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Abstract: Low student engagement has long been a key issue in management education, especially in courses requiring
creativity and critical thinking, such as the course of Management Innovation. This study investigated how effectively
active learning strategies improved student engagement under these circumstances. The research took place at Guilin
University of Aerospace Technology in China from March to June 2025. It used a quasi-experimental design which
involved undergraduate students from three business-related majors: Marketing, Human Resource Management, and
Logistics Management. One class from each major received teaching reforms focused on student-centered and
participatory methods. The remaining classes used the traditional lecture format. Data came from classroom
observations, teacher reflections, student assignments, and informal feedback. The findings showed that students in the
classes with immediate teaching reforms demonstrated higher levels of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
engagement. They participated more actively, collaborated more effectively, and displayed deeper critical thinking in
their coursework. The discussion explained these results through constructivist learning theory and emphasized the
alignment between course objectives, assessments, and learning strategies. This study concluded that active learning
provides a sustainable and practical solution for improving engagement in management courses focused on innovation.
It contributed to the literature on teaching reform in higher education, offering actionable insights for educators and
institutions aiming to create student-centered learning environments.
Keywords: Active learning; Student engagement; Management Innovation; Pedagogical reform; Higher education;
China

1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years, developing innovation ability has become a central goal of management education, especially in courses
like management innovation [1]. These courses strengthen students' grasp of organizational change, strategic renewal,
and creative problem-solving skills [2-3]. However, although the importance of innovation keeps growing in both
academic and business settings, the course “management innovation” still relies heavily on traditional lecture-style
teaching in China. This passive learning approach often fails to spark students' curiosity, motivation, and deep
involvement with the subject [4-6].
Low student engagement remains a persistent problem in teaching “management innovation” around the authors
teaching experience. While the course content is naturally forward-looking and dynamic, its delivery often involves
unidirectional instruction, limited interaction, and insufficiently applying concepts to practical contexts [7]. As a result,
students may find the course abstract, too theoretical, or disconnected from actual management challenges. Previous
research indicates student engagement strongly predicts learning outcomes, knowledge retention, and cultivating
higher-order thinking skills [8-9]. Therefore, exploring teaching strategies that turn students from passive listeners into
active participants is essential.
Active learning, recognized as a student-centered teaching method, is widely known to promote deeper thinking,
collaborative learning, and better critical thinking [10]. Approaches such as project-based learning, group discussions,
flipped classrooms, and case studies are becoming more common in management education, boosting student
engagement [11-13]. However, within the specific context of management innovation course, how well these methods
work is still not fully explored, especially in non-Western university settings where lecture-based teaching remains
dominant [14].
This study aims to address this gap by designing and evaluating a teaching reform project for a management innovation
course from a Chinese university. It focuses particularly on improving student engagement through active learning.
Based on theoretical insights and practical strategies, the research introduces a mixed teaching model. This model
combines flipped classrooms, collaborative group projects, and discussions of real cases. This approach's effectiveness
is evaluated through student feedback, classroom observations, and engagement measures [15-16].
Documenting this pedagogical redesign's design, execution, and outcomes, the study contributes to expanding research
on management education innovation. It provides real-world evidence for the benefits of active learning in complex,
concept-driven courses. It also offers educators seeking to foster deeper student engagement a practical framework they
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can use. Finally, this study supports a change from passive listening to active learning. This shift aligns educational
practice with the dynamic and engaging nature of managing innovation.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Active Learning

Active learning was widely considered a teaching method that placed students at the heart of the learning process. It
encouraged them to engage in meaningful tasks, which promoted analysis, synthesis, and evaluation [17]. Unlike
traditional lecture-based teaching where students passively absorbed information, active learning expects students to
construct knowledge via discussion, problem-solving, and reflection [18]. This approach agreed with Constructivist
Learning Theory, which stressed the importance of the learner's active role in creating understanding [18-19].
Research demonstrates active learning enhances students' cognitive engagement, knowledge retention, and critical
thinking across disciplines, particularly within management education [6, 20-21]. Common approaches included
collaborative projects, classroom debates, simulations, case analysis, and flipped classroom models [22-25]. These
techniques not only enhanced understanding of the content but also developed interpersonal and decision-making skills
essential for future managers [26-27].
Although active learning was proven beneficial, it remained underused in many higher education settings, especially in
courses covering abstract or conceptual subjects like management innovation. Integrating active learning into these
contexts needed careful design and adaptation to specific course goals and student characteristics.

2.2 Student Engagement

Student engagement was widely regarded as a critical determinant of effective learning outcomes and academic success
in higher education. It referred to the degree of attention, curiosity, and investment students showed in the learning
process. This concept included behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions [28-30]. High levels of engagement
were associated with improved academic performance, deeper learning, and stronger motivation for lifelong learning
[29, 31-32].
In management education, student engagement played a crucial role in helping learners connect abstract theories to
real-world practices [11, 22]. However, engagement was often hindered by passive instructional strategies, the
perceived irrelevance of content, or a lack of interactive opportunities in the classroom [6, 18]. Scholars emphasized
that teaching approaches significantly shaped students’ engagement levels. For example, active learning methods were
shown to foster greater participation, attention, and intellectual involvement [31-33].
Moreover, the nature of the course itself influenced engagement. Courses like Management Innovation, which involved
complex and often abstract concepts, could appear disconnected from students' personal experiences or career
aspirations without careful design. Therefore, fostering engagement in such courses demanded intentional teaching
strategies that made learning more participatory, relevant, and reflective [11, 34-35].

2.3 The Teaching Reform Trend in Management Courses

Over the past twenty years, management education underwent significant teaching reforms. This initiative sought to
connect teaching methods with the evolving business landscape and developing 21st-century skills [36]. The traditional
lecture-driven model was increasingly replaced or supplemented by student-centered methods [7]. These comprised
experiential learning, case-based teaching, action learning, and flipped classrooms. Researchers prioritized cultivating
critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and solving practical challenges. These abilities were essential core
competencies in modern management practice [37].
Business schools and universities around the world adopted various innovative teaching designs. They integrated
technology-enhanced learning platforms, interdisciplinary projects, and simulations to encourage deeper student
involvement [38-39]. Courses became more interactive. Faculty required students to assume more ownership of
learning by engaging in inquiry, reflection, and peer collaboration [40-41].
In emerging economies like China, teaching reforms in management programs made progress. However, challenges
remained due to deep-rooted exam-focused traditions and limited resources [42]. Still, a growing number of institutions
experimented with blended teaching models. They aimed to stimulate student engagement and foster innovation.

2.4 The Teaching Pain Points of Management Innovation Course

Management innovation course focuses on novel management practices, organizational change, and strategic renewal.
Compared to other management subjects, this course presents unique teaching challenges. Its content was often abstract,
conceptual, and drew knowledge from many fields, including innovation theory, organizational behavior, and strategic
management. As a result, students frequently feel the course lacks concrete application, which lowers their learning
motivation and participation.
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A key problem seens to be the gap between the theoretical content and students' real-world experiences. This is
especially true for undergraduate students who had limited contact with actual organizational environments [43].
Furthermore, the course often do not have enough teaching materials to effectively translate management innovation
theory into accessible and interactive forms. Due to time limits or a lack of training in hands-on teaching methods,
teachers sometimes depend too much on lectures.
In the Chinese higher education setting, these problems become more serious because of a traditional culture of passive
learning and the limited use of real-world cases or collaborative learning platforms [44]. Therefore, student participation
remains low, and learning outcomes often show superficial.

2.5 The Research Gap

Past research widely recognized the benefits of active learning and its positive effect on student engagement across
different subjects [6, 18]. However, a noticeable gap would exist regarding the application of active learning strategies
in management innovation course. Unlike the other courses such as marketing or logistics, this course often involves
abstract theorization, cross-disciplinary perspectives, and forward-looking strategic thinking, which makes traditional
lecture-based methods particularly inadequate. Current research indicated that abstract and cross-disciplinary
characteristics often result in lower student engagement [45]. Moreover，most existing studies on teaching innovations
in management education focused on broader topics like leadership, entrepreneurship, or operations management. Less
attention was paid to conceptually abstract and cross-disciplinary topics [46].
Furthermore, while some research within the Chinese context highlighted common challenges like passive learning and
rigid curricula, few studies explored specific teaching reform strategies designed to improve engagement in innovation
management courses [47]. Case-based, project-driven, or flipped-classroom models tailored to innovation topics remain
insufficiently evaluated in real teaching contexts. Prior research neglected empirical and applied studies measuring how
redesigned methods affect student engagement, interest, and outcomes.
Given the growing emphasis on cultivating innovation capabilities in undergraduate business education, addressing this
pedagogical blind spot is both timely and necessary. This study aimed to address this gap by proposing and testing an
active learning-driven reform model specifically designed for management innovation education. Its goal was to
produce practical insights to guide future course design and teaching practices, especially within the Chinese higher
education context.

3 METHOD

3.1 Research Design

This study used a qualitative action research design to explore and carry out teaching innovations designed to improve
student participation in the Management Innovation course. Action research is especially suitable for educational reform
projects because it allows teachers to make changes in real classroom settings, observe the effects, and think carefully
about the results [48]. This study adopted a cyclical process of planning, action, observation, and reflection, lecturer
functioning in dual capacities as educator and researcher.

3.2 Research Setting

The teaching reform took place at Guilin University of Aerospace Technology which is a regional undergraduate
university in China. The study focused on the Management Innovation course which is a required module for third-year
undergraduate students majoring in Marketing, Human Resource Management, and Logistics Management. There is
three classes in each of these majors, labeled as Class 1, Class 2 and Class 3, with which having around 45 students.
For this study, Class 1 and Class 3 from each major (Marketing Class 1 & 3, Human Resource Management Class 1 & 3,
Logistics Management Class 1 & 3) were picked as the research subjects. All Class 1 from each major served as the
experimental group for the teaching reform, where the teaching intervention was used. All Class 3 from each major
served as the observing control group and continued with the traditional lecture-based teaching. Therefore, this design
created three experimental classes (134 students in total) and three observing control classes (137 students in total),
providing a good basis for comparing the effects of the teaching reform.
The same course lecturer taught all participating classes (All Class 1 sections were taught by professor A, all Class 3
sections by professor B). This ensured consistency in teaching content, grading standards, and classroom management.
The teaching intervention lasted the whole Spring 2025 semester, from March 1 to June 31, matching the university's
academic calendar.

3.3 Core Teaching Intervention

The teaching intervention involved adding active learning strategies throughout the semester for the experimental group.
Based on earlier needs assessments and literature reviews, the course was redesigned for the experimental group to
reduce passive lectures and increase student participation through several methods, including:
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1. Case-based discussions using local and international innovation examples [49].
2. Group action learning projects where students proposed solutions for real-world management innovation situations
[50].
3. Role-playing and simulation exercises exploring strategic decision-making in innovation settings [51].
4. Student-led mini-presentations on new trends in innovation practices.
5. Reflection journals requiring weekly entries about learning experiences and team dynamics [52].
All lessons for the experimental group used the Chinese online learning platform Rain Classroom. This platform
allowed students to access materials, respond during class, and join discussions outside class time. In contrast, the
control group continued with traditional lecture-based teaching, occasionally including teacher-led questions and
answers, but without structured active learning activities.

3.4 Data Collection

Because the study was exploratory and practical, no standard end-of-course surveys were used. Instead, data was
collected through:
1. Classroom observations by the teaching lecturers, with notes taken during and after lessons for both experimental
and control groups [53].
2. Student feedback gathered through informal class discussions and weekly open-ended reflections from the
experimental group [41].
3. Review of student work, including group project reports and presentation slides, to find evidence of participation
and understanding of innovation [54].
4. Reflective journals kept by the teaching lecturers, recording weekly teaching adjustments, student reactions, and
teaching insights [55].
This method of using multiple qualitative sources allowed for triangulation of the data, helping to ensure the findings
were trustworthy and credible [56-57].

3.5 Data Analysis

The collected qualitative data was analyzed using thematic analysis, following the steps described by Braun and Clarke
[58]. First, the data was coded inductively to find patterns related to student participation, engagement behaviors, and
learning attitudes. Then, these patterns (themes) were grouped into broader categories like cognitive engagement,
collaboration, and emotional engagement. NVivo software helped organize and manage the coding process.
Comparisons were made between the experimental and control groups to highlight differences in participation patterns
resulting from the teaching intervention. The lecturers' reflections further supported the interpretation and helped
explain the situational factors affecting student behavior.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

This study followed ethical guidelines for classroom research. At the start of the semester, students were informed that
the course involved a teaching experiment for research purposes and gave their verbal agreement. Students were not
told specific details about the teaching reform by preventing them from acting more engaged than usual on purpose of
pleasing the teacher. No personally identifiable information was used in the analysis or reporting. The research process
did not focus on individual students and did not affect student grades outside the normal course assessment, regardless
of participation or not.

4 FINDINGS

4.1 Overview of Student Engagement Outcomes

Following the teaching reforms implemented from March to June 2025, student engagement showed a significant
improvement in the experimental group compared to the control group. These reforms focused on active learning
strategies, which led to more lively class participation, increased interest in project-based assignments, and gave
students greater independence during collaborative activities.
In contrast, the control group, which continued with traditional lecture-based teaching, demonstrated relatively lower
levels of engagement, limited peer interaction, and a less proactive approach to learning. Classroom observations by
teachers, patterns of assignment completion, and informal student feedback all indicated that the revised teaching
methods created a more engaging learning environment. These findings suggested that the teaching innovation
effectively addressed the engagement challenges identified earlier and set the stage for deeper exploration of changes in
student learning behavior.

4.2 Increased In-Class Interaction

One of the most significant improvements observed in the experimental group was the increased student participation in
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classroom activities. Unlike the control group, where students mostly remained passive and hesitant when answering
questions, students in the experimental group actively joined class discussions, case analyses, and brainstorming
sessions. The integration of interactive teaching methods, such as think-pair-share, scenario simulations, and
group-based problem-solving, encouraged students to express their own views and challenge each other's ideas.
Teachers reported a noticeable increase in voluntary participation, with more students asking questions and contributing
to group discussions. Classroom observation records showed that the number of student-to-student and
student-to-teacher interactions per class in the experimental group was more than double that in the control group.
Furthermore, students demonstrated higher levels of focus and frequently actively connected course content to
real-world business cases, especially in lessons involving innovation case studies.
These changes indicated a shift from passive listening to active involvement. This shift not only enhanced the classroom
atmosphere but also cultivated critical thinking and communication skills. The success of this shift highlighted the value
of active learning strategies in promoting deeper engagement and more meaningful classroom experiences within
management education.

4.3 Improved Assignment and Project Participation

Besides increased classroom interaction, the experimental group also made significant progress in completing
assignments and course projects. Unlike the control group students, who usually finished assignments passively or with
minimal effort, the students in the experimental class showed higher levels of interest, creativity, and dedication. This
difference was especially clear in the mid-term and final project tasks. These tasks required students to design
innovative management solutions for actual or hypothetical business problems.
Students in the experimental group had more freedom when handling these tasks. They often went beyond the basic
requirements by conducting interviews, integrating knowledge from different subjects, and using multimedia tools to
present their findings. Compared to the outputs from the control group, project submissions were generally more
detailed and better structured, showing deeper analytical thinking.
Furthermore, the group dynamics within the experimental group improved noticeably. Students demonstrated stronger
collaboration and more effective division of responsibilities. Records from peer assessments and informal teacher
evaluations confirmed higher levels of participation and cooperation. In contrast, students in the control group tended to
rely on individual effort. They showed limited coordination with peers, resulting in project work that lacked cohesion
and insight. These results indicated that the teaching reform not only encouraged classroom participation but also
successfully extended students' active learning behaviors beyond the classroom environment.

4.4 Enhanced Peer Collaboration and Initiative

Another significant outcome of the teaching reform was a clear increase in peer collaboration and student initiative. In
the experimental group, students showed a greater willingness to work with classmates, took leadership roles in group
tasks, and actively contributed to shared learning goals. This change was mainly due to the use of collaborative learning
strategies, such as group case competitions, peer reviews, and cross-functional team assignments. Throughout the
semester, students in the experimental class often formed self-organized discussion groups after class, shared learning
resources, and coordinated their preparation for presentations. Teachers noted that students spontaneously rotated roles
within teams, such as discussion leader, researcher, and presenter, which promoted mutual accountability and shared
leadership.
What was more noteworthy was something unexpected that happened in Marketing Class 1 during the experiment.
When the teacher started a small project, the students in Marketing Class 1 independently proposed a challenge highly
relevant to their professional interests: analyzing management innovation in short video advertisements on TikTok
platform. In the control group, this level of initiative was largely absent, as learning remained more teacher-centered
with less interaction. The growth in peer collaboration and initiative not only enriched the learning experience but also
developed key soft skills highly valued in management innovation education, such as teamwork, self-direction, and
entrepreneurial thinking.

4.5 Summary of Key Outcomes

In summary, the use of active learning strategies in the management innovation course clearly improved student
involvement in several ways. Students in the experimental group showed higher levels of classroom interaction,
participated in assignments and projects more thoughtfully and actively, and displayed greater initiative in peer
collaboration. These results presented a clear difference compared with the control group, where traditional
lecture-based teaching led to lower involvement and limited collaborative activities. Overall, the teaching reform
effectively addressed the involvement challenges previously identified in the course. Evidence collected from teacher
observations, student feedback, and performance records highlighted the value of shifting from passive to active
learning methods. These findings not only supported the reform approach but also offered practical insights for wider
use in management education.

5 DISCUSSION
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The findings of this study provided convincing evidence that active learning strategies significantly improved student
engagement in the Management Innovation course. By moving beyond traditional lecture-based teaching and
integrating interactive, student-centered methods, the course successfully transformed the learning environment from
passive reception to active involvement.

5.1 Linking Active Learning to Constructivist Theory

The positive results observed in the experimental group were closely connected to the constructivist learning theory.
This theory emphasizes that learners actively build knowledge through experiences, interaction, and reflection [59]. The
increase in classroom interaction and peer collaboration aligned with Vygotsky's social constructivism[59], which
highlights the importance of social context and cooperative dialogue in cognitive development. Through methods like
case discussions and group problem-solving, students did not just absorb information. They worked together to build
understanding and applied theory to practice, which was a key part of meaningful learning.

5.2 Redefining Engagement in Management Education

In the context of management education, engagement meant more than just paying attention; it included emotional,
behavioral, and cognitive involvement in the learning process [60]. The teaching reform strengthened all three aspects.
Behaviorally, students participated more in class and group activities. Emotionally, they showed greater interest and
motivation, especially when working on projects related to their career goals. Cognitively, they demonstrated deeper
processing by connecting theoretical knowledge to real-world innovation challenges. These changes represented a
comprehensive improvement in student engagement, essential for developing future professionals who can think
critically, collaborate effectively, and innovate continuously.

5.3 Implications for Course Design

The success of the reform suggested that courses like Management Innovation should prioritize experiential and
inquiry-based learning methods. Traditional lectures often failed to meet the expectations of today's digitally literate and
career-focused students [61]. Instead, educators should consider redesigning courses to include collaborative projects,
real-world case analysis, peer assessment, and formative feedback cycles [62]. These strategies not only maintained
engagement but also developed practical abilities in communication, leadership, and innovation. Furthermore, this study
highlighted the importance of aligning assessment tasks with the course's experiential learning approach. Students in the
experimental group were more engaged when assignments allowed for creativity, autonomy, and real-world relevance.
This indicated a need for more authentic assessments that went beyond tests and essays, such as innovation proposals,
group presentations, and design thinking challenges.

5.4 Limitations and Sustainability

Although the reform achieved positive results, it was not without limitations. First, this study did not include formal
survey tools or long-term impact evaluations. Future research could benefit from mixed methods, combining qualitative
insights with quantitative measures like engagement scales or academic performance comparisons. Second, the
successful implementation of active learning depended heavily on instructor capability and student readiness. Some
students might resist participation initially, especially if they were used to passive learning styles. Therefore, gradual
adaptation and scaffolding strategies were necessary. To ensure sustainability, institutional support was crucial. This
included teacher training, flexible classroom environments, and a culture that valued teaching innovation. Without this
structural support, active learning risked becoming a temporary effort rather than a lasting reform.

6 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study aimed to address the persistent challenge of low student engagement in management innovation course by
introducing reforms based on active learning principles. Through a comparative intervention conducted in a Chinese
undergraduate setting, the findings confirmed that shifting from passive listening to active participation significantly
improved student engagement, collaborative learning, and classroom dynamics.
The integration of case-based discussions, project-driven assignments, and peer collaboration enable students to take
charge of their own learning process. Compared to traditional lecture-centered classrooms, the reformed teaching
methods cultivate higher levels of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement. This alignes with the goals of
management education for the 21st century.
The implications for educators would be both practical and strategic. At the classroom level, instructors are urged to
reconfigure their instructional methods to incorporate more interactive and learner-focused activities. They also need to
align learning objectives, tasks, and assessments. At the institutional level, universities should have supported such
reforms through professional development, resource allocation, and evaluation systems that recognized teaching
innovation.
Furthermore, this study adds support to the existing literature in related fields. These literatures argued for redefining
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the issue of student engagement in business and management education, particularly within the Asian higher education
context [14]. It also highlights the need for future research to explore long-term effects, include multi-dimensional
engagement indicators, and investigate how different learner profiles responded to active learning environments.
In conclusion, improving student engagement in management education requires more than just content delivery. The
success of this reform shows that, through thoughtful design and committed implementation, active learning could
create a more dynamic, inclusive, and effective learning experience for students.
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