal development. This includes aspects such as student social connectedness and 

academic achievements (Schreiner, 2016; Vetter et al., 2019a), student satisfaction (Prezza et 

al., 2001), perceptions of the institution (Sonn, 2002), and psychological health (Ellaway et al., 

2001). Research has indicated that the effects of association with psychological sense of 

community differ considering different student groups (Ash and Schreiner, 2016). 

Campus Involvement  

Astin (1984) proposed the involvement theory, which emphasizes the importance of 

campus involvement, asserting that students experience more academic gains and personal 

growth when they are engaged in campus activities. Campus involvement can be understood 

as the amount of mental and physical energy that students invest in curricular and co-curricular 

activities. It is associated with nearly all desired college student outcomes, such as excellent 

academic performance (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009), increased graduation and retention rates 

(Astin, 2005), and student thriving (Schreiner, 2016). Involvement in campus activities has 

also been linked to student satisfaction with faculty interactions (Nelson and Vetter, 2012). 

Student thriving is directly influenced by the quality of student involvement and indirectly by 

the quantity of involvement (Vetter, 2018). While all students benefit from campus 

involvement, the benefits vary among different groups (Schreiner, 2014). These studies 

emphasize that students’ college experiences contribute to their growth and social integration. 

They suggest that students are satisfied with their college careers if they are engaged in 

academic activities, build good relationships with peers and faculty, and are actively involved 

in other campus activities, rather than focusing too much energy on just one area. 

 

Based on the review of the related literature, the current study proposed the following 

hypotheses and Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of this research: 

H1: University supports like institutional integrity, commitment to student welfare and 

institutional readiness are positively related to student thriving at private universities in Hunan, 

China. 

H1a: Institutional integrity is positively related to student thriving at private 

universities in Hunan, China. 

H1b: Commitment to student welfare is positively related to student thriving at 

private universities in Hunan, China. 

H1c: Institutional readiness is positively related to student thriving at private 

universities in Hunan, China. 

H2: Perceived teacher support is positively related to student thriving at private 

universities in Hunan, China. 

H3: Psychological sense of community is positively related to student thriving at private 

universities in Hunan, China. 

H4: Campus involvement is positively related to student thriving at private universities 

in Hunan, China. 

H5: Institutional integrity are positively related to psychological sense of community 

and campus involvement at private universities in Hunan, China. 
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H5a: Institutional integrity is positively related to psychological sense of 

community at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H5b: Institutional integrity is positively related to campus involvement at private 

universities in Hunan, China. 

H6: Commitment to student welfare is positively related to psychological sense of 

community and campus involvement at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H6a: Commitment to student welfare is positively related to psychological sense 

of community at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H6b: Commitment to student welfare is positively related to campus involvement 

at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H7: Institutional readiness is positively related to psychological sense of community 

and campus involvement at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H7a: Institutional readiness is positively related to psychological sense of 

community in private universities at private universities in Hunan, China. 

H7b: Institutional readiness is positively related to campus involvement in private 

universities in China. 

H8: Perceived teacher support is positively related to psychological sense of 

community and campus involvement in private universities in China. 

        H8a: Perceived teacher support is positively related to psychological sense of 

community in private universities in China. 

        H8b: Perceived teacher support is positively related to campus involvement in 

private universities. 

 

 

Figure 1: Research Conceptual Framework 
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Research Methodology 

 

Participants and Procedure        

The data in this research were collected through online questionnaire survey due to the 

advantage of the method compared with other ones, such as ensuring data integrity through the 

investigation process  (Shiau and Luo, 2012).The research targeted students for bachelor’s 

degree from 4 private universities in Hunan, China. After the approval from the university 

administration, the survey link along with research purposes were sent out to the concerned 

students mainly through students’ social networking groups, such as Wechat and QQ groups. 

Students voluntarily participated in the survey from Sep.1,2023 to September 15, 2023. After 

clearing the unqualified questionnaires through the software of SPSS, all together 707 valid 

ones were obtained, and the sample number is sufficient enough in line with the regular 

accepted standards of sample size (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970). 

Two sections were employed in this online survey, with section one getting the 

participants’ demographic information, to assure controlling variables properly, which includes 

university, sex, age, grade, thus allowing researchers to focus on the subject and “rule out 

alternative plausible hypotheses” (Mayhew et al., 2016b, p612). And section two involves 

detailed questions to measure the constructs in the research model. A seven-point Likert scale 

was adopted to measure the items, and the values of each item range from “1 = Strongly 

disagree” to “7 = Strongly agree”. The questionnaire in Chinese version was sent to students 

as it was conducted in China, and sufficient time was left out for them to complete the 

questionnaire.  

The researchers adopted the partial least squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-

SEM) to analyze the proposed theoretical model through Smart PLS V.3.3.9 software(Ringle 

et al., 2015). Different from the other methods, PLS-SEM is considered as the least restrictive 

method, because it focuses on the explained variance of the criterion variable(Hair, 2014; Briz-

Ponce et al., 2017). Therefore, PLS-SEM is an appropriate tool to explore pathways to student 

thriving in this study. 

 
Research Findings 
 

Descriptive Analysis     

Descriptive analysis of the participants’ demographics. This survey obtained 707 valid 

responses of students from 4 representative private universities which belong to: the top 

quartile, the second quartile, the third quartile and the last quartile  respectively in the ranking 

of private universities in China in 2022 (Zhao, 2022). Among them 26% responses were from 

Hunan University of International Economics, 50% were from Swan College of Central South 

University of Forestry and Changsha Medical University equally, and the left 24% were from 

Hunan University of Information Technology. 336 responses were from females and 371 ones 

from males, and 26.2% were from freshman group and 25.9 % were sophomore, 24.9% were 

junior and 23.1% were senior. 71.6% of students surveyed were aged between 19-21 years old, 

while the rest 17.4% participants surveyed were under 18 or below and 11% were 22 years old 

or above. Table 2 presents the demographic characteristics of the participants surveyed.  

Descriptive analysis of the surveyed constructs. The results of the current university 

supports (institutional integrity, institution readiness, commitment to student welfare, and 

perceived teacher support), individual campus experiences (sense of psychological community 
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and campus involvement) and student thriving at private universities in Hunan, China is shown 

in Figure 2. As a seven-point Likert scale was adopted to measure the items, with the values of 

each item ranging from “1 = Strongly disagree” to “7 = Strongly agree”, so correspondingly, 

the Criteria of Scale in evaluating the mean of the constructs in this study range from “1-

1.5=Very Low” to “6.51-7= Very High”, with “3.51-4.5=Moderate”, with “1.51-2.5=Low, 

2.51-3.5= Somewhat low” and “4.51-5.5= Somewhat high, 5.51-6.5= High”. 

There are seven constructs in this survey, and the results showed that the total mean of 

constructs is 5.39 (SD=1.184). More specifically, all of the 7 constructs have positive results, 

as they got the means higher than 4.51, and lower than 7. Student thriving(M=5.58, SD=1.15), 

perceived teacher support(M=5.59,SD=1.064) and campus involvement(M=5.59, SD=1.12) 

have the high results, with the means in 5.51-6.5; and institutional integrity(M=4.99, SD=1.38), 

institutional readiness(M=5.37,SD=1.176), commitment to student welfare (M=5.21,SD=1.22) 

and psychological sense of community(M=5.4, SD=1.18) have the somewhat positive result, 

with the means from 4.51-5.50. However, none of the constructs had a very high mean between 

6.51-7.00.  

The research was conducted by employing a partial least squares structural equation 

modeling (PLS-SEM) approach. The outer model in this research was assessed through the 

following aspects: the internal consistency and the reliability of each item, convergent validity 

and discriminant validity of the constructs. 

The internal consistency and reliability of the measurement were achieved by 

corresponding loading of the questions, the values of Cronbach’s alpha and composite 

reliability of the constructs. The recommended standard value for factor loadings is higher than 

0.6 (Hair, 2014), the suggested value for Cronbach’s alpha is greater than 0.8 (Nunnally, 1994) 

and composite reliability (CR) value for each construct should be higher than 0.7(Chin, 1998). 

According to Mehmood and Najmi (2017), convergent validity is the degree to which the 

variable measurements function as if they are assessing the underlying theoretical construct 

because they share the same extent of variance. Apart from assessing the values for factor 

loadings and the composite reliability, the index of the average variance extracted (AVE) above 

0.5 is also a necessary standard for achieving convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). 

Table 3 demonstrated the values of the assessment: factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, 

composite reliability, and average AVE. We can see that values of factor loadings fall between 

0.697 and 0.957, which are higher than the threshold value of 0.6; the Cronbach’s alpha values 

are between 0.826 and 0.959, and all are beyond the suggested threshold value of 0.8. Besides, 

the CR values range between 0.885 and 0.969, exceeding the threshold value of 0.7, and the 

AVE values are shown between 0.569 and 0.896, being higher than the suggested threshold 

value of 0.5.  

The discriminant validity of each construct was detected to assess the outer model of 

this research. Discriminant validity means the degree of discrimination between two variables 

tested empirically (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2017). To measure it two mainly-

adopted methods were utilized: Fornell-Larcker criterion and Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio 

(HTMT). The assessing standard for Fornell-Larcker criterion is that the square root of AVE 

of every construct is more significant than its bi-variate association with other constructs, while 

the threshold value for HTMT should be lower than 0.90 (Gold et al., 2001).Therefore, the 

validity of discriminant in this research is acceptable because the values of Fornell-Larcker 

criterion and the HTMT values between the constructs have all met the suggested standards 

respectively. Thus, the discriminant validity of this study is also achieved.     

The common method variance (CMV) may arise from the gathering of cognitive 

information of student’ respondents through self-report scales, and to reduce the influence of 
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it, we took preventive measures in our investigation. Apart from anonymous survey, the 

intention for the questions of each construct were hidden deliberately in the questionnaires. 

And the variable results have a satisfying construct validity, indicating that the results are not 

greatly impacted by CMV (see Table 5). Additionally, the severity of CMV of the study was 

tested by adopting Harman's One-Factor Test (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). Exploratory factor 

analysis for the 54 questions in this study indicated that the explanatory variance for the first 

factor was 42.16%, which is less than the criterion of no more than 50% and it was a non-

integrated factor, indicating that there is no serious impact of CMV in this research. 

Structural Model Assessment     

We adopted the bootstrapping procedure of 5000 re-samples and the blindfolding 

procedure of omission distance 12 within Smart-PLS to assess the inner model, and values of 

the standard beta (β), t-value, coefficient of determination (R2) and Q-square (Q2) were 

obtained through the computing process. The results are shown in Table 6 and Figure 2 and all 

the hypotheses are supported. The mediating effects also tested and are presented in Table 7. 

As for the direct effects on student thriving, the results show that university supports 

like institutional integrity, commitment to student welfare and institutional readiness are 

positively related to student thriving at private universities in Hunan, China, supporting the 

first hypothesis of the study (H1). Among them, institutional integrity (β = 0.685, t = 33.133, p 

< 0.001) is positively related to student thriving, which is consistent with H1a. Besides, 

commitment to student welfare (β = 0.321, t = 6.186, p < 0.001) and institutional readiness (β 

= 0.148, t = 3.887, p < 0.001) are positively related to student thriving, supporting H1b and 

H1c. Additionally, we can see from the results that perceived teacher support (β = 0.262, t = 

4.616, p < 0.001), psychological sense of community (β = 0.308, t = 5.51, p < 0.001) and 

campus involvement (β = 0.436, t = 7.717, p < 0.001)  are all positively related to student 

thriving, thus H2, H3 and H4 are supported. 

In line with the H5, institutional integrity is positively related to psychological sense of 

community (β = 0.367, t = 7.409, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.676, t = 31.145, 

p < 0.001) at private universities in Hunan, China. Therefore, H5a and H5b are acceptable. 

Meanwhile, commitment to student welfare is positively related to psychological sense of 

community (β = 0.791, t = 50.14, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.738, t = 38.842, 

p < 0.001) at private universities in Hunan, China, supporting H6a and H6b. The results also 

show that institutional readiness is positively related to psychological sense of community (β 

= 0.378, t = 7.871, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.379, t = 38.643, p < 0.001) at 

private universities in Hunan, China. Thus, we can see that H7a and H7b are supported. Lastly, 

the results present that perceived teacher support is positively related to psychological sense of 

community (β = 0.224, t = 5.603, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.893, t = 96.464, 

p < 0.001) in private universities in China. 

Path analysis was conducted in this study to obtain approximate p-values so as to assess 

the significance of the mediating effects among these constructs, which were modeled in the 

research framework. All of them underwent mediation effect testing and the results showed 

that psychological sense of community and campus involvement can provide positive 

mediation effects between the independent variables: institutional integrity, commitment to 

student welfare and perceived teacher support, and the dependent variable: student thriving (as 

shown in Table 7). 
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Table 6 Path coefficients 

Hypothesis Relationship 
Original 

Sample 

Standard 

Deviation 

T 

Statistics 

P 

Values 
Decision 

H1a INI →STT .685 .21 33.133 *** Supported 

H1b CSW→STT .321 .52 6.186 *** Supported 

H1c INR→STT .148 .38 3.887 *** Supported 

H2 PTS→STT .262 .57 4.616 *** Supported 

H3 PSC→STT .38 .56 5.51 *** Supported 

H4 CAI→STT .436 .56 7.717 *** Supported 

H5a INI→PSC .367 .5 7.49 *** Supported 

H5b INI→CAI .676 .22 31.145 *** Supported 

H6a CSW→PSC .791 .16 5.14 *** Supported 

H6b CSW→CAI .738 .19 38.842 *** Supported 

H7a INR→PSC .378 .48 7.871 *** Supported 

H7b INR→CAI .739 .19 38.643 *** Supported 

H8a PTS→PSC .224 .4 5.63 *** Supported 

H8b PTS→CAI .893 .9 96.464 *** Supported 

Notes. STT, Student Thriving; PSC, Psychological Sense of Community; PTS,  Perceived 

Teacher Support; INI, Institutional Integrity; CSW, Commitment to Student Welfare; CAI, 

Campus Involvement; INR, Institutional Readiness;  ***P < .1. 
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As we can see the (R2) results from Figure 2, institutional integrity, commitment to 

student welfare, institutional readiness and perceived teacher support explain 77.2% of the 

variance in psychological sense of community. Besides, institutional integrity, commitment to 

student welfare, institutional readiness and perceived teacher support explains 81.4% of the 

variance in campus involvement. Furthermore, institutional integrity, commitment to student 

welfare, institutional readiness, perceived teacher support, psychological sense of community 

and campus involvement together explain 66.1% of the variance in student thriving. According 

to the values of (R2) suggested by Chin (1998), the (R2 ) values obtained in this study are 

acceptable. The values of Q2 are all greater than the standard of zero, including student thriving 

(Q2= 0.314), psychological sense of community (Q2 =0.606), campus involvement (Q2 = 

0.489), accessible(Q2 = 0.727), expectation (Q2 = 0.0.758), positive regard (Q2=0.743) and 

invested (Q2 = 0.683), which establishes that the proposed model has sufficient predictive 

power(Claes Fornell, 1994). To evaluate the quality of the proposed model, the Goodness of 

Fit (GoF) was also computed(Tenenhaus et al., 2005). The GoF is calculated as: 

 

GoF = √𝑨𝑽𝑬̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  × 𝑹𝟐̅̅̅̅ = √𝟎. 𝟕𝟑𝟑 × 𝟎. 𝟕𝟗𝟓=0.681 

 The result shows that the GoF of the model is 0.681, above the threshold criterion of 

0.36 for a large effect size(Wetzels et al., 2009). This indicates that the Goodness of Fit is 

acceptable. 

Table 7 Mediation effects testing/Specific indirect effects 

Relationship Original Sample Standard Deviation T Statistics P Values 

INI→PSC→STT .546 .23 23.539 *** 

INI→CAI→STT .527 .23 22.572 *** 

CSW→PSC→STT .537 .24 22.14 *** 

CSW→CAI→STT .575 .22 25.992 *** 

INR→PSC→STT .559 .24 23.362 *** 

INR→CAI→STT .576 .23 25.345 *** 

PTS→PSC→STT .58 .29 17.489 *** 

PTS→CAI→STT .696 .19 35.941 *** 

Notes. STT, Student Thriving; PSC, Psychological Sense of Community; PTS, Perceived 

Teacher Support; INI, Institutional Integrity; CSW, Commitment to Student Welfare; CAI, 

Campus Involvement; INR, Institutional Readiness; ***P < .1. 
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Figure 2: Results of Structural Model 

 

Discussion 

 
The findings of this survey are consistent with previous studies by scholars, and the 

results have also validated the proposed hypotheses of the research. 

First of all, based on the survey(n=707), the total mean of constructs surveyed is 5.39 

(SD=1.184), which falls in the somewhat high category, but not in the high or very high section. 

Specifically, the current student thriving obtained an overall mean score of 5.582 (SD=1.15), 

perceived teacher support (M=5.59,SD=1.064),campus involvement (M=5.59, 

SD=1.12),institutional integrity (M=4.99, SD=1.38), institutional readiness 

(M=5.37,SD=1.176), commitment to student welfare (M=5.21,SD=1.22) and psychological 

sense of community (M=5.4, SD=1.18). However, of all the constructs surveyed, none of them 

had a very high mean between 6.51-7.00. Due to kinds of reasons, the administrations of private 

institutions are likely to be more concerned with enrollment rather than students’ overall 

development (Altbach, 2016; Liu, 2020), ignoring students’ rich campus experience  (Liu, 

2020), even not matching the promises made during the admissions process(Liu et al., 2021), 

lacking adequate and competent full-time faculty or complete campus infrastructure (Levy, 

2009). It can be seen from the survey results that student thriving, university support and 

student campus experience could be improved,). 
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As for the effects of university supports and campus experiences on student thriving at 

private universities in Hunan, China, the results showed that institutional integrity (β = 0.685, 

t = 33.133, p < 0.001), commitment to student welfare (β = 0.321, t = 6.186, p < 0.001) and 

institutional readiness(β = 0.148, t = 3.887, p < 0.001)  are positively related to student 

thriving at private universities in Hunan, China, supporting the first hypothesis of the study 

(H1).  Previous research has indicated that fulfilling institutional promises is important to all 

students and has a positive effect on student persistence (Ash and Schreiner, 2016), as well as 

acting as a predicator of thriving (Schreiner, 2016). When students perceive the integrity of the 

institution, they are more likely to be integrated into the university, achieving expected 

development (Braxton and Hirschy, 2004). Besides, co m m i tm e n t  to  s tu d e n t  we l f a re  is 

expressed in institutional policies and practices that convey “an abiding concern for the growth 

and development of its students… and clearly communicate the high value it places on 

students”(Braxton and Hirschy, 2004, p22). Such policies and practices that promote student 

growth and development, as well as the caring attitude of faculty, staff and administrators 

toward students, make students feel valued, promote student integration at the university, which 

in turn may significantly affect their academic persistence  and development(Braxton and 

Hirschy, 2004). Institutional readiness has also long been validated that it has impact on the 

lives and learning experiences of university students(Rankin and Reason, 2008). These 

fundamental conditions provide by universities can ensure positive environments for student 

learning, as well as for interpersonal relations between university students(Wells and Horn, 

2015), and is crucial to ensure their socialization (Rankin and Reason, 2008). Additionally, we 

can see from the results that university support like perceived teacher support (β = 0.262, t = 

4.616, p < 0.001), as well as campus experiences like psychological sense of community (β = 

0.308, t = 5.51, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.436, t = 7.717, p < 0.001) are all 

positively related to student thriving, thus H2, H3 and H4 are supported. Previous research 

has indicated that psychological sense of community is a vital component of student persistence 

for different student groups (Hausmann et al., 2009) and is the most significant contributor to 

student thriving (Schreiner, 2014). Previous research has explained the value of it, as it can 

ease students’ transitions and improve retention rates and overall student success(Strayhorn, 

2018). Research has also reported that psychological sense of community was important for 

individuals as influences the relationships with others and with the institution (Jason et al., 

2015). Campus involvement of college students is a large predicator of student thriving 

(Schreiner, 2016), and some studies points to direct pathways exist between campus 

involvement and thriving(Seppelt, 2016). It is associated with almost all desired college student 

achievements, such as excellent academic performance, increased graduation and retention 

rates, etc (Astin, 2005; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). High-quality student involvement has a 

direct impact on overall student thriving  (Vetter et al., 2019b). 

And as for the effects of university supports on campus experiences at private 

universities in Hunan, China, research results confirmed that institutional integrity is 

positively related to psychological sense of community (β = 0.367, t = 7.409, p < 0.001) and 

campus involvement (β = 0.676, t = 31.145, p < 0.001), commitment to student welfare is 

positively related to psychological sense of community (β = 0.791, t = 50.14, p < 0.001) and 

campus involvement (β = 0.738, t = 38.842, p < 0.001) and institutional readiness is positively 

related to psychological sense of community (β = 0.378, t = 7.871, p < 0.001) and campus 

involvement (β = 0.379, t = 38.643, p < 0.001).Therefore, H5, H6 and H7 are acceptable. 

Institutional integrity can  have an impact on psychological sense of community(Schreiner et 

al., 2020). Meanwhile, when students perceive the integrity of the institution, they are more 

likely to be integrated into the university and get involved in campus activities. Thus 
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universities can fulfill their mission by setting policies and meeting student expectations fairly 

so that students experience more academic gains and personal growth when they are engaged 

in campus activities (Braxton and Hirschy, 2004). Also, commitment to student welfare can 

promote student integration at the university and influence students’ sense of belonging  and 

their persistence(Braxton and Hirschy, 2004). It is expressed in institutional policies and 

practices that convey “an abiding concern for the growth and development of its students… 

and clearly communicate the high value it places on students”(Braxton and Hirschy, 2004, 

p22). Such policies and practices that promote student growth and development, as well as the 

caring attitude of faculty, staff and administrators toward students, make students feel valued 

(Braxton and Mundy, 2001), which may significantly affect their psychological sense of 

community. B e s i d e s ,  a s an institutional climate under the context of higher education, 

institutional readiness has long been validated that it has impact on the campus lives and 

psychological experiences of university students(Rankin and Reason, 2008). It is crucial to 

ensuring the socialization of students and thus enhancing their sense of belonging on 

campus(Rankin and Reason, 2008). Some positive educational experiences are enhanced 

through the improvement of institutional readiness of the organization, such as well-

being(McEvoy and Welker, 2000), social integration(Li et al., 2016) and a sense of 

belonging(Wells and Horn, 2015). 

Furthermore, the results present that perceived teacher support is positively related to 

psychological sense of community (β = 0.224, t = 5.603, p < 0.001) and campus involvement 

(β = 0.893, t = 96.464, p < 0.001) in private universities in China, supporting H8. Teachers’ 

support, which functions as an educational context for students, its strong connection with 

students’ education on campus has been widely confirmed(Mayhew et al., 2016a). McIntosh 

and Nelson (2012) claimed that factors of teachers explained 36.1% of the variance in 

psychological sense of community for students in his investigation. Similarly, in another survey 

of 2,889 students from several different higher institutions by Schreiner et al. (2013), teacher’s 

factors explained 22% of the variance in psychological sense of community. Teachers’ support 

is also related to a range of behavioral experiences they have on campus, such as academic 

involvement(Quin et al., 2018), learning process(Ricard and Pelletier, 2016), academic 

adjustment and making friends on campus  (Wentzel et al., 2010; Dietrich et al., 2015).  

Lastly, from the results we found that institutional integrity has positive effect on 

student thriving through the mediate roles of psychological sense of community (β = 0.546, t 

= 23.539, p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.0.527, t = 22.572, p < 0.001) respectively. 

And the results show that commitment to student welfare influences student thriving through 

the mediating effects of psychological sense of community (β = 0.537, t = 22.014, p < 0.001) 

and campus involvement (β = 0.575, t = 25.992, p < 0.001) respectively. Meanwhile, 

psychological sense of community (β = 0.559, t = 22.362, p < 0.001) and campus involvement 

(β = 0.576 t = 25.345, p < 0.001) positively play mediating roles of the relationship of between 

institutional readiness and student thriving respectively. It is also found that perceived teacher 

support has positive impact on student thriving through the mediating roles of psychological 

sense of community (β = 0.508, t = 17.489 p < 0.001) and campus involvement (β = 0.696, t = 

35.941, p < 0.001) respectively. Previous research has confirmed that if students can enjoy rich 

educational experiences on campus, then those from well-conditioned organizations can 

achieve more positive educational development (McEvoy and Welker, 2000; Li et al., 2016). 

For example, a survey of 2,889 students from several different higher institutions by Schreiner 

et al. (2013), teacher’s factors explained 22% of the variance in psychological sense of 

community, which explained 32% of the variance in thriving, and thus it is indicated that effect 
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of teachers factors to thriving is both direct, and indirect through psychological sense of 

community. 

In summary, the strategic model for improving student thriving at private universities 

in Hunan, China, which is derived from the research results, is expected to help improve student 

thriving in these institutions. From the levels of university support and student campus 

experience, it can provide implications and recommendations for teachers and university 

administrators at private universities in Hunan, China, as well as private higher education 

policy makers and researchers in this field, to create interventions or conduct further research 

to enhance student thriving, either practically or theoretically. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This research was conducted based on the Thriving Model by adopting a PLS-SEM 

approach, and the findings validated the impact of university supports and campus experiences 

on thriving at private universities in China. The results would make some contributions to the 

research of student thriving, and the strategic model from university support and campus 

experiences for improving student thriving also brings practical implications in the relevant 

field. The results appeal the educators, policy makers or even researchers to put more emphasis 

on students’ college experiences, especially for those under the similar contexts of private 

universities in China. After assessing students’ experiences and considering their unique needs, 

some positive institutional intervenes and supports should be created and built, assisting them 

to experience meaningful college life and achieve grand personal development, thus improving 

their overall thriving on campus. 
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