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Abstract: The article explores the topics of students’ engagement in academic activities as well as students” life
satisfaction. It discusses the importance of curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular activities and
emphasizes their positive effects on students’ academic performance, personal development, and social
integration. The article also presents empirical data from the SHINE project involving Serbian students, with a
focus on their participation in extracurricular activities and their life satisfaction. The findings reveal that
students in Serbia consider these activities important for their education and future careers, as well as their
personal and social development. Regarding students’ life satisfaction, project findings show that students are
mostly satisfied with their family relationships and mostly dissatisfied with their financial situation and
recreational opportunities. These findings emphasize the significance of fostering supportive environments for
students and suggest that increasing students’ participation in different kinds of academic activities could
improve their well-being, and their current and future success.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Students’ participation in academic activities has been one of the topics that has intrigued researchers
for decades. Opinions among both students and academic staff remained divided on whether
engagement in various educational activities contributes to academic success or, in contrast, acts as a
distraction, hindering students from achieving their goals. Simultaneously, public perception
regarding the role of educational institutions on one side, and the responsibility of students themselves
for actively pursuing their desired academic outcomes on the other, have changed over time. These
shifting perspectives have stimulated the rise of several distinct theories that paved the way for
numerous studies examining different aspects of academic activities and their correlates. Another
important topic for researchers examining educational and student-related matters has been students’
life satisfaction. However, the studies examining the factors most significant to students’ satisfaction
with life have produced mixed results. They have shown that age, cultural factors, and other specific
characteristics of the examined student populations play a major role in determining which areas and
elements contribute the most to students’ life satisfaction.

As both students’ engagement in academic activities and students’ life satisfaction have been under-
examined regarding the population of students in Serbia, a project supported by the Science Fund of
the Republic of Serbia, 7754305, Engagement in Academic Achievements and Extracurricular
Activities as Predictors of Life Satisfaction among High-school and University Students — SHINE
has been conducted. With this respect, the aim of this article is to present a literature review regarding
both students’ participation in academic activities and students’ life satisfaction and present some of
the most interesting empirical data regarding these two concepts, obtained through the project SHINE.

2. STUDENTS’ ENGAGEMENT IN ACADEMIC ACTIVITIES

Academic activities encompass a broad spectrum of learning experiences, comprising structured
learning based on curriculum [1], co-curricular learning activities that enhance the formal curriculum
[2] and, finally, extra-curricular activities that are only indirectly tied to formal education but aim to
create ‘experiences that further the total development of the individual students’ (p. 438)[3].
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In most universities worldwide, students’ participation in academic activities is not obligatory and
not all students take advantage of them. Some students, for instance, choose to stay at home believing
they will benefit more from learning in solitude and avoiding distractions. They may also feel that
instead of participating in co-curricular or extra-curricular activities they should focus solely on
academic work and exam preparation. Indeed, Kariyana et al. [4] observed that numerous
stakeholders in the educational systems believe that co-curricular activities unnecessarily occupy
academic time. Additionally, certain theoretical perspectives suggest that activities organized by
educational institutions, particularly extra-curricular ones, divert students’ attention from
accomplishing their academic goals [3] or contribute only to achieving non-academic outcomes [3].

Nevertheless, research data show contrary results. Namely, the extensive investigations regarding
students’ participation in academic activities started in the 1980s, inspired by the groundbreaking
studies of Robert Pace [5]. These studies postulate that students’ active engagement and participation
in academic activities are crucial for achieving the desired academic success [5], the proposition later
confirmed by numerous research findings [6]. Moreover, two prominent theories explaining these
relations originated from Pace’s studies — Tinto’s Student Integration Theory [7] and Austin’s theory
of Student Involvement [8].

Vincent Tinto’s Student Integration Theory suggests that students who successfully integrate into
the social as well as academic aspects of overall academic life have a higher probability of remaining
in their chosen program and completing their degree [7]. The theory postulates that the positive
relation between students’ being involved and their academic achievement is linked to students feeling
connected to their academic journey and their social surroundings within the university [7]. Indeed,
the studies of Massi et al. [9] and Rienties et al. [10] have confirmed that students’ social integration
does represent a link between their engagement in co-curricular and extra-curricular activities and
their academic success.

Alexander Austin’s framework primarily examines how university students allocate their time.
According to Austin, when students dedicate time and effort to their educational goals, engage in
different academic activities, and establish connections with the academic staff, they have a greater
chance to achieve desired educational outcomes [8]. A number of subsequent research have supported
the idea that there is a significant link between students’ engagement in these activities and their
overall success in college, as demonstrated in studies [11] and [12].

On the other hand, there are studies indicating that the connection between student engagement in
academic activities and their performance does not always have to be positive or significant and that it
varies according to the activity type, and unique characteristics of the student groups being studied
[13], [14]. Also, it is important to say that the consequences of students’ engagement in academic
activities have dominantly been examined concerning academic performance measured through
students’ GPA [14], [12], whereas its effects on subjective academic performance have been under-
investigated. Additionally, these relations have mostly focused on students’ engagement in co-
curricular activities [15], [2] and extra-curricular activities [16], [17], whereas participation in strictly
curricular activities lacks examination. Overall, it may be said that there is a wide range of under-
examined relations regarding students’ engagement in academic activities, including its effects on the
prevailing issues related to students’ well-being and mental health that have emerged in the last
decades [18], [19], [20].

2.1. Academic Engagements of Serbian Students — Results of the Project SHINE

In order to examine engagements in academic activities of Serbian students as well as their life
satisfaction, a project SHINE has been carried out. The project has produced numerous results
presented in the monography Mladi u Srbiji: obrazovni, ekonomski i socijalni aspekti (title translation:
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The Youth in Serbia: Educational, Economic, and Social Aspects) [21], some of which will be
presented herein.

The survey included 1435 students from the Republic of Serbia. First and foremost, it is important
to say that among all the examined students, 50.7% of them believe that their education provides
practical experience and the opportunity to solve complex problems in real work contexts. Next, 58.1%
of the total number of respondents believe that participating in extracurricular activities helps them
enhance their knowledge. Concerning their motivation for participating in extracurricular activities,
16.3% of respondents report fun, 25.5% networking, and 26% improvement in practical skills.

Regarding membership in student organizations, the survey has shown that 25% of students are
members of student organizations at the educational institution they attend and that such involvement
provides them with an opportunity to participate in different trainings and workshops. Students who
are not members of such organizations report a lack of time as well as insufficient information about
the organizations as the reasons.

With respect to the effectiveness of their education, 69% of respondents believe they will find a
job within three months after completing their education, and 22% of the examined students plan to
start their own business, whereas 29.7% of them plan to leave the country after graduating.

Overall, it can be concluded that more than half of the examined students from the Republic of
Serbia believe that participating in extracurricular activities offers valuable opportunities for both
personal and professional development. They also consider their education, including both curricular
and non-curricular activities, to be effective in preparing them to secure jobs shortly after graduating,
establish their own businesses, or even pursue job opportunities abroad with their degrees. On the
other hand, more students should be stimulated to be members of students’ organizations, as they offer
additional opportunities for development, through training, seminars, and workshops.

3. STUDENTS’ LIFE SATISFACTION

Life satisfaction refers to an individual’s overall estimation of their contentment with different
areas of life, including general satisfaction with their life as well as satisfaction with its specific
aspects, including friends, family, the environment in which they live, their university/faculty,
satisfaction with themselves, and such [22]. In the educational context and concerning the population
of students, life satisfaction has been mostly examined in connection with students’ academic
achievement. Researchers have found that these two constructs are significantly related due to the fact
that academic performance has a pivotal role in students’ lives. Moreover, students’ life satisfaction
has been examined in connection with both objective indicators of academic performance and
perceived academic success, with the latter showing a more consistent and stronger relationship [22],
[23]. On the other hand, it has been determined that factors influencing students’ life satisfaction are
dependent on cultural and other characteristics of the examined population [24] and that each student
population demands a separate investigation.

In the context of Serbia, students’ life satisfaction has been examined in connection with students’
academic performance, behavioural, and demographic characteristics, as well as sports and other
physical activities [25], [26]. To complement the previous research on Serbian students, project
SHINE examined more general aspects of students’ life satisfaction providing a broad picture of the
domains that are most significant to students and identifying areas that should be addressed by both
educational institutions and policymakers.
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3.1. Life Satisfaction of Serbian Students — Results of the Project SHINE

The SHINE project conducted several studies examining different aspects of Serbian students’
satisfaction with life and their perception of its quality. The results provide insights into the areas of
students’ lives they are most satisfied with, the areas that may represent the concern, as well as the
general estimation of students’ life satisfaction. The results are also presented in the project’s
monography [21], and some of them include the following:

Students in Serbia are most satisfied with the people they live with. Strong family ties and a
positive home environment play a crucial role in students’ overall sense of well-being and satisfaction.
Supportive relations within the household and functional family dynamics are essential for
maintaining a positive outlook on life.

On the other hand, several areas of concern have been identified. Firstly, students report
challenges in their personal life. These challenges are mostly connected to their sexual life which
exhibits higher variability and lower general contentment, indicating a broad range of experiences and
difficulties in this area. Secondly, students report financial difficulties and struggles. Namely, a
significant number of respondents reported worries regarding their financial situation, highlighting
increased levels of financial stress. The last identified source of dissatisfaction was limited access to
fulfilling and enjoyable leisure activities, indicating that students should be provided with more
accessible options for recreational activities.

Regarding the general estimation of students’ life satisfaction, most of the respondents reported
moderate life satisfaction. However, they stated that they generally felt safe and secure, which
suggests that even though challenges exist, their environments still offer a sense of stability and
protection.

4. CONCLUSION

This article addresses the important topics of students’ participation in academic activities as well
as students’ life satisfaction. The literature review provides a theoretical background regarding these
concepts. explaining the beneficial effects of student engagement in curricular, co-curricular, and
extracurricular activities on their academic performance, well-being, and social integration. The
provided empirical data regarding participation in academic, primarily extracurricular, activities of
Serbian students show that they consider these activities important for their education, and a powerful
means for their professional and personal development. Further, the article focuses on students’ life
satisfaction and provides relevant empirical data regarding Serian students. The findings highlight the
importance of fostering supportive relationships as they represent the most significant source of
satisfaction and comfort in students’ lives. Additionally, the findings accentuate the need to address
the financial challenges the students face as well as the necessity to provide them with more
recreational opportunities as these aspects of students’ lives represent some of the major causes of
their dissatisfaction.
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