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Abstract 

Encouragement by the Chinese government for education to move from an emphasis on passive 

learning, rote memorisation and mechanical training towards the development and delivery of 

education using active, student-centred education approaches has resulted in tensions and 

challenges, one of which is the reaction of students previously used to traditional passive 

transmission learning. To study the challenges that Chinese students face when undertaking a 

constructivist  experience-based entrepreneurship course focused on process rather than 

content, eight groups of business students at a Chinese university were tasked with developing 

projects which would add value to the university’s international community. The qualitative 

research identified four key themes: a lack of familiarity with the constructivist learning 

process; group work and group dynamics; the linkage of taught content to practical activities; 

and the reflective process of learning in constructivist education. The findings and suggested 

remedies as to how these challenges can be minimized are discussed.   

 

 

 

Key Words 

China; Chinese higher education; entrepreneurship education; constructivist education; value 

creation pedagogy; experiential learning 

 

  

mailto:r.bell@worc.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1655724


Bell, R. (2019) Adapting to Constructivist Approaches to Entrepreneurship Education in the Chinese Classroom, 

Studies in Higher Education. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2019.1655724 

 

2 
 

Introduction 

Although entrepreneurship education is well established in many areas globally (Fayolle 2013), 

it is still relatively new and novel in China and particularly Chinese universities, where it is 

slowly increasing in popularity and saturation (Anderson and Zhang 2015). When compared to 

the well-developed business curricula in China, it is still a relatively young and unstandardized 

domain within the business education field (Lin and Xu 2017). 

The concept of entrepreneurship education was not officially introduced into China until 1989 

when UNESCO held its international educational seminar in Beijing, after which the Ministry 

of Education (MOE) designated nine universities as entrepreneurship education pilot bases in 

2002 (Lin and Xu 2017). Since then, the Chinese government has actively promoted 

entrepreneurship, often through the use of MOE directives (Zhou and Xu 2012). 

However, Anderson and Zhang (2015) highlighted inequalities in the system resulting in 

varying and unevenly distributed entrepreneurship education provision and Li, Li, and Du 

(2016), described current weak links within entrepreneurship education in Chinese universities: 

unsound curriculum design, a lack of qualified teachers, a monotonous model, and lacking 

support mechanisms. 

A ten-year national plan, Made in China 2025 (MOF 2015), promoted a more favourable 

environment for entrepreneurship education and encourages all educational establishments, 

regardless of size or ranking, to develop disciplines and courses related to entrepreneurship 

education to bring it into the mainstream (Wu and Benson 2017).  

This promotion of entrepreneurship education was brought about in response to a changing 

economic structure in China. Structural unemployment was increasing, in part, due to the 

‘massification’ of Higher Education (HE), which increased the population of graduates seeking 

employment (Anderson and Zhang 2015; Zhou and Xu 2012). Concurrently, the country’s 

move to a market economy meant the government was no longer able to guarantee full 

employment. The government also needed to stimulate a slowing economy that was further 

aggravating unemployment through a reduction in recruitment demand (Tang et al. 2014). 

It is generally believed that graduate entrepreneurship provides benefits for individuals and 

society (Greene and Saridakis 2008) and that entrepreneurship education can help to develop 

entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviours (Pittaway and Cope 2007), which, in turn, can 

stimulate the economy and reduce unemployment (EC 2012). The development of 

entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviours in graduates has also been found to increase 
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employability in professional and managerial fields (Bell 2016). Entrepreneurship and business 

development have thus become important foci in many nations’ education systems.  

Accordingly, entrepreneurship education has been actively encouraged in China since 2002 

(Zhou and Xu 2012) and has incorporated the educational pedagogical reforms described in the 

Outline of the Curriculum Reform for Basic Education (MOE 2001). This reform was enacted 

to reduce emphasis on the traditional passive learning, rote memorisation and mechanical 

training, and encourage active participation, independent enquiry, practical ability, problem-

solving skills and teamwork (MOE 2001). The reform also recommended the incorporation of 

activity-based learning and embedding real-life situations in classroom teaching. Although not 

officially described as constructivist, constructivism has been considered a dominant theory 

within the reform (Tan 2017). This has resulted in tensions and challenges, some of which stem 

from the background of a traditional didactic approach to education based on the transmission 

of objectivist knowledge, knowledge reproduction and content mastery (Tan 2016; Tan 2017). 

Existing classroom culture and tradition can make transitioning and engaging in new learning 

approaches uncomfortable for students (Neergaard and Christensen 2017). 

This research addresses the paucity of research exploring students’ adjustment and reactions to 

constructivist approaches in the Chinese HE context (Zhao, Zhang, and Du 2017) and meets 

calls by Bell and Liu (2019) for research into the challenges that students face in Chinese 

constructivist entrepreneurship education. As Chinese universities are encouraged to recruit 

guest foreign professors to impart entrepreneurship education upon students, this research 

examines the challenges that universities in China may encounter with a different learning style 

and underpins this with existing literature.  

The aim of this research is to investigate the challenges and experiences of a cohort of Chinese 

students when undertaking a constructivist project focused on the process of creating value, 

rather than the transmission of objectivist knowledge, during an entrepreneurship course at a 

Chinese university. From this, consideration will be given as to how these challenges can be 

minimized to facilitate embedding constructivist entrepreneurship education in the Chinese HE 

environment. 

 

The Constructivist Approach to Entrepreneurship Education  

Constructivism emphasises the role of the individual in creating their own meaning from 

knowledge in context (Mueller and Anderson 2014). Learners construct interpretations of their 

world through interactions with their surroundings (Mathews 2007).  It is largely a situation-
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specific and context-bound activity (McInerney 2013), in which the learner plays an active role 

in directing the learning process and constructing their own knowledge based on background, 

context, and existing knowledge. It cannot be separated from underlying culture, defined by 

Hofstede (2011 p.3) as ‘the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members 

of one group or category of people from others’. Constructivism is in contrast to the 

behaviourist paradigm which is drawn from empiricism in which the focus is the reproduction 

of objectivist knowledge passively transmitted by the instructor.  

In constructivism, the educator acts as a catalyst, mentor or guide who facilitates learning by 

encouraging reflection, and providing feedback (Mueller and Anderson 2014). Educators can 

also play a significant role by scaffolding the process to guide learners, encouraging them to 

think deeply and leading them through the questioning process (Hmelo-Silver and Barrows 

2006).The reflection stage is essential and promotes learning and higher-order thinking skills, 

development of professional practice, and facilitation of structured learning through experience 

(Coulson and Harvey 2013). As a student’s ability to reflect and learn from reflection increases, 

the scaffolding can be removed. Whilst traditional didactic approaches view assessment as 

separate to the teaching and occurring largely through the testing of knowledge, assessment in 

the constructivist approach is woven into the process and can occur through educator 

observation of the students at work, outputs, logs, and student reflections (Brooks and Brooks 

2000).  

It has been argued that ‘constructivist learning is one of the stepping stones to developing an 

entrepreneurial mind’ (Assudani and Kilbourne 2015 p.65) and that approaches rooted in 

constructivism are superior for entrepreneurship education (Balan and Metcalfe 2012; Kyrö 

2015). Kyrö (2015) argued that constructivism was the only learning paradigm that supported 

the development of the unique qualities required by entrepreneurs. Since constructivism 

emphases how individuals create meaning from new knowledge, it can offer a better 

explanation of how knowledge is created within the fast-moving and dynamic context of 

entrepreneurship (Mueller and Anderson 2014).  

Entrepreneurship is a complex process (Anderson and Starnawska 2008) that involves different 

skills at different stages (O’Connor 2013). Heinonen and Poikkijoki (2006) argue that the 

special challenge that entrepreneurship education faces is the facilitation of learning to support 

the entrepreneurial process, which traditional approaches do not do. Zahra and Welter (2008) 

argued that whilst lecture-based education has a place in the entrepreneurship curriculum, the 

training of future entrepreneurs requires interactive and action-orientated approaches. It has 

been claimed that active engagement can improve knowledge retention, help develop problem-
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solving skills, and result in an increase in motivation for future learning (Bonwell and Eison 

1991; Snyder 2003). Furthermore, whilst lectures are a useful vehicle for imparting knowledge, 

it has been argued that they do not lead to thought or attitude adjustment and the development 

of behavioural skills (Grimley et al. 2011). 

Jones and Iredale (2010) opined that entrepreneurship education should include experiential 

learning, creative problem solving, and learning-by-doing to engage students. Other 

researchers have called for learning-by-doing activities in groups and networks (Rasmussen 

and Sørheim 2006) and for student-led approaches (Fiet 2001). Arranz et al. (2017) highlight 

interactive teaching methods involving action-orientated pedagogy, self-learning, group work, 

and project-based learning. Some educators have argued for experiential approaches such as 

computer simulations, business visits, and realistic class exercises (Solomon 2008). As a result, 

constructivist active learning approaches, including experience-based learning approaches, are 

increasingly supplementing traditional educational approaches to develop entrepreneurial and 

enterprising students. Whilst a range of approaches have been cited as ‘active constructivist’ 

approaches, some may be more ‘authentic’ and may therefore offer the potential of being more 

effective as learning opportunities.  

However, it is necessary to find a balance between approaches underpinned by traditional 

didactic transmission and constructivist learning. Traditional didactic approaches are important 

in providing the conceptual frameworks against which students can analyse and understand 

their own experiences in the real world (Peltier and Scovotti 2010). The use of multiple 

pedagogical approaches is an important design principle in the development of 

entrepreneurship education (Lourenço, Taylor, and Taylor 2013). 

It is widely argued that the learning ‘through’ entrepreneurship model provides the best 

learning approach in HE (Cope 2005; Neerguard and Christensen 2017) and that   individuals 

must engage in entrepreneurial activities in order to develop entrepreneurial competencies and 

engage in entrepreneurial processes to gain knowledge of the practices of entrepreneurship 

(Lackéus and Williams-Middleton 2015). 

Neck and Corbett (2018) highlight that much of the ‘doing’ in entrepreneurship education is 

actually simulating entrepreneurship. These simulations develop an entrepreneurial mind-set 

by reducing the gap between the classroom and the real world. One approach is to engage 

students in creating value for people or communities through projects that involve individual 

and social learning components (Lackéus, Lundqvist, and Williams-Middleton 2016). In this 

approach, entrepreneurship education defines entrepreneurship as acting upon opportunities 
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and ideas and transforming them into value (financial, cultural or social) for others 

(Vestergaard, Moberg, and Jørgensen 2012). Students learn through experience by making 

mistakes and adapting their ideas to produce a product of value. Allowing students to learn 

through creating value in a constructively aligned environment enables students to develop 

their entrepreneurial knowledge and learning through an experience within an environment that 

supports them in achieving the desired learning outcome (Morselli 2018a) and helps them 

develop an entrepreneurial mindset and behaviours (Aldianto, Anggadwita, and Umbara 2018) 

and entrepreneurial identity (Lundqvist, Williams-Middleton, and Nowell 2015). This 

constructivist approach moves away from the more traditional behaviourist and cognitivist 

approaches and is considered to be individualised, cooperative, experiential and 

multidisciplinary (Morselli 2018b). 

 

The Transition towards Constructivist Entrepreneurship Education in 

Chinese Classroom Culture   

Chinese education has previously been based on a predominantly objectivist view of 

knowledge, behaviourist transmission teaching methods  drawn from empiricism in which the 

focus is the reproduction of knowledge passively transmitted by the instructor, and assessment 

through testing to achieve content mastery. The introduction of constructivist pedagogy 

demonstrates a clash between traditional and progressive pedagogy in China (Liguori et al. 

2019). Tan (2015) argues that Chinese culture influences classroom culture and tradition and 

affects the embedding of progressive pedagogy. This in turn can reduce students’ experience 

of such progressive pedagogy. To understand the educational experience, it is essential to 

consider both the learner and the pedagogic approach together (Chen and Bennett 2012). 

Hofstede’s (2003) cultural dimensions can be argued to underlie the delivery and reception of 

these learning styles. Power distance, for example, between the learner and the instructor could 

impact how instructors deliver information and how it is received. Similarly, the Individual vs. 

Collectivism dimension argues that culture may integrate individuals into primary groups, 

which may or may not differ from the group dynamics of an experiential learning project. 

In the Chinese context the roles of teacher and learner are clearly defined, leading to passive 

learning. Hofstede points to a high power distance in Chinese culture, that is, it is acceptable 

that power is distributed unequally. In a classroom setting, power is traditionally rooted in the 

instructor, such that students had little role in constructing their own learning throughout their 
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education and fostering a university culture where the instructor continues to be entrusted to 

impart the information students need. 

Chinese educators focus on the group’s needs and emphasise the connection of the individuals 

to the class (Jin and Cortazzi 1998), and usually strictly control the class (Xie 2010), limiting 

discussions (Chan 1999). Indeed, Asian cultures tend to emphasise loyalties and deference 

towards their tutors, resulting in students’ lacking self-esteem and fearful of being wrong (Eng 

2000). Hofstede’s Individualism score for China is very low, meaning it has been found to be 

highly collectivist, where loyalty and deference to a group, in this case, a classroom led by an 

instructor, is rewarded.  

Teachers must be seen with the authority to decide what knowledge should be taught and 

students rarely question or challenge information presented within the educational setting 

(Chan 1999). This has led to Chinese students preferring a rigid classroom teaching style 

featuring one-way communication and less participation than Western classrooms (Xiao et al. 

2016). Conformity and discipline is valued and reinforced in the classroom (Tan 2015).  

Group leaders are often appointed when discussion groups are used and they announce the 

group decision (Chan 1999). Discussion groups can be difficult to begin because individuals 

will only react comfortably with each other after relationships have been clearly established, 

potentially avoiding conflict and restricting the potential learning benefits. 

Students in active learning environments are thus required to move away from traditional 

passive learning to adopt approaches that are based on participation, independent enquiry, 

practical ability, problem-solving skills, teamwork, the development of critical thinking skills, 

and formative assessments that such approaches require.  

Against this backdrop, research has highlighted that students can struggle with a student-

centred learning approach based on group work, classroom participation, and individual 

perspectives (Wu 2015). Other challenges to constructivist approaches can include surface 

approaches to learning (Biggs and Tang 2011), limited metacognitive and social strategies 

(Hussain et al. 2007), and dysfunctional group work (Chang 2008). The active encouragement 

of constructivist approaches within the Chinese education system, against the backdrop of a 

long established and preferred preference for a didactic pedagogy based on transmission, 

knowledge reproduction and content mastery (Tan 2017) can thus create challenges, that 

necessitate further research in this area (Zhao, Zhang, and Du 2017). Neergaard and 

Christensen (2017) highlighted the wariness that students may exhibit when faced with new 

structures and rituals which may be particularly significant in the Chinese context wherein 

traditionally the didactic passive transmission of information has been dominant in education 
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(Tan 2017). Research into the challenges that Chinese students face in the Chinese context to 

such approaches however is lacking (Bell and Liu 2019; Zhao, Zhang, and Du 2017). 

 

Research Aim & Contribution 

Constructivist learning approaches have become increasingly popular in Western education, 

including business and entrepreneurship skills education, with the literature often reporting 

favourable outcomes both in results and student satisfaction (Piercy 2013). However, research 

into the challenges that Chinese students face in the Chinese context to such approaches is 

lacking (Zhao, Zhang, and Du 2017). Bell and Liu (2019) have called for research into the 

challenges that Chinese students face in constructivist-based entrepreneurship learning.    

This research aims to investigate the challenges and experiences of a cohort of Chinese students 

who undertook a constructivist value-creation project during an entrepreneurship course at a 

Chinese university. It contributes to literature by investigating the challenges that Chinese 

students face when initially engaging in constructivist-based learning in China and makes 

suggestions as to how educators can support students through the experience. The paucity of 

studies in this field behoves investigation into experiential learning to help support the 

development of entrepreneurship education in China, where it is still a relatively young and 

unstandardized domain (Lin and Xu 2017).  

 

The Course & Methodology 

The Course  

The course was a first-year elective entrepreneurship graduate course designed for students to 

work in groups for eight weeks to develop projects that would add value to the university’s 

international community. The university offering the course was focused on international 

engagement, in line with other leading Chinese universities (Ma and Yue 2015). The project 

brief was deliberately left open to encourage students opportunity recognition and to allow the 

student groups to construct their own projects based on their skills and interests, this supported 

the constructivist principles of allowing students to construct their own learning and meaning 

through the learning process (Mueller and Anderson 2014). Scaffolding and support was 

provided to help the groups craft and refine their value creation concepts. The value-creation 

projects were created solely by the student groups and end products included an interactive 

campus map, an administration and social point of contact guide, and a speed networking event 

for international and domestic students to meet one another. 
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Thirty-four Chinese students were enrolled on the course, all of whom were studying a major 

delivered by the business school, along with an English minor. None of the students had 

previously studied at HEI’s outside China; however, many of the students were planning on 

undertaking a semester abroad the following year.  

    

The weekly course consisted of two two-hour sessions. The format of the courses was nearly 

identical to a similar course delivered in the United Kingdom by the instructor, with the 

exception that the steps the instructors wanted the students to undertake were printed in hard 

copy to lead students into an unfamiliar teaching style. The course was led by a member of the 

international faculty with three years of guest teaching experience in China at the institution 

where the project was conducted. The institution is a highly-ranked, national-level university 

focused on language education, with a goal of developing entrepreneurial graduates. The new 

course was developed with the goal of applying progressive teaching practices to encourage 

the development of entrepreneurial graduates. The sessions guided students through the stages 

they would undertake to develop and ground their value-creation projects.  

During the first part of each session, the instructor presented the session topic and highlighted 

how the topic related to the students’ value-creation project. This part of the session imparted 

knowledge underpinning the topic and as such followed a more traditional didactic format. 

Following this, the students worked in eight groups of four-to-five students to apply the session 

content to develop their value-creation projects. The teaching approach allowed for the 

information to be delivered in bite-sized pieces, with the instructor available to offer guidance 

and scaffolding support as required.  

As the course progressed, the groups were given greater autonomy to develop their projects, 

although guidance was available from the instructor as needed. Structured reflection was built 

into each session in the form of ongoing individual logs in which students were asked to 

identify what their main challenges were that week and what they felt they learned. The goal 

was to help students develop a better understanding of the value-creation process in which they 

were engaging (Kassean et al. 2015). Once the teaching and course activities were completed, 

students wrote a final individual 3,000-word reflection, submitted for assessment along with 

the individual session reflections. Groups submitted a project report detailing the business 

decisions behind their project, and their final project was assessed. The design of the course 

was thus structured on constructivist principles and assessment was interwoven with the 

process, based on student-developed portfolios and reflections (Brooks and Brooks 2000).  
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The course provided the opportunity for students to learn about the value-creation process and 

was constructively aligned to enable students to construct their own knowledge and 

entrepreneurial learning through an experience within an environment that supported them in 

reaching the desired learning outcomes (Morselli 2018a). 

 

Methodology 

Data Collection 

Data was collected from the 34 students’ end-of-course reflections and post-course interviews. 

The sample was made up of only Chinese students, as the research was designed to focus on 

the challenges and experiences of Chinese students in the Chinese context, rather than seeking 

a comparison with international students. The research sought to explore the challenges and 

experiences of students who undertook an educational intervention, making an interpretivist 

research philosophy suitable (Ritchie et al. 2014).  

The end-of-course reflections allowed students to build on and link their individual session 

reflections. For these reflections, students were asked to detail how they felt during the process, 

what they learnt, challenges, and what they would do differently next time. It was a narrative 

of their personal learning experience and their interaction with their group, supported by their 

weekly logs. This allowed a near real-time archive of affective responses to the learning process 

and reduced the retrieval and memory problems associated with only using ex-post interviews 

(Tourangeau 1984). It has been argued that the use of reflections is particularly well suited to 

the study of students’ reaction to pedagogy and teaching approaches, as it draws the participants 

to the details of the interactions and then further into the less visible elements underlying those 

interactions (Nind, Curtain, and Hall 2016).  

At the end of the course, all of the students were invited to be individually interviewed about 

how they found the experience, the challenges they faced, and what they learnt. Participation 

was voluntary. Twenty-six students accepted the invitation. The interviews were conducted by 

one of the researchers who also taught the class. They lasted approximately 1 hour and were 

recorded and transcribed. The purpose of the interviews was to increase the comprehensiveness 

of the study and the richness of the data, but not to question the participants on their own written 

reflections, making it complementary (Greene, Caracelli, and Graham 1989). Interviewees 

were thus not questioned on their specific end-of-course reflection, allowing them flexibility 

to develop their answers in new ways. This direct decoupling of the reflections and interviews 

also helped to provide multiple operationality of the data, which could be integrated and 

crossed referenced to help validate the findings. Through the convergence and corroboration 
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of the data, the credibility of the themes identified and the results can be improved (Jonsen and 

Jehn 2009).  

 

Data Analysis 

Coding was undertaken to identity relevant sections of text and then labels were attached. The 

end-of-course reflections and the interview data were initially analysed separately. The data 

was then collated and analysed to identity themes and sub themes using a data-driven inductive 

approach, rather than a pre-existing coding framework. Themes and subthemes were identified 

by bringing together fragments of views and experiences that would have been meaningless 

when viewed alone (Aronson 1995). The themes and sub themes were reviewed for coherency 

to ensure each theme accurately reflected the meanings in the data set (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

Finally, the themes were named based on the data.  

After the data analysis had been completed, the codes drawn from the end-of-course reflection 

and interviews were compared. Similar codes were drawn from both sets of data and these were 

mixed into the themes which had been identified. This confirmed that the same topics had been 

discussed as to the challenges and experiences of the students, in both the end of course 

reflections and the interviews. This approach has been identified as a way of validating themes 

in qualitative studies (Jonsen and Jehn 2009). The project and the results drawn from the 

transcripts were reviewed by a Chinese researcher who was familiar was the project but was 

not directly involved in the research. The researcher acted as a peer debriefer to support the 

interpretation beyond the researcher and the validity of the findings (Creswell 2014).  

 

Results & Analysis  

Four main themes were identified from within the data: a lack of familiarity with the 

constructivist learning process; group work and group dynamics; the linkage of taught content 

to practical activities; and the reflective process. These will now be discussed using evidence 

from the feedback, in the light of current literature and practice. 

  

The Lack of Familiarity with the Constructivist Experiential Learning Process  

The Chinese government is actively promoting education approaches that provide active 

participation, problem-solving, learning by doing, and teamwork in real-life situations (MOE 

2001). However, the data showed the students were as yet unfamiliar with these approaches, 

as evidenced by comments such as; 
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We were confused to start with, as this type of course and assessment was different to 

other courses.  

The concept of starting to create something through practical work was new to our 

group so we found it a challenge to know when we should get started.  

Working together in and out of class was challenging, it is much easier to work 

independently. 

 

The comments highlight the importance of educators ensuring that students understand and 

have a firm grasp of the principles of active constructivist-based experience-based learning to 

get student ‘buy in’ to the process. Some students thought that, despite repeated explanations 

of the process, they were taking part in a desktop exercise and initially produced plans beyond 

their capability to deliver.  

 

Some comments alluded to traditional teaching approaches and reflected comfort with that 

approach:  

The value creation project was only small and did not allow us to go deep into the 

textbook. 

As we spent much time in class working in groups we did not have as long for the 

professor to teach us about the topic in detail. 

 

The comments highlight discomfort with the approach, and uncertainty that they would receive 

the knowledge they expected from the course without a textbook to follow. Such comments 

may reflect a preference to remain a receiver of information rather than become a co-creator of 

learning. In this approach, students received the appropriate taught content at the beginning of 

each session to enable them to develop their projects in a constructivist action based 

environment.   

 

Group Work and Group Dynamics 

Working as a group can facilitate or scaffold the learning process. This requires social 

interaction and the exchange of ideas. This theme has been subdivided in to three subthemes: 

the importance of action in constructivist action-based learning, engagement with group work, 

and engagement throughout the learning process. 
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The importance of action in constructivist active based learning 

Active learning can be described as students doing things and thinking about what they are 

doing (Bonwell and Eison 1991). Thus, action is required to begin the process. However, 

students identified this step as problematic, as they were unsure when the activity needed to 

move from hypothetical to application. Typical comments were: 

We kept waiting for the perfect idea before we started; this put us behind. 

Despite knowing that we needed to undertake a project to develop a value adding 

venture, it took our group a long time to get started.  

This course involved lots of organisation and teamwork, this was very challenging. We 

spent a long time discussing a way forward without getting started. 

 

Such delays in making decisions within the groups may stem from students’ discomfort with 

not having prior knowledge of the ‘right’ choice. It may also reflect unfamiliarity with peer 

group dynamics and the lack of a clear leader therein. The constructivist active learning process 

requires action to enable learning. Students learn by actively constructing their own knowledge 

and understanding, while the instructor acts a mentor or facilitator in the process. While 

learning through experience encourages trial and error as part of the process, students who are 

typically assessed by accurately relaying taught information may feel unsettled when putting 

forth ideas that may not work.  

 Specific comments about leadership included: 

Our group had a lack of experience in leadership for this kind of work. We had to learn 

quickly.  

This project required a leader to assign work to the individuals, make rules, and make 

decisions.  

It was hard to get the group to start working together on the project. Often we work as 

individuals at our own pace, in our own time and in our own way, but this project 

involved group decisions. 

 

Such comments suggest the students’ aforementioned delay in project implementation may be 

due in part to inexperience with leadership. Group work in a Chinese classroom setting can be 

less familiar, and individuals tend to only interact comfortably with each other after the 

relationships have been clearly established, avoiding potential conflict (Chan 1999). Conflict 

avoidance can hinder the honest feedback essential to find the best solutions. Despite the 

government’s focus on new learning styles, these comments highlight that some Chinese 
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students may have limited experience in group work and may not be used to working in the 

way required and may need more practice with leadership within peer groups.  

 

Engagement with group work  

As the projects developed, the students reported on their engagement within the groups, 

particularly when things did not go to plan. Typical comments included: 

It was challenging as everything did not run as smoothly as we expected, it is very 

different making theoretical plans and then transforming them to action. 

Normally when we do group projects such as developing a presentation, we can 

delegate parts but this project was ongoing and needed many group decisions. This was 

challenging as we kept on having to work as a group. 

The class sessions were sometimes challenging as we had to work on our project for 

part of them. Not all of our group members were always ready to work as they were 

used to working on or preparing for assignments out of class. 

 

These comments reflect the challenges of working as a group when the outcome is not a series 

of individual contributions that can be completed autonomously, rather one end project that 

requires the integration of all individuals’ activities. Students are naturally not focused on the 

‘learning opportunities’, rather, they often focus on how to make a final product that would 

fulfil the assessment criteria. The reflections expressed discomfort with needing to worry about 

more than ‘their part’ and having to engage at many stages of the process together. Creative 

and critical thinking, integrated skills and the ability to adapt to change are often highlighted 

as competences that are valued by employers’ more than specific knowledge (e.g. EC 2012). 

However, this may be lost on students who feel unfamiliar with this type of working 

environment.  

Some comments highlighted the importance of trusting their colleagues to contribute equally:  

During the whole project, we learned how to cooperate with each other and how to 

manage our project well. It was challenging to work together and delegate tasks. We 

had to place lots of trust in each other. 

At times we found it difficult to get everyone to complete work to the same standard. 

 

Trust in the commitment and motivation of other team members can be an issue in group 

projects (Hussain et al. 2007). Combined with group work experience as previously explained, 
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building  trust between members may be a slower process than accounted for in prior group 

work literature and may require more guidance from the instructor.  

 

Engagement throughout the learning process 

Some comments highlighted the perceived challenges of completing the project over an eight-

week period:  

We lacked motivation as the work took a lot of time, it was more time consuming than 

traditional courses. 

For the class we always needed to be prepared and ready, as we were required to work 

on our project every week. 

I found the material interesting, although it was a lot of work to complete the value 

creation project.   

 

Undertaking an experience-based project over many weeks requires students to be familiar with 

the process and be motivated. It has been argued that entrepreneurship courses need to be linked 

to real-life practice and appear to be useful (Arvanites et al. 2006), and that authentic 

experiences  encourage deep learning, increased motivation and engagement, and can improve 

learning outcomes (Macht and Ball 2016). However, when students are acclimated to studying 

material ahead of class and feeling prepared, it may be unsettling to enter a classroom each day 

unsure of the class’s trajectory and unable to prepare thereto. The students felt the work 

required more time, although less time outside of the classroom was required for individual 

study. The newness of the process provided some hurdles to the project being implemented in 

a manner that students could feel confident about each week.  

 

Linkage of Taught Content to Practical Activities 

At times, students struggled to apply the taught theory when developing their projects. They 

needed to understand and scale the taught principles to their project.  The goal was to enable 

students to use the underlying principles and adapt them in the classroom, such that they would 

be able to use them in the future in different settings. Students identified this process as 

challenging:  

It was a challenge to apply some of the teaching to the steps and activities in our project. 

The teaching and theory we learnt didn’t always straight away help us with the 

practical stages and activities; it was a challenge to sometimes apply the first part of 

the session. 
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However, once the students understood that they could develop their own ideas and strategies, 

they were able to try ideas out, reflect, and move forward. 

It was interesting to see how some of the theory and textbook material actually played 

out in our projects, as it was not always expected. 

It was challenging to understand how to apply some of the lecture concepts, but once 

this was explained it brought the subject to life. 

Understanding how the textbook material related to our project was not always easier, 

but after explanation from the professor it was clear. 

 

This data implies that applying taught knowledge to a project may seem like a challenge 

initially, but that students who have been educated in the Chinese system are able to apply 

knowledge to their work without needing extra structure or guidance. While many aspects of 

the learning through experience process were identified in the reflections as unfamiliar, 

applying taught knowledge was something in which the students appeared to take pride.  

 

The Reflective Process of Learning in Constructivist Education 

This theme can be subdivided into peer questioning and constructive criticism, and learning 

through reflection.  

 

Peer Questioning and Constructive Criticism 

The importance of peer questioning and constructive criticism at all stages of the constructivist 

experiential learning process is critical to learning and the project’s successful delivery. While 

constructive criticism and questioning one another can help stimulate reflection, Hussain et al. 

(2007) noted the cultural inappropriateness of challenging the tutor and peers, which can hinder 

this process. The data reflected this in a Chinese setting:  

We had many assumptions about our project and how others would use it, however, 

this was not the case when we spoke to others. We had to learn to critique ourselves 

and question ourselves. 

Reviewing the changes that we needed to make was challenging, and involved lots of 

reflection and the willingness to be open to change and listen to criticism. 

As the leader of the group, it took some time to get the other group members to express 

their opinions, which was really important to guarantee the good cooperation and high 

quality of the project. 
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The data shows that the students were initially perplexed by the need to critically consider their 

and their peers’ ideas and provide feedback. That this was a necessary part of their group 

project was initially unfamiliar, but was ultimately received well by the students. .  

 

Learning through Reflection  

The data showed that students were impacted by the reflection process, both at an individual 

level and group level: 

The reflective assignment was difficult; it required going back to the decisions made at 

each stage.  

The reflection after each session was originally challenging, but it become easier each 

week and help developed my understanding of the enterprising decisions made. 

 

These comments highlight that reflection is a learned process and requires time and planning. 

Students’ unfamiliarity with the process was overcome by practice of the process each week. 

This lends credence to the need for scaffolding when introducing a new approach to a student 

cohort that is unfamiliar with experiential learning. Reflection is essential to promote learning 

and higher order thinking skills and facilitate structured learning through experience and has 

frequently received less attention in entrepreneurship education than the actual doing, which 

hinders the extraction of learning and knowledge from experiences in entrepreneurship 

education (Hägg and Kurczewska 2016). 

 

The data showed that students felt their learning was not what they thought they would learn:  

I don’t think I learnt as much as other courses, but I learnt a lot about myself and 

colleagues. 

When we planned our project things did not turn out the way we expected. This was a 

challenge but I learnt a lot.  

For a large part of the class, I didn’t feel like I was learning very much, as the professor 

was not teaching very much. But I learnt more about the stages of value creation and 

how I could approach them. 

 

Students also reflected on how they adapted within the learning environment:  
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We covered less material in each session, and spent longer working on groups doing 

practical activities, this took time to get used to and we needed to motivate each other 

to not fall behind. 

The nature of the classes were busy, as we did not have long to sit and listen to the 

teacher before we had to work in our teams. 

We started off too ambitiously and had to adjust and revise our plans to make them 

realistic. We were not sure what we could really achieve to start with. 

 

These experiences provided different learning experiences to a traditional transmission 

approach. The knowledge created through the process did not always align with students’ 

expectations, but ultimately, they expressed satisfaction with their learning. Comments 

suggested that students learned more practical skills, practical knowledge and adaptation 

awareness.  

The data indicate that the constructivist experiential approach in a Chinese setting can be 

unfamiliar and uncomfortable, but can deliver the learning outcomes intended, with some 

adjustments made for the Chinese context.  

 

Discussion 

Tan (2015) argues that Chinese culture and tradition influences classroom culture which can 

impact the embedding of educational reforms and the introduction of a more progressive 

pedagogy. This can reduce the benefits to students of such progressive pedagogy. This research 

investigated the challenges and experiences of a cohort of Chinese students undertaking a 

constructivist-based entrepreneurship course at a Chinese university. The findings of the 

research will now be considered under the four main themes developed from the analysis. 

The lack of familiarity with the constructivist experiential learning process highlighted the need 

for a clear understanding of the operation and benefits of the process and the need for adequate 

scaffolding to support students through the process. The traditional classroom culture and 

routines suggested that students might rather remain with a passive, didactic approach than to 

become co-creators in the learning situation.  This was evident in this research. Some students 

wanted a greater text book focus, more didactic transmission, and were unused to applying new 

knowledge into practice. More guidance and structure may be needed to familiarize students 

with a constructivist experiential learning environment when implementing this instruction in 

China. Additionally, some explanation of the benefits of the learning style may need to be 
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reinforced throughout the term. Neergaard and Christensen (2017) recommend scaffolding and 

the introduction of new rituals or routines to help embed the new process and aid the transition 

to this type of learning.   

The groups encountered various issues with group work, one being that previous group work 

meant that students often worked individually on parts of a presentation and came together 

only to present. Difficulties in group interaction dynamics (including decision making) were 

also reported, which may reflect previous classroom culture and the didactic transmission 

education experiences that are often strictly controlled (Xie 2010), limit discussion, and 

discourage students to speak out, question, and think critically (Chan 1999; Wu 2015). Xiao et 

al. (2016) highlighted the importance of creating a more decentralised and interactive 

environment that encourages students’ questions and discussion and allows doubt and 

disagreements within the learning process. The constructivist process requires questioning, 

constructive criticism and feedback, which should be actively encouraged, as students may find 

this difficult, resulting in delays and inactivity. Understanding the group-work process may 

require practice with extra activities that have no bearing on the final project in order to make 

students more comfortable with the process ahead of its use for an assessed assignment. 

Some students reported leaving too much work until the end of the process and having to rush 

to complete the project. Heng (2018) concluded that Chinese students struggling with balancing 

their time in a Western educational context may become more efficient by organizing their 

deadlines and developing techniques to improve efficiency. Working with students to plan their 

time better might get them started sooner and improve their efficiency.  

Finally, some students highlighted the importance of trust, all members working to the same 

standard, and the equal participation of all group members. This can be affected by group size 

with research suggesting that an ideal group size is around three or four members (Davies 

2009), allowing for greater accountability and adequate division of labour.  

Some students had difficulty understanding the linkage between the taught theory and its 

practical application in the project. A dominant educational theme in Chinese classroom culture 

is the transmission and mastery of objectivist knowledge and a greater reliance on assessments 

of lecture and book-based knowledge with less application of learned materials (Ma 2010). The 

educator should ensure that the process is constructively aligned to enable students to construct 

their own knowledge through appropriate learning activities within an environment that 

supports students in reaching the desired learning outcomes (Biggs 1996). Providing authentic 

experiences that are perceived as valuable and real can support students to understand the link 

between the classroom and application in industry, this has also been found as a way to 
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motivate the engagement of students (Macht and Ball 2016). Instructors can play a significant 

role in the process by encouraging learners to think deeply and leading them through the 

questioning process. This can assist students to make the links between taught content (abstract 

concepts) and application.  

Comments about reflection highlighted that reflection is a learned process and requires time 

and planning. Students’ unfamiliarity with the process was overcome by practice of the process 

each week. This highlights the need for adequate reflection time to be planned into the course 

for reflection, providing the means to turn the experiences into learning and ensure its quality 

(Hägg and Kurczewska 2016). The data reflected unease in the students to critically consider 

their and their peers’ ideas and provide feedback. Yin (2018) highlighted the importance of 

reducing students’ anxiety, failure avoidance, and uncertainty control to support student 

engagement in the Chinese classroom. This can be supported through highlighting that failure 

is an opportunity to learn (van Egmond, Kühnen, and Li 2013), particularly within 

entrepreneurship, and that reflection is an important part of the assessment. This is essential to 

the reflective stages of learning through experience and may need to be encouraged and 

introduced gradually until students realise the advantages it brings to both individuals and the 

group. Limiting the critical approach, and restricting it to only peers within the group, may help 

to ease students into the process. This highlights the need for scaffolding when introducing a 

constructivist approach to a student cohort that is unfamiliar with the reflective process.  

However, despite initial discomfort, when students overcame these feelings, they felt 

accomplishment, particularly when applying the taught material to the lessons, questioning 

peers, and learning to adapt. Discomfort remained with the experience-led nature of the 

learning as opposed to lecture-led, text-based learning. This may be a reflection of the 

traditional dominant didactic transmission education that discourages student engagement and 

which may result in a passive approach to learning.  

 

Conclusion 

A constructivist learning through experience approach to entrepreneurship education offers a 

valuable pedagogic approach to meet the educational aims of the Chinese government. 

However, it has been argued that Chinese culture and tradition influences classroom culture 

and that can impact the embedding of educational reforms and the introduction of a more 

progressive pedagogy (Tan 2015). This research meets calls for research into the challenges 

that students face in Chinese constructivist entrepreneurship education in the Chinese HE 
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environment (Bell and Liu 2019). The use of a meaningful constructively aligned value-

creation project that required delivery provided a focus, through which, the challenges and 

experiences of a cohort of Chinese students could be investigated and considered, leading  to 

recommendations that will facilitate the embedding of such approaches. The research identified 

four key themes within the data collected from written reflection and individual interviews: a 

lack of familiarity with the constructivist based experiential learning process; group work and 

group dynamics; the linkage of taught content to practical activities; and the reflective process 

of learning in constructivist education. 

Challenges stemmed largely from a lack of experience of constructivist approaches and from 

the established traditional classroom culture based on the didactic transmission of objectivist 

knowledge which often resulted in a strictly controlled environment, limited discussion, and 

discouraged students from speaking out, questioning, and thinking critically. 

A range of measures have been highlighted and discussed. These included a reinforcement of 

the process and the benefits, more guidance (scaffolding) and greater structure in the process 

e.g. a time schedule, a practice run without assessment to allow students to become acclimated 

to the process, a reduced conflict environment to encourage active participation by all members 

and a strong focus on reflection (which students found challenging). In addition, smaller group 

sizes should encourage participation and a fair division of labour. Group work provided a 

number of challenges to students due partly to a lack of experience in taking part and engaging 

in the process and group decision making which often resulted in delays and inactivity. 

However, over time, with scaffolding and the development and embedding of new rituals, 

students can become more comfortable with the process enabling them to participate and 

contribute more freely. 

Despite comments that suggested that some students found the project work time consuming 

and at times difficult, comments also reflected enjoyment of the project overall and, 

importantly, students learnt about themselves and what they could achieve. They also learnt 

valuable lessons about time management, critical thinking, constructive criticism, decision 

making, cooperation, trust and importantly, about reflection. 

Perhaps inevitably there were some comments suggesting that students might prefer a more 

didactic transmission learning approach. Scaffolding and the introduction new routines (rituals) 

have been recommended to aid the embedding of new processes and to help students make the 

transition to this type of learning. 

This research highlights the importance of educators being mindful of the challenges that 

students may face when confronted with a new approach to learning. This is particularly 
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relevant as education is increasingly an international product, with students from many 

countries studying together, and with educators embedding in foreign countries on guest 

teaching bases. Differences in culture and pedagogic approaches, particularly one that 

represents a clash between traditional and progressive pedagogy, require an understanding of 

the different pedagogies and classroom cultures, the challenges that students may face, and the 

measures and adaptations that may be required to deliver successful outcomes. 

Although this research was undertaken at one leading Chinese university, it is likely that these 

findings will be of value to other HEI’s and other tertiary institutions adopting this approach 

because of the nationwide state-controlled education system both in the past and more recently 

since the Curriculum Reform for Basic Education (MOE 2001). Further research into other 

HEI’s and tertiary institutions can confirm this. Similarly, studies in other countries with a 

traditional didactic teaching background will help to establish if the challenges faced in this 

study are observed more widely or are more unique to the Chinese context. Future research can 

explore how value creation education impacts different groups of students and how 

constructivist entrepreneurship education can be tailored for the Chinese context.   
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