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BEYOND THE THEORY: NAVIGATING STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN
PERCEIVED AS DRY SUBJECTS

Bee-Hoong Tay, Masitah Omar, Norhasniza Mohd Hasan Abdullah

Business and Management degree is one of the most practical and resourceful university
degrees. It equips students with knowledge on how organizations operate and how to make
sound decisions in real-world situations. Due to the fact that almost every industry requires
business professionals, this degree, therefore, can lead to careers in marketing, finance,
human resources, banking, entrepreneurship, and many other fields. In this degree, students
develop transferable skills that are highly valued by employers, such as decision-making,
communication, problem-solving, financial literacy, strategic thinking, and leadership. The
program provides students with knowledge on how to manage finances, market products,
manage employees, and plan for growth, preparing them to become entrepreneurs or effective
managers.

Within this degree program, subjects such as economics and finance form the foundation, as
they are grounded in theories and principles that build an understanding of how the business
and economic world functions. However, teaching theory-based subjects is not always an easy
task because students often perceive theoretical content as dry, boring and unengaging. This
perception makes it difficult to engage them and may hinder their understanding of the subject
matter. As a result, they often achieve unsatisfactory results or, in the worst cases, fail these
subjects. This situation presents significant challenges for educators teaching theory-heavy
courses.

On one hand, educators face pressure to complete the syllabus within a limited time frame
while ensuring that students achieve satisfactory academic outcomes. On the other hand, they
must constantly seek innovative teaching strategies to transform abstract theories into
meaningful and relatable knowledge. Balancing curriculum demands, assessment
requirements, and diverse learning styles can be particularly challenging. Therefore, there is
a need to examine this issue more closely to provide insights to these situations. The purpose
of this article is to reflect on classroom experiences, identify behavioral patterns, and explore
teaching approaches that enhance student engagement.

Students, as human beings, possess both positive and negative traits. Some are motivated to
attend classes, arrive on time, and come prepared to learn and participate in lectures. In
contrast, others display very different behavior. They arrive late with various excuses and often
come to class unprepared. As a result, student engagement in class can be inconsistent.
Frequent lateness and lack of preparation ultimately affect their ability to follow instructions
and participate actively. When students skip homework or submit incomplete assignments,
their understanding of ongoing topics and discussions becomes limited. Consequently, during
discussions, they tend to be less responsive and contribute minimally when prompted. They
may also appear confused or disengaged after lectures, suggesting that key concepts have
not been fully understood. This raises an important question: how can students be expected
to pass assessments and perform well in final examinations if they maintain such attitudes?

Several factors may contribute to students’ current levels of engagement. The subject may be
perceived as difficult, abstract, or irrelevant to their interests, which can reduce their motivation
to prepare and participate actively. A lack of intrinsic motivation or confidence in understanding
key concepts may also hinder classroom involvement. Additionally, changes in learning habits
following pandemic or post-pandemic remote learning periods may have affected students’
study routines, self-discipline, and ability to sustain attention. Academic and non-academic
distractions may further influence their focus and consistency in completing tasks.
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When facing such situations, educators may experience frustration and dissatisfaction in their
teaching roles. However, many also express empathies toward students’ circumstances and
begin to reflect on the possible reasons behind students’ misbehaviour. As professionals,
educators often adapt their teaching methods to suit varying classroom conditions. At times,
these methods prove effective; at other times, the impact remains unclear. The situation
becomes even more challenging for those teaching theory-heavy subjects compared to
applied or practical courses. It often requires deeper reflection on the human side of teaching,
placing additional pressure on educators to understand students’ mindsets, emotions, and
motivations.

To address these challenges, various strategies and pedagogical adaptations can be
implemented to improve engagement and learning. The matter related to student engagement
has gained notable academic attention which emphasizes influences such as students’ self-
control, teacher empathy, and learning environment (Wang, 2025). Therefore, identifying
underlying factors through discussions with students may help inform appropriate support
strategies and targeted interventions. The following are some examples of the strategies
including the examples applied to the Financial Markets and Banking Institutions syllabus:

1. Interactive Questioning / Group Discussion

Aim: To encourage peer collaboration and help clarify concepts. Clear roles are necessary to

improve participation as some students may remain passive. According to Thomas et al.

(2025), inquiry-based learning and active learning can foster critical thinking and engagement

which help to prepare students for lifelong learning and cultivate their problem-solving skills.

Implementation: Used open-ended questions and small group discussions during lessons.

=  What worked: Increased participation from some students; peer discussion helped clarify
concepts.

=  What didn’t: Some students may remain passive or rely on others to respond.

= Lesson learned: Assigning clear roles, e.g., facilitator and note-taker, and providing
guided questions to improve accountability and engagement.

Example of topics: Structure of the Financial System

Application: Divide students into small groups and assign each group one component of the
financial system, e.g., financial institutions, financial markets, regulators, surplus and deficit
units.

Activity: Ask:

*  “How does money flow from surplus units to deficit units?”

*  “What would happen if financial intermediaries did not exist?”

Each group explains the intermediation process using a simple flow diagram.

Why it works:

Students actively construct the financial system structure instead of memorizing definitions.
Peer explanation clarifies abstract concepts like financial intermediation.

2. Real-Life Business Examples / Case Studies

Aim: To make abstract topics more relatable. However, overly complex cases required extra

scaffolding.

Implementation: Integrated current business scenarios and simplified case studies into

lessons.

=  What worked: Improved understanding of abstract concepts; students showed more
interest when topics are deemed relevant.

= What didn’t: Some case materials were too complex and required additional explanation.

= Lesson learned: Examples should be relatable and appropriately scaffolded to match
students’ level.

Example of topic: Bank Negara Malaysia: Monetary Policy Operations
Application: Present a simplified real-world scenario:
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“‘BNM increases the Overnight Policy Rate (OPR) to control inflation. What happens to loan
interest rates? How does this affect businesses and households?”

Students analyse:

= Impact on commercial banks

= Impact on borrowers

» Impact on investment decisions

Extension Case:

Discuss how BNM managed economic recovery during the COVID-19 period.

Why it works:

Students connect theory (monetary tools) with real economic effects, making policy concepts
more tangible.

3. Mini Pre-Class Assignments

Aim: To prepare students for lessons and boost confidence. However, inconsistent completion
limited effectiveness. Thus, tasks should be short and directly linked to class activities to avoid
inconsistent completion that limit the effectiveness.

Implementation: Assign short readings, videos, or questions to complete before class.

=  What worked: Prepared students were more confident and engaged in discussions.

= What didn’t: Inconsistent completion reduced overall effectiveness.

= Lesson learned: Keep tasks brief, structured, and linked directly to in-class activities to

encourage accountability.

Example of topic: Types of Banking Institutions

Pre-Class Task:

Assign students to watch a short video or read a brief article comparing:

= Commercial banks

= Islamic banks

= Investment banks

Ask them to prepare a simple comparison table before beginning the class.

In-Class Follow-Up:

Students discuss:

= “Why would a customer choose an Islamic bank instead of a commercial bank?”

= “Why do companies use investment banks?”

Why it works:

Students come prepared with foundational knowledge, allowing deeper in-class discussion
instead of basic explanation.

4. Gamification / Simple Classroom Activities

Aim: To increase motivation and improve recall. However, careful alignment with learning

objectives is needed to prevent distraction.

Implementation: Used quizzes, team competitions, or problem-solving games related to

lesson content.

=  What worked: Increased energy levels and motivation; improved recall of key concepts.

=  What didn’t: Overexcitement occasionally shifted focus away from learning objectives.

= Lesson learned: Activities should be clearly aligned with learning outcomes and time-
managed carefully.

Example of topic: Stock Market Concept Game (Equity Market Operations )
Activity: “How the Stock Market Works” Role-Play
Assign students different roles:

= Public listed company

= Investors

= Stock exchange

= Broker
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Scenario:
A company wants to raise funds by issuing shares to expand its business.
Students act out the process:

1. The company announces an Initial Public Offering (IPO).

2. Investors decide whether to buy shares.

3. The stock exchange facilitates trading.

4. A news event (e.g., strong profits or economic downturn) is introduced.
Ask students:

= What happens to share prices when demand increases?

=  Why do prices fall when investors panic?

= How does the stock exchange ensure fair trading?

Learning Outcome:
Students understand:

= The function of the equity market

= How share prices are determined by demand and supply

= The role of intermediaries

= Basic market dynamics

5. Reflective Thinking

Aim: To promote metacognition and self-assessment. Structured prompts were necessary to

deepen the reflections.

Implementation: Asked students to write short reflections on what they learned and areas of

confusion.

= What worked: Helped identify misunderstandings and encouraged metacognitive
awareness.

= What didn’t: Some reflections were superficial without guiding prompts.

= Lesson learned: Provide structured reflection questions to deepen critical thinking and
self-assessment.

Example of topic: Derivatives Market
Aim: To promote critical thinking and help students understand the purpose of derivatives
beyond definitions and technical terms.

Implementation:

After teaching the basic concepts of futures, options, and swaps, students are asked to write

a short reflection (150-200 words) responding to guided prompts.

Sample Reflection Prompts:

=  “Why do businesses use derivatives instead of simply accepting price fluctuations?”

= “If you were a palm oil exporter, how could futures contracts help reduce risk?”

= “What might happen to a company that does not hedge against currency or commodity
price movements?”

Students submit short written reflections at the end of class or online.

What worked:

» Helped students connect derivatives to real business risk management.

= Encouraged them to think beyond memorizing definitions such as futures, options, and
swaps.

What didn't:

= Some responses were too general or descriptive without deeper analysis.

Lesson learned:

Providing structured guiding questions and requiring students to apply the concept to a specific

business scenario improves the depth of reflection and strengthens conceptual understanding.
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Lessons Learned and Insights

Effective teaching and learning require the use of appropriate pedagogical approaches to
meet the demand of the current generation of students and ever-changing educational
environments.

Considering the university students nowadays mostly come from Generation Z, while
educators mostly from Generation X and Millennials, their learning orientation are different.
Generation Z is familiarly known as more engaged and connected through digital devices and
media social. Meanwhile, Generation X is more comfortable with traditional and manual
classroom and Generation Millennials reflect the balance between traditional learning
structure and digital engagement.

Learning the theoretical syllabus is considered the ‘boring subject’ to the teenagers’ students
and requires educators to be more creative and diversify the learning methods. Understanding
the learning orientation among the current students’ generation is essential to ensure the
effective teaching and learning experience. Gen Z is hard to remain focused towards the long
and passive lecture session, without the intervention of technology and visual learning aids
and active collaborative activities in the classroom (Mayildurai et al., 2024). Thus, educators
need to be able to fulfil the current demand of educational environments by conducting an
active classroom activity such as interactive quizzes with leveraging the technologies platform,
and group collaborative activities, aimed to refresh the students’ understanding towards the
knowledge learnt after a certain limited time of lecture.

The elements of emotional intelligence also need to be prioritised to recognize and understand
the learning pace for every student. Lochner (2024) suggested that the approachable lecturers
get more students’ engagements, irrespective of their teaching methods. Students anticipate
the welcoming, inclusive and supportive learning environment, for them to feel valued and
accepted. These are imperative elements to encourage class participation among students.

Apart from the quick response in academic consultation, promoting empathy and emotion
sensitivity among educators may develop students’ interpersonal skills, improve the interest
in the subject and boost their academic performance. Celebrating the diverse students’ life
background and minimizing anxiety in educator-students interaction may contribute to both
educators and students’ well-being.

Conclusion

Teaching the theory-based subject that comprises the nature of syllabus such as abstract,
conceptual and interpretive contents is challenging due to lack in students’ engagement and
motivation, misunderstanding and time constraint in completing the syllabus. The changing in
learning habits among teenagers’ students and current educational environment demand
educators to be more creative and innovative in teaching activities. Educational 5.0@UiTM
has underlined five pillars to produce a progressive thinking learner, among them are
innovative delivery and assessments, meaningful learning experience and inspiring educators
(Mohd Salleh et al, 2020). This framework encourages educators to invest in hard skills and
soft skills in achieving the university educational goals.

Diversification in teaching and learning activities of theory-based subjects is considered as an
initiative to maintain students’ engagement in class, however the cooperation from students
also matters. Thus, continuous observation on students’ learning habits and improvement is
needed to meet the academic purpose. The learning session needs to be dynamic by
allocating the adequate time for lecture and class activities to encourage the students’
involvement in active learning. This pedagogical method aimed to maintain the students’
engagement in class, improve their understanding in the subject, which ultimately fulfil the
university’s educational goals. Moreover, the combination of moral support and conducive

66



Engaging Learning Challenges Beyond Lectures: Insights from Business Disciplines

learning environment also must be cultivated to ensure the effectiveness of academic
activities.
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