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1. Introduction  

I have been teaching for more than 10 years, first at two universities in China and later at the University of 

Tromsø, Norway. From years of teaching experiences, I feel, similar to what is mentioned by Biggs 

(1999), today’s students seem not to be coping, motivated and engaged themselves in lectures than the 

days when only highly selected students could become university students. Many students have not strong 

curiosity to learn and are passive in the classroom. However, only when students are motivated to learn 

can they approach the learning outcomes of a course. Therefore, how to enhance students’ motivation and 

engagement become crucial in teaching process 

I am responsible for two courses in the master level at School of Business and Economics (HHT). They 

are Entrepreneurial Financial Management in the spring semester and Applied Price Analysis in the 

autumn semester. In the following sections, the problems of lack of motivation and engagement in these 

two courses are stated, and then the tools that I have used and the thoughts to be implemented to improve 

the problems in the future are discussed; it ends up with a conclusion. In this teaching philosophy, I refer 

to theories relevant to the active learning.  

 

2. Early problem of lack of motivation and engagement in the courses 

I began to teach Applied Price Analysis to master students in economics program in autumn 2009 and 

Entrepreneurial Financial Management to master students in Business Creation and Entrepreneurship 

program in this semester (spring 2016).  In both courses, there were 10-20 students, both from inside and 

outside of Norway. I found similar problems at the beginning of these two courses. In general, students 

had low motivation to work hard. Students were absent from lectures now and then. Since knowledge and 

skills required in the outcome of the courses are either from different disciplines or advanced, we did not 

exactly follow one or two textbooks. Therefore, it was difficult for students to learn by themselves after 

lectures. Some of students had to drop the courses when they found it difficult to follow.  

The reasons for these problems were both from student’s side and my side. First, students in general were 

weak in earlier knowledge, and were not good at working with numbers and therefore felt the courses 

difficult. Second, students from different countries had various levels although they had bachelors in the 

same subject. Third, for the Norwegian students, some of them were not studying in the subject of their 
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first choice. Fourth, almost every student had a part-time job or sometimes even full-time job and felt 

stress with time.  

As a teacher, facing the students’ problems, I did not adjust teaching quickly and actively. At the very 

beginning, I followed “teacher-centred” approaches and used the old paradigm of focusing on teaching.  I 

chose the traditional lecture method with only PPT, which I thought was easy and good, ignoring the 

alternative teaching methods. I had thought it was students own business if they had low motivation to 

learn. I had in a long time thought courses in mathematics and technology did not need “active-learning”. 

Although my courses are one in economics and the other in business creation and entrepreneurship, 

students work quite a lot with numbers and have little room to give different answers or approaches that 

some other social science subjects might have.  

Facing these problems, recently I have adjusted my teaching with the focus on student’s motivation and 

engagement.  I have changed from “teacher-centered” approach to “student-centered” approach. Instead of 

PPT and computer lab, I have been trying different active-learning techniques and making efforts to 

motivate students and enhance their engagement in the courses. I hope by doing this, students can finally 

approach the learning outcomes of the courses.  

 

3. Active-learning techniques to enhance students’ motivation and engagement 

According to the definition given by Dolan and Collins (2015), “active learning is when the instructor 

stops talking and students make progress toward a learning objective by actively doing something”. 

Researchers give a clear conclusion that active-learning activities improve student performance in science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics subjects (American National Research Council 2000; Singer 

and Smith 2013) and are less likely to fail or withdraw (Prince 2004; Freeman et al. 2014). Obviously, 

students must remember some facts even in active-learning course. However, students have more 

motivation to memorize when they understand why facts are important or how they can connect 

knowledge of every facts to group project. In that case, active learning is effective. I have implemented 

some of the following active teaching techniques discussed by Dolan and Collins (2015) in my teaching to 

enhance the students’ motivation and engagement in the courses 

 

3.1 Problem-based learning 

According to the definition given by Barrows (2000) and Torp and Sage (2002), problem-based learning 

(PBL) is focused, experiential learning organized around the investigation, explanation, and resolution of 

meaningful problems. Hmelo-Silver, Duncan & Chinn (2006) stated in PBL, student learn content as wells 

as discipline-specific reasoning skills and practices by collaboratively engaging in solving of problems. 

Instruction is still necessary to guide students, but problem-based teaching can motivate students to self-

directed learning through collaboratively solving problems. This can foster deep learning and significant 

gains in student achievement of learning outcomes.  
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In the Entrepreneurial Financial Management given in this semester, there are many fragmented learning 

outcomes and therefore it consists many relative small problems to be solved. What I have done is that 

first, I gave a short lecture on theories in each section, e.g., company to pay for the value-added tax 

(VAT), then guided students to finish an in-class exercise. Following in-class exercise, I gave another 

similar exercise and asked students to solve problems as a homework. Since exercises were real business 

cases, students felt interested as they can transfer classroom learning to the real world. Students 

understood facts in each section better by working with exercises.  Moreover, through exercises, students 

understood what the exact outcomes were in each section and how the learning outcomes can be useful in 

the business sector better. Thus, they were more motivated.   

Different from Entrepreneurial Financial Management, Applied Price Analysis is a little bit “academic”. 

Students had to learn advanced theories and estimate two econometric models. I think problem-based 

teaching was working particularly well for this course. The exam was problem-based take-home 

assignment. Students were free to choose whatever topics they liked but had to use the theories and 

models covered in lectures. Lectures are boring if students just sit in classroom and passively absorb or 

remember theories and techniques. However, when students knew all these theories and techniques in 

lectures were directly relevant to their assignments, they began to be active and engaged by coming up 

with questions and discussions. Some students got research tasks from companies such as Marine Harvest 

and the Norwegian Seafood Council and felt what they had done in the course were link to their possible 

carrier in the future. The required assignments were close to journal papers, students had to use theories, 

collect data, estimate model and discuss the estimated results and implication of these results.  

Besides mastering theories and econometric modeling, which were the main expected outcomes of the 

course, students had developed analytical skills in the discipline, which were helpful for students to write 

master thesis later on.  Even some students thought outcomes they had achieved in the course had long-

term alignment in their carrier. For example, some students are using the theories, models and analytical 

skills learnt from this course in their working positions. Biggs (1987) mentioned “If they wished merely to 

display the symptoms of having learned, they would adopt a surface level approach. If students intended 

to extract maximum meaning by understanding what is signified by the words, they would adopt a deep 

level strategy”. Accordingly, I think the students in the course of Applied Price Analysis have adopted the 

deep learning approach in their learning process. 

Problem-based learning might be a useful way to enhance the students’ motivation and engagement. 

However, I think this approach is only efficacy when students can implement it by participating in 

different actives. In the flowing section, I will discuss the activities that I have organized in these two 

courses.  

 

3.2 Activities to expect student to talk, write and collaborate 
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Sfard (1998) gives a thorough discussion on participation metaphor and acquisition metaphor.  She 

discussed that under acquisition metaphor, students usually passively acquire something for individual 

enrichment of knowledge, while in participation metaphor, the learner is viewed as a person interested in 

participation in activities and learning a subject is a process of becoming a member of a certain 

community.  Problem-based learning discussed in section 3.1 is actually also one element in participation 

metaphor.  Acquisition metaphor was dominate in a traditional teaching method where teachers use ppt 

and talk mostly in whole lectures. Acquisition metaphor might work well when students are self-

motivated. Otherwise, I think participation metaphor might be helpful to stimulate students’ motivation.  

I have used different teaching methods including think-pair-share technique, presentation, and group 

project in the two courses to encourage students to talk, write and collaborate. “Think Pair Share involves 

posing a question to students, asking them to take a few minutes of thinking time and then turning to a 

nearly student to share their thoughts” (Lyman 1981).  Initially, I used these teaching methods to stimulate 

students’ extrinsic motivation since students were compelled to learn when they had to participant in an 

activity and share their thoughts with others. However, I found students’ intrinsic motivations were often 

stimulated at the same time when they found it was interesting to learn in a community and they gained 

confidence that they had capacity to learn well. I would exemplify the relevant actives organized in the 

two courses in the following paragraphs.        

In class exercises of Entrepreneurial Financial Management, I often asked students first to think 

independently about questions, then discuss with partner, and then share their ideas with the whole class. 

To encourage communication between the Norwegian students and international students, I asked students 

to change their partner now and then. For after-class exercises, sometimes I asked the student who has 

done an excellent job to present and discuss his or her results with the whole class.  In Applied Price 

Analysis, as I have mentioned, big assignments were running throughout the whole semester. I asked 

students to present their research questions, data collection and research design to the whole class and 

those sitting as audiences give comments.  

Group project was associated with problem-based learning. In Entrepreneurial Financial Management, 

when after-class exercise were difficult, students worked as a group to solve problems. Since there were 

many exercises, I asked students to work with different persons in different exercises. Naturally, students 

first would like to work with those with whom they felt comfortable. When they felt easier to build 

community, they would try participating in another group.  In Applied Price Analysis, students were asked 

to work in a group with three persons to finish the first assignment, and finish second assignment 

individually. After working in a group in the first assignment, they had learned how to get data and how to 

make a good research design.  

My experience of implementing these teaching approaches and techniques are helpful to enhance the 

students’ motivation and engagement. The result is quite significant in the Price Analysis Course. 

However we need more time to see the full result in the Entrepreneurial Financial Management course, 

since this master program has a problem in the coordination between the three courses in the same 
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semester. The students were too much occupied by one course and this made them difficult to engage in 

the other two courses. The institute will solve this problem in the next round.  

In the future, I am thinking to try the peer review (Nicol, Thomson and Breslin 2014), which is a 

reciprocal process whereby a group of students can grade or review exercises or assignments of another 

group, and receive feedback from peers on their own work.  Since they have to give feedback to each 

other, it stimulates more talk and collaborate between students.  In addition, I think I have to improve my 

teaching skills of making video and case design. I have to have more contacts with persons working in the 

business sector and make theories and case designs closely link to the real world.   

 

4. Conclusion   

Teaching methods can affect students’ engagement. Good teaching methods can change passive student to 

become more active and increase their motivation and engagement level. It is important to shift paradigm 

of focus on teaching to focus on learning. Different activities based on active learning theories should be 

organized to improve students’ participation. I hope the expected learning outcomes of the courses will be 

achieved when students are motivated and engaged in the courses. I will continue using these teaching 

methods that I have already tried and adjust them a little bit each time according to the students’ situations 

in the different semesters. I will also investigate and learn other teaching methods to see if they can be 

effectively implemented in the courses.  
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