
REGULAR ARTICLE

Emotional Engagement and Student Satisfaction: A Study
of Chinese College Students Based on a Nationally Representative
Sample

Yan Luo1 · Meng Xie2 · Zhixin Lian1

Received: 24 July 2018 / Accepted: 4 February 2019 / Published online: 19 February 2019

© De La Salle University 2019

Abstract This study aimed to examine Chinese college

students’ engagement and satisfaction with their university

learning experience. In particular, the study focused on

emotional engagement and how it was associated with

student satisfaction. Nationally representative data from the

2012 China College Student Survey (CCSS) which drew

from 55 higher education institutions (N = 67,182; 45.6%

female) indicated that Chinese students had high levels of

emotional engagement. Emotional engagement positively

predicted student satisfaction and also moderated the effect

of cognitive engagement on satisfaction. Educational

implications are discussed.

Keywords Student engagement · Student satisfaction ·

Emotional engagement · Moderator effect

Introduction

The Chinese hold a firm belief that learning is a process full

of pain and suffering. Almost every Chinese child has been

told the story of a famous scholar and statesman named Su

Qin (380–284 BC), who tied his hair to a house beam and

jabbed his side with an awl to stay awake while studying

past midnight. Pain and suffering are recognized as nec-

essary to attain success, and there is little regard for posi-

tive emotions or enjoyment that might accompany the

learning journey. After all, institutions of education are not

there to satisfy students, but to educate them.

In recent years, reformers of Chinese education have

advocated enjoyment of the learning process as an impor-

tant aspect of good learning. This reform is rooted in sci-

entific research highlighting the importance of affective

factors in cognition and learning (Ashby et al. 1999; Dai

and Sternberg 2004; Damasio 2003; Meyer and Turner

2002; Panksepp 2003). Despite the strength of the scientific

evidence, many Chinese educators and the general public

still harbor some doubt about the need for reforms that

emphasize the positive emotional aspects of learning. The

contrast of two conceptions, ‘bitter learning’ (苦学) and

‘enjoyable learning’ (乐学), somehow reflects the cultural

conflict between the more traditional Chinese culture and

modern Western influences.

Given the conflicting views on the role of positive

emotions in the learning process, this study aims to

empirically examine enjoyment of the learning process or

what education researchers termed as emotional engage-

ment in the Chinese university context. We explore the

state of Chinese college students’ emotional engagement

and investigate how it is associated with key learning

outcomes, specifically to student satisfaction. Moreover,

we examine the role of emotional engagement in poten-

tially amplifying the relationship between other forms of

engagement and student satisfaction.

This study moves the literature forward in several

important ways. Research on emotions is rather limited in

educational research in China. This study explores the

emotional engagement of Chinese college students which
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has been largely neglected in the Chinese context. It sheds

light on the interplay of students’ emotional engagement

and satisfaction, and enriches the understanding of the role

of emotions on the learning process and outcomes of

Chinese college students. This study is also methodologi-

cally rigorous. We used nationally representative data from

Chinese college students to examine how emotional

engagement, in particular, is related to student satisfaction.

Student Engagement

Student engagement has occupied an important place in the

higher education lexicon in recent decades (Carini et al.

2006; Kotze and Plessis 2003; Kuh 2006). In the literature,

there are two approaches to defining the concept (Coates

2006). One approach is based on Astin’s theory of student

involvement, depicting the amount of physical and psy-

chological energy that students devote to educational

experiences (Astin 1984, 1985, 1991). Following this

approach, student engagement is depicted as a ‘meta’

construct, consisting of three dimensions: behavioral (stu-

dents’ on-task time, effort, attention, and persistence),

cognitive (students’ use of sophisticated strategies of

learning, and active self-regulation), and emotional

engagement (students’ affective reactions in school,

including interest, enjoyment, boredom, sadness, and anx-

iety) (Fredricks et al. 2004; Jimerson et al. 2003). The other

approach is based on Kuh’s (2001) theory, which empha-

sizes the resources and efforts an institution puts into cre-

ating and maintaining a nurturing environment to promote

student involvement. Through combining these two

approaches, research in student engagement looks into

psychological properties of college students, quality and

effectiveness of institutions, and the interplay between

students and their institutions to explain the learning pro-

cess of college students and foster their academic learning

and success (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2001).

Previous research has presented substantial evidence

that student engagement is positively associated with stu-

dent satisfaction with their learning experience (Abra-

hamowicz 1988). Astin (1999) argued that students who

are intensely focused on their studies tend to isolate

themselves due to the time and effort that they are putting

into studies but at the same time academic performance

counteracts this isolation and these students enjoy consid-

erable satisfaction. This has been identified by studies that

strong linkages exist between students’ time, effort, and

interest in academic activities and improved performance

and satisfaction (Ertl and Wright 2008). In addition, it is

reported that students in institutions encouraging active

involvement in learning and teaching as well as campus life

tend to be more satisfied with their experience (Kuh et al.

1991). Student engagement promotes a sense of identity

and belonging and loyalty to the institution (Berger and

Milem 1999) which in turn provides a vibrant learning

environment and impact on student learning and thus sat-

isfaction with the overall experience.

The effects of student engagement on student satisfac-

tion are complex (Astin 1999). The aforementioned studies

have demonstrated that student engagement relates to stu-

dent satisfaction in a variety of ways. However, student

engagement is a multidimensional construct (Zhoc et al.

2018) and previous research has not differentiated the

correlations between the different aspects of student

engagement with student satisfaction. Besides, the bulk of

the research has mostly looked at cognitive and behavioral

engagement along with institutional traits. Research on the

impact of emotions or emotional engagement on student

satisfaction is rather limited, as scholars argued that ‘we

lack studies on positive emotions in education, and in

learning and achievement generally’ (Pekrun et al. 2002a,

p. 150). It is only much more recently that emotions and

emotional engagement are becoming more prominent in

educational research.

Emotions impact students’ learning process and out-

comes by changing cognitive recourses and strategies, and

behaviors (Pekrun et al. 2002b). Ashby et al. (1999)

reported that emotions influence the dopamine level and

memory of students. Meinhardt and Pekrun (2003) stated

that the use of different cognitive recourses is directed by

students’ emotions. Goetz et al. (2006) showed the con-

nections between positive emotions and students’ behav-

iors such as problem-solving and self-regulated learning.

Liljander and Bergenwall (2002) argued that emotions

rather than cognitive attributes better predict individual’s

behavior and behavioral intention. In addition, emotions

direct the overall level of student engagement, with posi-

tive emotions triggering engagement while buffering

against disengagement (King et al. 2015). Given the

growing attention to emotions in the learning process,

whether emotional engagement influences student satis-

faction and how it influences student satisfaction become

important questions to be answered.

The interest in student engagement appeared in China at

the turn of 21th century when Chinese higher education

embraced a developing stage of massification. In China,

cognitive engagement (e.g., effortful processing of infor-

mation) and behavioral engagement (e.g., working hard)

are more aligned with the classic notions of learning among

Chinese, and have attracted research attention (Guo et al.

2016; Zhang et al. 2015). Emotional engagement has

usually been under-appreciated in Chinese culture. There is

a lack of research on the emotions of Chinese college

students. Moreover, research on the impact of emotions or

emotional engagement on student satisfaction is rather

limited.
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Student Satisfaction

Student satisfaction has become an important theme in the

sector of higher education over the past two decades given

massification and neo-liberal trends towards marketization

(Garcı́a-Aracil 2009; Navarro et al. 2005). Living in a mass

higher education system where supply is sufficient or even

exceeds demand, institutions can no longer establish edu-

cation standards just by reference to internal or profes-

sionally determined norms. Instead, students’ perception of

education quality and experience, conceptualized as stu-

dent satisfaction, has emerged as a crucial outcome in the

higher education field (Giroux 2002; Navarro et al. 2005).

In China, student satisfaction has been selected by Ministry

of Education (MoE) as one of the five major benchmarks to

evaluate the quality and development of Chinese college

education since 2016.1

In the literature, student satisfaction is a short-term

attitude resulting from students’ evaluation of their per-

ceived learning experience at university and it is an

important type of college students’ perceived learning

outcomes (Elliot and Healy 2001). Previous studies have

focused on institutional factors to examine the impact that

university and college exert on student satisfaction. Insti-

tutional factors that facilitate student satisfaction include

(but are not limited to) teachers’ capability to transmit

innovative information, communicate with students, deli-

ver teaching content, and provide useful study materials

(Ledden et al. 2011; Pedro et al. 2018; Petruzzellis et al.

2006); and the image and prestige of the university (Ben-

nett and Ali-Choudhry 2009; Helgesen and Nesset 2007;

Weerasinghe and Dedunu 2017).

Aside from the aforementioned institutional factors,

Aldemir and Gülcan (2004) stated that students’ intraper-

sonal factors also play an important role on their satisfac-

tion. Gender, discipline, and academic achievement are the

factors reported to influence student satisfaction (Umbach

and Porter 2002; Appleton-Knapp and Krentler 2006;

Radloff and Coates 2010; Parahoo et al. 2013), with female

students, students registered in faculties that emphasize

research, and students with higher levels of academic

achievement tending to report higher levels of satisfaction.

However, student satisfaction has been mostly studied in

relation to institutional factors but not student intrapersonal

factors. Besides, the interactive relations between institu-

tional and individual traits along with their impact on

student satisfaction have not been explained.

This study aims to examine the impact of emotions on

student satisfaction and test whether emotional engagement

can amplify the effects of cognitive and behavioral

engagement on student satisfaction. This study is

methodologically rigorous. It is based on data from the

2012 China College Student Survey (CCSS) which gen-

erates a random sample of Chinese college students and by

far this is the only dataset with nationwide

representativeness.

To be specific, this study has the following key

objectives:

(1) Describe the engagement of Chinese college students.

(2) Examine how behavioral, cognitive, and emotional

engagement predicts student satisfaction of Chinese

college students.

(3) Examine the moderating effect of emotional engage-

ment between cognitive engagement and student

satisfaction, and between behavioral engagement

and student satisfaction.

Two hypotheses are proposed in accordance:

H1 Emotional engagement will positively predict student

satisfaction.

H2 Cognitive and behavioral engagement will positively

predict student satisfaction.

Methods

Participants

The sample was obtained from CCSS 2012, a survey

adapted from the National Survey of Student Engagement

(NSSE) developed in the United States for the context of

Chinese higher education (Luo et al. 2009). CCSS 2012

consists of Chinese college students from 55 sample higher

education institutions (N = 67,182; 45.6% female, 54.4%

male).

A two-stage stratified sampling strategy was used to

guarantee that the samples were representative of the

national populations of college students in China. First,

sample institutions were selected randomly in proportion

by type and geographic area of China. Second, given

numbers of samples (400–800) of individual students were

randomly selected from each grade in each sample insti-

tution. In the end, the survey generated 55 sample institu-

tions, including two C9 universities, eight ‘985 Project but

not C9’ universities, fifteen ‘211 Project but not ‘985

Project’ universities,2 and thirty local higher education

1 The other four benchmarks are social demand adaptation, college-

running conditions, fulfillment of education goals, and effectiveness

of quality assurance (MoE 2016).

2 The Chinese central government inaugurated ‘211 Project’ in 1995

which ascribed 116 universities to first tier of the national higher

education system. These universities are provincial flagship univer-

sities that promote both national and regional economic development.

‘985 Project’ was implemented in 1998 and 39 universities were
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institutions, with an average response rate of 79.7%. We

use sampling weights to adjust the oversampling of elite

universities.

Variables

Dependent Variable

This study takes student satisfaction as the dependent

variable, measured using a 7-point Likert scale (from

1=very bad to 7=very good), asking students to report how

they felt about their learning experience as a whole at the

universities they attended.

Independent Variables

This study adopted the three-dimensional construct of

student engagement suggested by Fredricks et al. (2004).

Behavioral Engagement Behavioral engagement was

measured using a 4-point Likert scale (a = 0.73) ranging

from 1=totally disagree to 4 = totally agree. Its seven items

asked students to report on the frequencies of their

behaviors related to course learning at university, including

concentrating on listening to lecturers in class, taking notes

with emphasis in class, thinking about and answering the

questions raised by lecturers, doing presentations in class,

working collaboratively with peer students on tasks given

by lecturers, going to the library or studying outside of

class, and discussing assignments or laboratory work with

peer students outside of class.

Cognitive Engagement Cognitive engagement was mea-

sured using a 4-point Likert scale (a = 0.71). Four items

were used to ask students to report on the frequencies of

using reflective and integrative learning strategies:

reflecting and evaluating on your own learning process,

challenging your own viewpoints, integrating the per-

spectives of courses with your own experiences and

knowledge, and integrating different sources of informa-

tion or viewpoints while writing essays or doing projects.

Emotional Engagement This study measured emotional

engagement using a 4-point Likert scale (a = 0.64). Two

items were used to ask students to report on whether they

liked to study and whether they felt enjoyment while

studying.

Covariates

We accounted for potential third variables by including

seven control measures in our models. At the student level,

we controlled for variables related to the individual’s

background, such as gender (male or female), household

(urban or rural), and only child status (yes or no). At the

institutional level, we controlled for the institutional status

variable (‘985 Project’, ‘211 Project but not 985 Project’,

and local universities) to determine the prestige and

resources of the university. We also controlled for inter-

active variables in terms of both individual and institutional

traits, such as the quality of social relationships (SR) at the

university, measured using a four-item scale (a = 0.801)

asking students to report on how well they dealt with their

peer students, faculty members, staff in charge of student

affairs, and administrators of the university based on a

7-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = not good and not
helpful at all to 7 = very good and very helpful); students’
interest in their majors, measured using a 4-point Likert

scale (ranging from 1 = not interested at all to 4 = very
interested) with students asked to report on whether they

felt interested in their majors; and students’ motivation,

measured using a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = very weak
to 7 = very strong) with students asked to report on how

well they were motivated to study during the semester.

Statistical Analysis

To examine how behavioral, cognitive, and emotional

engagement predicts Chinese college students’ satisfaction,

we conduct multivariate regression analysis. The multi-

variate regression equations take the form of

Satisfactioni ¼ c0 þ c1Genderi þ c2Householdi
þ caSingle child þ c4ðType of institutionÞi
þ c5ðBehavioral engagementÞi
þ c6ðCognitive engagementÞi
þ c7ðEmotional engagementÞi
þ c8ðSocial relationshipsÞi
þ c9ðInterest in majorÞi
þ c10Motivationi þ gi

:

To test the moderating effect of emotional engagement

on the relationship between students’ cognitive

engagement and satisfaction and between behavioral

engagement and student satisfaction, we adopt moderated

multiple regression technique recommended by Villa et al.

(2003).

Footnote 2 continued

selected from the list of ‘211 Project’ as national flagship universities

to pursue world-class status. In 2009, the C9 League was established

by 9 elite universities of ‘985 Project’ following the pattern of Ivy

League in the United States and the Russell Group in the UK. These

universities are committed to serving the national goal to compete in

global knowledge society.
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To test whether a variable Z moderates the relationship

between a predictor X and a criterion variable Y, we add an

interaction term, which is the product of the predictor X

and the moderator Z, into the main effects model. The

moderated multiple regression equation takes the form of

Y ¼ aþ b1X þ b2Z þ b3XZ þ �:

If the interaction term (b3) is significant, the moderating

effects of Z are indicated.

Results

Student Satisfaction of Chinese College Students

Data from 2012 CCSS indicated that 56.67% of Chinese

college students felt satisfied with their total learning

experience at university, with students of prestigious uni-

versities (‘985 Project’) reporting slightly higher satisfac-

tion (66.39%) and those at ‘211 Project’ and local

universities reporting lower-than-average satisfaction

levels (56.64% and 53.61%, respectively). Female college

students (59.87%) were more satisfied with their learning

experience at university than male college students

(53.98%). College students who came from rural areas

(55.1%) were not as satisfied as their peer groups who

came from urban areas (58.04%) (Fig. 1).

Student Engagement of Chinese College Students

69.49% of Chinese college students reported they felt

emotionally engaged while they studied. Female college

students (73.99%) and students from rural areas (72.24%)

reported higher levels of emotional engagement during

studying than male students (65.73%) and urban students

(66.95%), and students from prestigious universities (‘985

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Total

local
211
985

Rural
Urban

Male
Female

Fig. 1 Student satisfaction reported by Chinese College Students

(CCSS 2012)

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Total

local
211
985

Rural
Urban

Male
Female

Fig. 2 Emotional engagement reported by Chinese College Students

51.29 

51.42 

64.14 

53.31 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Behavior engagement

Cogni�ve engagement

Emo�onal engagement

Student engagement

Fig. 3 Levels of student engagement reported by Chinese College

Students

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Mean SD

1. Student satisfaction – 61.09 21.38

2. Social relationships 0.48** – 65.03 20.49

3. Interest in major 0.32** 0.22** – 62.89 26.75

4. Motivation 0.36** 0.35** 0.27** – 60.59 23.02

5. Behavioral engagement 0.29** 0.31** 0.30** 0.42** – 51.29 15.80

6. Cognitive engagement 0.22** 0.22** 0.25** 0.33** 0.55** – 51.42 17.89

7. Emotional engagement 0.23** 0.21** 0.26** 0.33** 0.38** 0.41** – 64.14 22.72

8. Student engagement 0.32** 0.32** 0.34** 0.46** 0.90** 0.81** 0.63** 53.31 14.29

**p\ 0.01
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Project’) reported higher levels of emotional engagement

during studying (71.35%) than students from ‘211 Project’

universities (69.69%) and local universities (68.79%)

(Fig. 2).

By comparison, Chinese college students reported lower

levels of behavioral and cognitive engagement, with an

average score around 12 points lower. It seems Chinese

college students have higher levels of emotional rather than

cognitive and behavioral engagement (Fig. 3).

Behavioral, Cognitive, and Emotional Engagement
Predict Student Satisfaction of Chinese College
Students

The unstandardized means, standard deviations, and inter-

correlations of the main variables are reported in Table 1.

The correlations are in the expected direction. As Table 1

shows, there is a statistically significant positive relation-

ship between students’ satisfaction with their total experi-

ence at university based on their behavioral engagement

(r = 0.29), cognitive engagement (r = 0.22), emotional

engagement (r = 0.23), social relationship (r = 0.48), stu-

dents’ interests in their majors (r = 0.32), learning moti-

vation (r = 0.36), and overall engagement (r = 0.32). This

shows that students who are more motivated, are more

interested in their majors, have higher levels of behavioral,

cognitive, and emotional engagement, and have better

social relationships at university tend to be more satisfied

with their overall experience at university, with social

relationships being the most influential factor.

To examine whether behavioral, cognitive, and emo-

tional engagement predict Chinese college students’ satis-

faction, we constructed a regression model with student

satisfaction as the outcome variable and with gender,

Table 2 Regression analysis with student satisfaction as the dependent variable

b SE t F R2

Gender 0.03 0.01 3.73*** 2958.72*** 0.32

Household 0.02 0.01 3.16*

Only child status – 0.02 0.01 – 1.92

Type of institution – 0.12 0.00 – 28.66***

Social relationship 0.04 0.00 9.61***

Interest in major 0.01 0.00 3.24***

Motivation 0.04 0.00 9.74***

Behavioral engagement 0.36 0.00 101.25***

Cognitive engagement 0.17 0.00 48.96***

Emotional engagement 0.15 0.00 38.79***

***p\ 0.001; ** p\ 0.01; * p\ 0.05

Table 3 Moderation analysis with student satisfaction as the dependent variable

b SE t F R2

Gender 0.02 0.01 3.62*** 2468.86*** 0.32

Household 0.02 0.01 3.17**

Only child status – 0.02 0.01 – 2.02*

Type of institution – 0.12 0.00 – 28.65***

Social relationship 0.04 0.00 9.75***

Interest in major 0.02 0.00 3.75***

Motivation 0.04 0.00 9.09***

Behavioral engagement 0.36 0.00 101.21***

Cognitive engagement 0.17 0.00 48.88***

Emotional engagement 0.15 0.00 38.64***

Emotional en. 9 cognitive en. – 0.01 0.00 – 3.60***

Emotional en. 9 behavioral en. – 0.00 0.00 – 0.92

***p\ 0.001; **p\ 0.01; *p\ 0.05
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household, only child status, type of institution, social

relationships, interest in major, motivation, behavioral

engagement, cognitive engagement, and emotional

engagement as predictors. As Table 2 shows, all of the

variables effectively predict the level of student satisfac-

tion, except for only child status. Specifically, students who

are female (b = 0.03, t = 3.73, p\ 0.001); are from urban

households (b = 0.02, t = 3.16, p\ 0.01); attend higher-

status institutions (b = 0.12, t = 28.66, p\ 0.001); have

better social relationships at university (b = 0.04, t = 9.61,

p\0.001); are more motivated to learn (b = 0.04, t = 9.74,

p\0.001); are more interested in their majors (b = 0.01, t =
3.24, p \ 0.001); and have higher levels of behavioral

engagement (b = 0.36, t = 101.25, p\ 0.001), cognitive

engagement (b = 0.17, t = 48.96, p\0.001), and emotional

engagement (b = 0.15, t = 38.79, p\ 0.001) in learning

tend to be more satisfied with their overall experience at

university.

The Moderating Effect of Emotional Engagement

We test the moderating effect of emotional engagement

between behavioral and cognitive engagement with student

satisfaction. We constructed a regression model with

emotional engagement interacting with behavioral

engagement and cognitive engagement after centering the

variables. As Table 3 shows, all of the variables effectively

predict the level of student satisfaction, and emotional

engagement moderates the association between cognitive

engagement and student satisfaction (b = – 0.01, t = – 3.60,

p\ 0.001), while such a moderating effect does not exist

between behavioral engagement and student satisfaction.

As indicated in Fig. 4, for students with low cognitive

engagement, positive emotional engagement amplified

their satisfaction with the overall experience at university;

for students with high cognitive engagement, negative

emotional engagement weakened their school satisfaction;

and when students’ level of cognitive engagement increa-

ses to a certain degree, the influence of emotional

engagement on their satisfaction tends to disappear. Emo-

tional engagement plays a moderating role in the rela-

tionship between cognitive engagement and student

satisfaction.

Conclusion, Educational Implications,
and Limitations

Based on data from a cross-national survey following the

strategy of stratified sampling, we consider Chinese college

students’ emotional engagement in this study. In contrast

with the stereotypical impression that Chinese students are

passive learners, our study finds that Chinese college stu-

dents are a group of positive learners who enjoy studying;

on average, 69.49% of the students reported feeling emo-

tionally engaged while studying. Nevertheless, only

slightly over half of the students (56.67%) felt satisfied

with their overall learning experience at university, with

31.30% feeling rather satisfied, 18.14% feeling satisfied,

and 7.23% feeling very satisfied.

China has one of the highest urban–rural income ratios

in the world, and the learning process and outcomes of

college students are influenced by various socioeconomic

factors that are embedded in their own backgrounds (Sic-

ular et al. 2007). Interestingly, students from disadvantaged

social groups (female, rural background) reported higher

levels of emotional engagement. Simultaneously, students

from prestigious universities reported higher levels of

emotional engagement. A similar trend existed for student

satisfaction, except that rural students felt less satisfied

with their overall learning experience at university than

their urban parallels. This could be partially attributed to

the cultural alienation that rural college students experience

when they migrate to the universities that are rooted in an

urban culture, sometimes even a cosmopolitan one,

although such migration is desirable. (Huang and Zhang

2008).

We also examine how behavioral, cognitive, and emo-

tional engagement predict student satisfaction of Chinese

college students. All three aspects of student engagement

predict the level of student satisfaction at a level of sta-

tistical significance. Furthermore, this study empirically

tests the moderator effect of emotional engagement on the

relationship between behavioral and cognitive engagement

and student satisfaction. We find that the moderating effect

of emotional engagement on the relationship between

cognitive engagement and student satisfaction exists, while

our hypothesis on the moderating effect on the relationship

between behavioral engagement and student satisfaction is

rejected. That is to say, for students with low cognitive

engagement, positive emotional engagement can improve

their satisfaction with their overall experience at university;

-0.08

-0.06

-0.04

-0.02

0

0.02

0.04

0.06

-1.4 -0.7 0 0.7 1.4

S.
_S

a�
sf

ac
�o

n

Low C._Engagement High C._Engagement

Low E._Engagement

High E._Engagement

Fig. 4 Interaction of cognitive and emotional engagement for student

satisfaction
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for students with high cognitive engagement, low emo-

tional engagement can reduce their school satisfaction.

This finding has important implications for the manage-

ment and policies of higher education in China.

This study helps to establish legitimacy for adopting the

conception of ‘enjoyable learning’ in Chinese higher edu-

cation. It shows that when students emotionally engage in

more study behavior at university, they tend to be more

satisfied with their learning experiences, which may indi-

cate a turn in educational value and culture in China.

Cortazzi (1990) stated that there were basically two con-

ceptions of teaching and learning. One is hierarchical,

positioning the teacher as all-knowing and his or her

knowledge as something that is transmitted directly to

learners. The other is more egalitarian, considering learners

as individuals who creatively build up knowledge through

activity, participation, and independent thinking. The first

conception has often been associated with the stress Chi-

nese or Asian culture places on ‘continuity, stability, and

group identity’ (Cortazzi 1990, p. 58), while the second is

linked to Western cultures that emphasize individual

development, innovation, and an egalitarian ambiance. As

the Chinese education system becomes more democratic,

the educators and administrators at higher education insti-

tutions begin demanding more positive engagement for

students. As reformers have subjected Chinese higher

education to marketization and massification, student

power has risen in the form of customer power. The

empowerment of Chinese college students helps to free

them from authoritarian relationships with faculty mem-

bers and universities per se. How to promote students’

positive emotions during their studies at university has

become an important issue on the agenda of reformers.

A key implication that can be drawn from this study is

that if we take student satisfaction as one form of educa-

tional success for both institutions and individual students,

promoting students’ emotional engagement is a way to

achieve that success. This again reminds educators of the

critical role of learners’ emotions in promoting instruction.

The present study has certain limitations. First, self-re-

ports are the sole source of data and information. Although

self-reports provide important insights into how students

perceive and interpret situations (Op’t Eynde and Turner

2006), they present two main risks: (a) socially desirable

responses and (b) lack of insight into their own thoughts,

emotions, behaviors, and other psychological states (Else-

Quest et al. 2008). Second, student satisfaction is the only

indicator related to college students’ perceived learning

outcome in this study. We plan to further explore the role

of emotional engagement on other crucial indicators of

learning outcomes such as academic achievement.

Appendix

See Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4 How Chinese College students evaluate their learning experience at university

Categories 1

Very bad

2 3 4 5 6 7

Very good

N Percentage N Percentage N Percentage N Percentage N Percentage N Percentage N Percentage

1 Male 786 2.18 1556 4.31 4281 11.86 9991 27.67 10,818 29.97 6070 16.81 2600 7.20

Female 299 0.99 857 2.83 2752 9.08 8258 27.24 9971 32.89 5976 19.71 2204 7.27

2 Rural 554 1.72 1208 3.75 3523 10.95 9033 28.07 10,126 31.47 5766 17.92 1971 6.12

Urban 501 1.50 1166 3.49 3394 10.17 8942 26.79 10,456 31.33 6151 18.43 2763 8.28

3 985 Project

U

141 1.22 323 2.80 942 8.15 2477 21.44 3653 31.62 2744 23.75 1272 11.01

211 Project

U

336 1.83 699 3.81 1,947 10.60 4982 27.13 5756 31.34 3321 18.08 1325 7.21

Local U 608 1.67 1391 3.81 4144 11.35 10,790 29.56 11,380 31.18 5981 16.39 2207 6.05

Total 1085 1.63 2413 3.63 7033 10.59 18,249 27.48 20,789 31.30 12,046 18.14 4804 7.23
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