Journal of Online and Digital Education |
Spring  2025, Volume 4, Issue 1

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Impact of Social Skills and Sports Participation on Academic Achievement in Digital Era: Evidence from University Students in the Northern Himalayan Region of Pakistan
* Mary Yousuf 
** Professor Ashfaque Ahmed Shah, PhD (corresponding author)
*** Dr Khateeb Ahmed Khan 
Abstract 
This research has been conducted to determine the impact of social skills and sports participation on the academic achievement of university students in digital era. Correlational research design was employed. The study was quantitative in nature. All final year (211) students at University of Baltistan, Skardu were selected through purposive cluster sampling. The sample consisted of 59.9% girls and 40.1% boys. In this study, three factors of social skills, peer relationship skills, empathy and teamwork were investigated. Self-developed questionnaire was utilized to collect data regarding students’ social skills and CGPA. Mean, standard deviation and linear regression were utilized to analyse data.  Both findings and conclusion suggest that there was a positive relationship between social skills and academic achievement of university students. Additionally, it was also revealed that there was no significant impact of sports participation on the academic achievement of university students. 
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Introduction
“A man is a social animal” is well-known saying describes human beings need certain social skills to interact effectively in a community (Ahmad et al., 2020). Developing strong social skills is pivotal for students as they navigate through academic pursuits and prepare for the future. These skills transcend the classroom, forming the cornerstone of successful interactions, be it within personal relationships or professional endeavours. Mastering the art of effective communication, empathy, and collaboration not only enhances academic performance but also lays the groundwork for future career achievements. In a world where connections and relationships play a significant role, honing social skills becomes a crucial asset that empowers students to excel in various spheres of life. According to (Sharma & Goswami, 2016) for a successful life human beings need to master some social rules. Social skills refer to the techniques used in engaging with others, facilitating social success by enabling effective communication and the comprehension of both verbal and non-verbal cues from others. Self-control, responsibility, assertion, cooperation, empathy, peer relationship skills, and teamwork all fall within the realm of social skills. However, the researcher in this instance has specifically focused on three factors of social skills: peer relationship skills, empathy, and teamwork.
Participating in a team setting supports the development of various social skills crucial for life. It fosters cooperation, diminishes selfish tendencies, and encourages attentiveness to other children's perspectives. Moreover, being part of a team instils a feeling of inclusion, facilitates the formation of new friendships, and expands a child's social network beyond their school environment. The researchers further added that an individual can better equip with new experiences and prove his capabilities in different domains by demonstrating good interactions (Sharma & Goswami, 2016). It has been admitted that collective expertise and community proficiency foreshadow academic success and developmental consequences (Feitosa et al., 2012). By getting an insight into human behaviour main difficulties confronting in today’s world can be resolved (Ali & Akhtar, 2009).
Those students face trouble in interacting with colleagues and teachers and face academic failure that lack social skills (Jovarini et al., 2018). To reinforce students’ community and learning abilities those are considered essential for attainment in school. Student Success Skills (SSS) program has been developed (Lemberger et al., 2015). According to reviews on male and female education girls are ahead in academic skills, gain higher grades and make better general progress than boys (Gustavsen, 2017). An individual’s conduct in the community influences his aims and achievements (Sharma & Goswami, 2016). Relationship with fellows in a negative way is linked with lower academic achievement (Harvey, 2010). Contemporary labour market is considered to have fluctuating work circumstances (Karaca et al., 2023). Student’s classroom adjustment and academic rational, emotional, and conduct skills for better results (Jones & Doolittle, 2017). Achievement are linked with their conduct, concentration and control of emotion (Parker et al., 2004). Research indicates that social emotional learning can enhance students' ability to integrate
Scholastic leaders, educators, department advisors, community workers, and school psychologists argued that students lacking social skills negatively impact their academic performance (Ali & Akhtar, 2009). Research by Gillian et al., (2006) has showed student’s low academic achievement, conduct intricacies, desertion by fellows and other troubles were due to deficit social skills (Smith, 2018). Research objective of this study is to explore the impact of social skills of university students on their academic achievement. The problem under investigation is to understand the relationship of social skills and academic achievement of university students in Baltistan region to provide a comprehensive understanding of the connection and its implication for their overall well-being and success. 
The present study would provide insight into how social skills impact students’ academic achievement. This information can provide an insight to the policymakers in developing effective educational policies that enhance students’ social skills. Understanding the relationship of students’ social skills, participation in sports with academic achievement the educational leaders and teachers can train student’s positive social skills. 
Literature Review
Verbal skills pertain to uttered language, whereas communication without the use of oral or printed language encompasses nonverbal cues conveyed through physical gestures and facial signals, and maintaining eye contact. Every interaction with another individual involves the implementation of interpersonal abilities in some form. Proficiency in these skills can markedly aid in establishing and sustaining successful relationships, both in professional and personal spheres (Wilder, 2023). Elliott et al., (1987) in research, children's social skills definitions are categorized into three groups: peer acceptance, social behaviours, and social validity. Among these, the third definition of social validity is the most encompassing as it consolidates the first two definitions of peer acceptance and social behaviours. The social skills outlined in the social validity definition encompass a child's behaviours in particular situations, reflecting their attitude toward peer acceptance, interactions with adults, academic proficiency, self-perception, and psychological well-being (Beheshtifar & Norozy, 2013).
Explored were contrasting viewpoints regarding the long-term connections between academic achievements and social outcomes? One perspective suggests that inadequate social skills lead to subsequent academic challenges, while another perspective suggests that academic deficiencies affect later peer relationships. The authors suggest that poor social skills influencing later academic difficulties may occur because children with deficits in social skills might become diverted from learning situations due to these shortcomings. Consequently, a child lacking the necessary social skills might struggle to maintain focus, thereby likely impacting their academic performance. Another rationale is that children lacking effective social skills may encounter difficulties in handling social situations, resulting in issues with both teachers and peers. These interpersonal challenges could potentially impede the learning process (Welsh et al., 2001).
Social skills encompass actions that facilitate favourable engagement with both individuals and the surroundings. These abilities involve demonstrating empathy, engaging in collective undertakings, displaying generosity and helpfulness, effective communication, adept negotiation, and proficient problem-solving (Lynch & Simpson, 2010). Mental hardiness is defined as a fusion of self-beliefs concerning oneself and the world, consisting of three fundamental dispositions: commitment, control, and challenge. It is perceived as a set of beliefs that shield an individual from both external and internal pressures. Essentially, this attribute signifies the capacity to effectively process both internal and external stimuli. 
The concept of mental hardiness should not be reduced to merely possessing unique capabilities for enduring mental stress. Instead, its presence empowers individuals to navigate challenging circumstances successfully and cope effectively with threatening events. Mental hardiness embodies the ability to accurately comprehend the world around oneself and make sound decisions regarding personal circumstances. Social skills encompass behaviours whose progression aids the individual in functioning effectively and advantageously within society. They are regarded as crucial accomplishments during childhood, emphasizing their significance. Behaviours like cooperation, assertion, self- control, and responsibility are observable learned actions facilitating effective interaction with others and helping individuals evade unwarranted social reactions (Jalili et al., 2023).
At times referred to as 'the missing element,' social-emotional learning signifies an educational component that connects academic expertise with a particular skill set crucial for success in educational institutions, families, communities, workplaces, and overall life. Recent global occurrences have emphasized the risk posed to individual both locally and globally when children acquire knowledge without developing social-emotional skills and a solid moral foundation. Therefore, the fusion of academic education and social-emotional learning stands as the genuine benchmark for effective education in the present-day world and beyond (Wibrowski et al., 2017). Studies conducted by Caprara et al., (2000); Jennings et al., (2010); Konold et al.,( 2010) suggested an encouraging affiliation between interactive abilities and academic performance but others depicted studies examining the long-term impact of social skills on academic performance have generated inconsistent findings. As children progress into school, social skills related to academic tasks remain connected to their academic achievements. These initial skills can be considered as establishing the groundwork for subsequent social behaviour and academic performance, forming the basis for positive conduct within the classroom (McClelland et al., 2000).
Studies revealed that emotional intelligence and social competency had a positive relationship with students’ academic success (Parker et al., 2004). Cooper et al., (2014) have additionally explored the correlation between reading abilities and social behaviour within specific student subgroups. They observed that students with lower or mediocre understanding expertise yet advanced societal talents during pre-school playgroup exhibited improved academic performance in fifth grade compared to learners with related interpretation abilities nevertheless inferior levels of shared expertise during kindergarten. Within behavioural studies, a significant differentiation exists between social skills and social competence, with varying definitions in the writings. Public abilities denote the specific actions or behaviours exhibited by individuals in particular social scenarios, whereas social competence involves the cognitive comprehension of these social skills and their effective application in interactions with other individuals (Gresham et al., 2010). 
Research Design
This study employed correlational research design. The present study explored the relationship between social skills and academic achievement of university students. A quantitative, cross sectional survey design was employed. All final year (211) students at University of Baltistan, Skardu were selected through purposive cluster sampling. The sample consisted of 59.9% girls and 40.1% boys. In this study, three factors of social skills, peer relationship skills, empathy and teamwork were investigated. A correlational study aims to determine connections between two or more variables by investigating whether changes in one variable align with changes in another, essentially examining if an increase (Tsai & Liu, 2015). It was quantitative in nature. Quantitative research involves dealing with numerical data or statistics, enabling researchers to measure and quantify various aspects of the world. Through the application of statistics, quantitative methods enable us not only to provide numerical descriptions of phenomena but also to establish connections or correlations between two or more variables (Stockemer, 2019). Survey method was employed to collect the data by using a self-developed research instrument for the students’ Social Skills.
Findings 
A study was conducted to examine the relationship between university students' social skills and their academic achievement. The research employed linear regression analysis to investigate this relationship. The results showed a positive correlation between social skills and academic achievement. Although the coefficient is relatively small, it suggests that there is a statistically significant relationship between the two variables. In essence, the study found that university students with stronger social skills tend to perform better academically. This implies that social skills, such as communication, teamwork, and problem-solving, play a role in supporting students' academic success.
The findings of this study have implications for university policymakers, educators, and students themselves. They highlight the importance of developing and refining social skills as an integral part of university education, alongside academic knowledge and technical skills. By fostering social skills, universities can potentially enhance students' academic achievement and overall success. 
Discussion and Recommendations 
The outcomes of the present research suggest that social abilities have a positive impact on the educational success of the students. It establishes a groundwork that connects these skills to positive outcomes, emphasizing their importance in fostering relationships, academic achievement, and overall success. The findings of the current study aligns  with the studies conducted by (Smith, 2018), (Brouwer et al., 2016),  (Akbar, 2015), (Feitosa, 2012), (Chen et al.,  2008)  and (Parker et al., 2004). However, the discussion is not limited to the positive correlation between social skills and academic achievement. The results of the present study refutes the contradictory findings, such as the negative relationship between interactive abilities and educational success reported in the studies conducted by (Abid et al., 2022).
The findings of the present study align with the studies conducted by Kain et al. (1988). It suggests that an individual's achievement significantly hinges on their social aptitude. The majority thrive due to their capability to build rapport with their parents, teachers, employers, and peers. Social conduct is a learned skill that necessitates instruction, acquisition, and proficiency. In essence, social skills represent a secondary language, a distinct set of behavioural guidelines utilized during interactions with others
The research study explored the interplay between social skills, and academic achievement among final-year students at the University of Baltistan, Skardu. The findings revealed that the participants possessed high social skills, but surprisingly, these skills had an influence on their educational success. These findings highlight the need to develop strategies that enhance the impact of social skills on academic achievement and consider other factors influencing academic success, such as cognitive abilities, motivation, and learning strategies.
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