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ABSTRACT 

 

 

There has been an increasing amount of discussion on engaging undergraduates in class as 

opposed to merely getting their attention to impart knowledge. Though undergraduates 

are groomed to become independent learners, the role of an educator is significant in 

enhancing learning experiences. For this purpose, student engagement methods have 

emerged as catalyst in achieving positive outcomes that make it worth exploring in 

university. Student-engagement data from the National Survey of Student Engagement and 

the Community College Survey of Student Engagement, reveals that student engagement is 

the key to academic motivation, persistence and degree completion (McGlynn, 2008). This 

research serves to be an extension of a conceptual framework produced from a previous 

review paper by the author in educating Gen Y undergraduates on forms of edutainment (Paul 

and Kasinathan, 2011). To cater to the specific needs of Gen Y learners, this paper reviews 

Gen Y traits, explores the concept of Student Engagement through various teaching 

methods and presents some basic data of students response to these techniques categorized 

under the VIP model for Gen Y learners. 

 

Keywords: Student Engagement, Gen Y undergraduates, Millennials, Teaching methods, 

Management education 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Undergraduate students today differ in their characteristics as oppose to the generations 

before. There has been countless amount of research on generational differences mentioned 

in this research in which through recognizing these distinguishing features of learners, 

academicians are witnessing a shift in classroom learning environment. Traditional methods 

of instruction  might diminish in a society that has encountered "a paradigm shift from 

emphasizing teaching to emphasizing learning" (Wilson, 2004, p. 59). For a longer lasting 

outcome of significant teachings they can bring into to corporate world and beyond, lessons 

need to be rewardingly engaging. 

 Having grown up with the speed of video games and text messages, millennials have 

little patience for lectures, step-by-step instruction, or traditional testing and are in constant 

need of stimulation as well as challenge (Black, 2010). Berk(2009) had cited from (Pryoer et 

all) where the national survey conducted by UCLA Higher Education Research Institute 

which covered nearly 250,000 college freshman from more than 500 colleges and 

universities found that 40% of the students are frequently bored in class. This was 

consistent with another British survey of 211 British university students indicating that 59% 

found lectures boring in at least half of their classes and 30% find most or all of their 

lectures boring (Mann & Robinson, 2009). Apart from boring lectures, the increasing 
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numbers of student enrolment in universities has created large classes where effectiveness of 

teaching the masses is sometimes questionable. Mulryn-Kyne(2010) had gathered much 

discussion on this by quoting previous research of problems associated with large 

university classes having negative effects on student learning such as lack of interaction and 

passivity of student. There is also low participation levels, poor engagements and less 

commitment to the course (Biggs 1999, Gibbs, 1992). For these reasons and many more, 

there is a great need for stimulants in delivery that could facilitate a more positive response 

to course contents or learning outcomes. Specifically in reading subjects like Management 

or Marketing that have many theories and concepts, it is imperative for topics to come alive 

so students have not only the  abstract  knowledge  but  the  applicable relevance. 

 This paper measures responsiveness and effectiveness from the viewpoint of the 

students themselves and looks particularly at teaching Management in the undergraduate 

level. The methods experimented in lectures and tutorials from this research are categorized 

under the VIP Framework of Generation Y Traits; VISUAL, INTERACTIVE and 

PRACTICAL introduced by Paul and Kasinathan (2011) which was supported by 

qualitative data. This research goes further to include quantitative data to support the 

framework used for the various student engagement approaches in class. 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Management Education 
The rise of management positions and titles in the corporate world has influenced the 

increased value of Management Education at a tertiary level. Friga, Bettis and Sullivan 

(2003) have emphasized the need for management educators to rethink their strategies to 

deliver more contemporary and current aspects. Pfeffer and Fong (2002) argued that 

management is best taught as a craft: it is about practice, actions and learning from 

experience. There are great opportunities in Management Education to explore and apply all 

avenues of teaching methods. 

 

Gen Y Traits Theoretical Framework 

Students born between 1980 and 1996 (sometimes 1982-2000) have been labelled the Net 

Generation (Net Gen), Gen Y, Millennials, or digital natives (Prensky 2001). Oblinger & 

Oblinger (2005, p.10) has been a notable reference on characteristics of the Net generation 

that have an impact on higher education institutions. They are indicated to be digitally 

literate, experiential, and social, prefer to learn in teams, prefer structure rather than 

ambiguity in learning, thrive on engagement and experience, respond well to interactivity, 

prefer casual teaching materials as opposed to static notes and prefer learning about issues 

that matter.  

 As their attitudes, behaviours and preferences range widely, it is best to narrow on 

specific traits within the context of this research. We look at the literature behind the 

development of the VIP framework. 

 

Visual Learners 

Manuel (2002) acknowledged that visual modes of learning are especially  important for 

Gen Y students who grew up with accessibility to television, video games and the Web. 

With youtube and skype as a common feature in their lives, it is understandable that Shih 

and Allen (2007) and Bracy et. al. (2010) recognized them as  visual learners. In other 

words, this generation needs to see it to believe it for something to make sense or to be 

convinced. Black (2010) stated that they learn better through visuals than text. Wessels and 
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Steenkamp (2009) explain further that Gen Y students prefer image rich environment rather 

than reading large amounts of text as it not only illustrates subject matter but draws appeal 

and enthusiasm. In developing the conditions for learning, Murphy and Sharma (2010) 

advocated using visualisation to induce interaction. 

 

Interactive Learning 

It is probably the most notorious generalization but Gen Y students are known to be a verbal 

bunch who yearn for socialization. This was ascertained with Feiertag and Berge (2008) as 

well as Bracy et. al. (2010) that Gen Y are accustomed to interactivity and team 

collaboration. It is safe to say that one way communication in classrooms where student just 

sit and listen would numb the mind  into further boredom. Terenzini et. al. (1999) states that 

the most powerful source of influence on student learning appears to be students’ personal 

interaction, whether with peers or faculty. Gibbs (1992) gives more depth when he stated 

that students gain a deeper level of comprehension when they desire to understand 

something and are given the opportunity to discuss and participate in the learning process. 

The desire for interaction can be seen through the affiliation of social groups formed in 

university as well as accumulation of Facebook friends. 

 

Practicality 

Perhaps the most visible trait for Gen Y students would be their appeal to personalized or 

realistic information. They may live in a virtual world but when they are tuned off from it, 

this generation seems to want to know how facts relate to them or their surroundings 

Nadkarni (2003) commented that management modules are qualitative, applied, and 

subjective nature, where learning is not only limited to conceptual understanding, but also of 

the application of these concepts in a variety of real‟ situations. Management students have 

always been encouraged to make sense of the theories instead of memorize the components 

and student who attaches realistic examples from companies or personal experience tend to 

recall better. Students highlighted that embedding lectures in the real world  increased the 

relevance of what they were learning and encouraged them to make integrative links with 

their own experiences and interpretations of reality. Applied methods and the use of real-life 

examples in lectures were thus considered powerful ways of encouraging deeper 

approaches to learning (Revell and Wainwright, 2009). This might leave the onus on the 

lecturer and their willingness to share about their past work experience. According to Metz 

(2011) the best tool in a classroom is an enthusiastic teacher who can connect with students 

on a personal level. 

 
Figure 1: VIP Framework of Gen Y Undergraduate Learner Traits 

 

 
 

 

Concept of Student Engagement 
Student  engagement is more than just getting students to respond in class. Due the specific 

traits of Gen Y, particularly their short attention spans (Oblinger, 2005), it has become 
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more crucial for millennial undergraduates to be immersed in their lessons. Although Beran 

(2009) sees a measure of student engagement from their attendance as an indication of 

whether they are motivated in the course, there are many researchers who expands the idea 

further. Roodt and Peier (2013) in their research had touched on the roots of student 

engagement evolving from time spent on work and its effect of learning to quality to effort 

to student involvement (Axelson & Flick, 2011; Pike, 2006). Perhaps the most 

comprehensive study on student engagement was by Fredericks, Blumenfeld and Paris 

(2004) who discussed three different dimensions of student engagement which are behavioral 

engagement, emotional engagement and cognitive engagement. A more loose and general 

reference to student engagement would be the interaction between the time, effort and 

other relevant resources invested by both students and their institutions intended to optimise 

the student experience and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students 

(Trowler, 2010). 

 It is best to zoom in on the context of active student participation or involved 

connection when it comes to student engagement. Academicians can use various innovative 

teaching methods as enablers to engage students in classroom according to topics and 

within the constraints faced. According to Revell and Wainright (2009) participation and 

discussion was consistently highlighted as key to getting students engaged, so that they broke 

out of the passive receiving mode that they naturally fell into when listening to the lecturer. 

They note that a good lecture includes regular breaks for discussion and group activities, 

such as buzz groups, brainstorming, debates, role playing, plenary sessions, problem solving, 

presentation work—anything that got students involved and thinking for themselves. With 

concern that students might resist these activities, Alsop(2008) concurs that Millennials were 

bred for achievement and most will work hard if the task is engaging and promises tangible 

payoff. Trowler (2010) puts it very nicely when he states that if student engagement can 

deliver on its promises, it could hold the magic wand making all of this possible. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 
Research Objectives 
The current study focusses on the following research objectives 

1. To  identify  the  preferences  of  Gen  Y  students  to  teaching  approaches  in 

 Lectures  and Tutorials 

2. To assess the effectiveness of these approaches from the students perspective 

3. To examine the responses within the context of Gen Y characteristics 

 

Sample and Data Collection Method 

The present research uses descriptive research methods where brief questionnaires were 

administered to the target population of first year Management and OB undergraduates 

across three semesters. A total of 305 respondents were received and considered valid for 

data collection. The survey took place towards the end of each semester and was specific to 

the teaching methods employed. 

 There were only four questions asked in the questionnaire administered which three 

were used for the purpose of this research. The first question was to find out what the 

students liked most about the lectures conducted and they were allowed to tick more than 

one. The second question were to discover their preference to the tutorial approaches 

conducted in which they can also tick more than one option.  The last question was to check if 

the approaches of activities to tutorial questions were effective in terms of their understanding 

of concepts and theories.  Simple Random sampling was used and basic quantitative statistics 
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were applied where percentages were obtained to evaluate each of the above question. 

 

 

RESULT FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

Table 1: Student preference to various approaches in Lectures 

 
Approaches Category SEM2, 

2012 

SEM 1, 

2013 

SEM 2, 

2013 

TOTAL TOTAL 

PERCENTAGE 

Videos Visual 71 80 60 211 69.2% 

Demos Visual 57 63 44 164 53.8% 

Lecturer Sharing 

Personal 

Experience 

Practical 82 74 65 221 72.5% 

Quiz on general 

knowledge 

Interactivity 12 19 11 73 24% 

Others (powerpoint 

cartoons, images,

 jokes, 

music etc) 

Mix 6 7 4 17 5.6% 

More   than   1(a 

variety) 

Mix 69 68 60 197 64.6% 

*Sample size: 305 

 

This section reveals the first research objective to measure the responsiveness to various 

methods of engagement as preferred in the conduct of lectures. It shows that a high 

percentage of 72.5% of students from both semesters had liked the sharing of personal 

experience by the lecturer which included the lecturers past managerial work experience 

and personal encounters that related to topics such as Teamwork, Ethics, Motivation, 

Leadership and PLOC of management. This gives students a snapshot of the industry or 

work life which very few at that stage have experienced. It was supported by research 

where the use of real-life examples in lectures were thus considered powerful ways of 

encouraging deeper approaches to learning (Revell and Wainright, 2009) .Through 

observation, the  story telling approach was often well received in class as it sparked their 

interest on how these true encounters can relate which is what practicality means in the 

VIP model. Additionally, showing the students how they fit in the concept or process serves 

to answer thoughts on why bother about this?  or what does it got to do w ith me . For 

instance, students identified with popular international brands they use in a lecture on 

global management and thus be able to connect with the concept better since they see 

themselves as part of the global business process. 

 The second approach in which 69.2% truly appreciated are the relevant video clips. 

Past research on using films or youtube in class has almost always shown positive 

outcomes of this educational resource (Bumpus,2005;Stoddard, 2009;Leet and 

Houser,2003;Champoux, 2001 and Huczynski and Buchanan,2004) and student engagement 

(Roodt and Peier,2013). Turning the lecture hall into a movie theatre for couple of 

minutes is often a welcome treat for the students. However, it is imperative to always 

link the clip to the specific module content. Videos were shown in topics of History of 

Management to illustrate how it was working under certain management conditions in era of 

Taylorism and Ford; youtube clips of controversial issues for the General environment;  short 
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clips of office scenes from sitcoms, series or relevant films were used for Human 

Relational topics of dealing with co-workers or bosses such as from the Apprentice, The 

Office etc. Hollywood productions were incorporated such as Office Space, Pursuit of 

Happyness etc. Berk (2009) asserts that a video can have strong effects on the mind and 

senses in his extensive article that covered using different types of multimedia, appropriate 

selection of videos and the learning potential of the clips matched with learning outcomes. 

 Demonstrations recorded the third highest appealing to 53.8%. This is when the 

lecturer would call out a few volunteers to perform a task that would automatically illustrate 

the sub-topic. As implied by Reilly, (2012), simulations  of the  real  world, or virtual reality, 

engage  and motivate  Gen  Y because they are visual and involve learning by doing. 

Demonstrations in class accomplish just that. To grasp the often confusing concept of 

Reinforcement theory, someone was selected to be the  experiment to make him sit on a 

chair using different types of reinforcement. Besides being hilarious to watch, the re-

enactment would often awaken the class mentally. The students would then be part of the 

de-brief which is very important to explain the connection between the illustration and the 

concept. As Reilly (2012) further pointed out to increase motivation we need to get students 

moving out of their chairs and include visuals. After all, Brown (2000) articulated that net 

learners have toward action. 

 Revell and Wainright (2009) had interestingly discovered in their research findings 

that what makes lectures unmissable among other things were a high degree of student 

participation and interaction. However in practice, there was only so much that could be 

done in lectures to engage interactivity and this was actually the most challenging due to the 

class size. Preferences to quizzes were about 24%. Nevertheless, questioning techniques of 

calling students by name seem to keep them alert and simple energizes helped to break 

monotony. Quizzes conducted were mostly general knowledge-based and were openers to 

chapters before zooming into the sub-topics. For instance, a five minute guessing game on 

naming country origins of brands or even naming famous managers/CEOs from pictures 

shown on slides seem to spark interest. However, the preference is lower than other 

methods   which could imply extra effort on the part of the student to answer. 

 What was interesting was 64.6% of them liked more than one approach which 

indicated that variety of techniques was altogether a good idea. This implication would be 

linked to my recommendations further. 

 
Table 2: Student preferences to various techniques in Tutorials 

 
Approaches  Sem   2, 

2012 

Sem   1, 

2013 

Sem 2, 

2013 

Total Total Percentage 

Teamwork with 

Classmates (group 

activity) 

Interactivity 30 55 40 125 41% 

Interactive 

Discussions(scenario 

questions) 

Interactivity 9 52 37 98 32.1% 

Examples and 

experience 

Practical 8 58 41 107 35.1% 

Presentations Interactivity 4 19 14 37 12.1% 

Debates Interactivity 2 25 16 59 19.3% 

Video Applications Visual 4 35 31 70 23% 

Demonstrations Visual 4 18 26 48 15.7% 
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Variety of weekly 

activities 

 27 38 30 95 31.2% 

*Sample size: 305 

 

 This section revealed their preference to tutorial approaches. Tutorials, because of a 

smaller setting, could facilitate more interaction. It was apparent that the students liked 

interaction from the accumulated high percentage of the first two options; teamwork with 

their classmates for groups activity and involvement in interactive discussions. To 

distinguish the two approaches, the first one was whether the students enjoyed the process 

of working with team/group members in sharing ideas, thoughts and learning from each 

other. The later focussed more on task where students either discussed in groups to 

propose a solution to real-life scenarios. Both however are interactive based. 

 The most likeable approach to tutorials seem to be the teamwork of group activity 

which scored the highest appeal of 41 % where students clearly relished the experience of 

working with their course mates. This notion is supported by Lancaster & Stillman (2000) as 

well as Skiba (2006) that millennial students like teamwork, but they prefer to collaborate 

and work in teams with their generational peers. An implication of this would be that the 

participants were first semester students and hence, it is easy to assume that they enjoyed the 

opportunity to mingle. 

 The Practical approach to giving relevant examples and sharing experience was the 

second highest of 35.1%. This was similar to the outcome on lecture approaches that the 

students find more connection to the management concepts when there is a personal 

experience or real-life attachment to it. For example, for the very comprehensive job 

specialisation model, students applied the components to suggest how the job of the academic 

staff could be enhanced to achieve certain outcomes. The idea that they were momentarily 

given the power to influence academicians jobs delighted them. In research findings of 

Revell and Wainright (2009), students highlighted that embedding lectures in the real world 

increased the relevance of what they were learning and encouraged them to make integrative 

links with their own experiences and interpretations of reality. However, Price stressed that 

examples needed to be currently relevant to be perceived as better connected to the Millennial 

culture. In a tutorial on positioning strategies for example, the students were shown print 

advertisement on various products and students were teamed up to explain which 

positioning strategy is used. This enabled them to think critically. 

 In tutorials, tutors have a better chance of engagement to use various methods that are 

not constraint to class size. However, it is notable that 31.2 % of them prefer a mix of 

activities. From conduct of tutorials, there was an observation of some students liking the 

surprise element of what we are going to do today as they are exposed to various approaches 

of answering the tutorial questions. 

 
Table 3: Effectiveness of These Approaches from Students’ Viewpoint 

 
 Sem 2, 2012 Sem 1, 2013 Sem 2,2013 Total Percentage 

Yes 71 74 56 201 66% 

Sometimes 36 40 27 103 33.8% 

No 0 0 1 1 1% 

 107 114 84 305  

 

 From the above, it is comforting that 66% of students see the many methods used as 

effective to them while it is fair that 34% see it as sometimes being effective. These 

activities were methods of engagement and if students found it effective to their learning, 
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they would have been engaged cognitively or behaviourally. 

 Not all approaches would be well received by all students. For instance, students with 

weak language might resist class presentations or students who usually work alone might 

shy away from group activities. So this has shown me how the view of effectiveness from 

students can vary greatly. Nevertheless, it was a surprise to see that only one of the 305 

students found these methods ineffective or unnecessary. This encourages the notion put forth 

in the recommendations later. 

 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The first and second objective was to examine the responsiveness of student to various 

methods of student engagement in class and to see if it were effective from the student s 

perspective. The third objective was to test these responses through a questionnaire 

administered to the students by categorizing the results within the backdrop of the VIP 

Framework and compare these findings with the notions presented in the literature review. 
 This research revealed that majority of students preferred Practical /personal 

approach to lectures with a high degree of Visual stimulation. Adding to that, it is best 

to have a variety of lecture technique to draw interest and engage students. For tutorials, 

there was clearly more yearning for activities with Interactivity which includes team work 

and problem solving scenario questions with their course mates. They may be plugged in to 

their digital world but there lies some innate desire to forge some human connection. Results 

also suggest that discussion of answers for tutorial should probably include practical 

examples of real-life relevance or personal experience for a concept or theory to make 

practical sense. Similar to lectures, it is recommended that a variety of approaches to 

answering and applying tutorial questions be used each week. 

 With regards to variety being the spice of life, it is safe to assume that it should be 

the case for teaching Gen Y undergraduates. Generally a restless generation who dislike the 

mundane routines, it is probably a better idea to conduct a mix and match of different 

approaches without compromising the quality of module content. To keep it interesting 

would be a challenge especially for those with time and large classes as a main constraint. 

There is also a certain amount creativity involved in coming up with these experiential 

activities or energizers for lessons and linking it to the sub-topics of Management. However, 

it if we wish to engage our students to participate and be absorbed in our lesson, it is essential 

for us to discern and employ a different strategy to better meet the learning needs of our 

Generation Y millennial students.  The following are some specific classroom engagement 

techniques to match with GEN Y traits. 

 
Figure 2: Classroom Engagement Techniques to Match with GEN Y Traits 

Source Of Problem For Gen Y  

Students 

Components 

 Of  

Framework 

Approach  

To Gen Y  

Trait 

Classroom Engagement 

Techniques 

 Bore easily in Lectures 

 Short Attention Span 

 Don’t respond to traditional 

lecture method 

 Can’t stay awake at Lectures 

 Large lectures lack stimulation 

of brain activity 

 Concept/ theories too abstract 

Visual See it to believe  

Visual  

stimulation 

-Video clips (films. Series,you 

tube etc) 

-Cartoons/Graphics on Slides 

-Demonstration of concept 

-Role Playing 
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 One way 

communication in lectures 

 Prefer Active versus Passive 

Learning 

 Boring Topics 

 Large numbers where  

students may not know one 

another 

 Need to Verbalize thoughts 

Interactivity We want a 

voice out 

Active – 

participative 

learning 

-Fun Quizzes on general 

knowledge 

-Interactive Discussions from 

Scenarios 

-Group Presentations 

-Debates 

-Group Activities & Team 

collaboration 

 Concepts and theories too 

theoretical and don’t make 

sense 

 Students cannot see relevance 

of concept/theories 

 Students memorize instead  

of understand 

 Can’t think critically 

 

Practical 

and 

Personal 

 

Ho w does  

this relate  

to me?    
Make it Real 

-Real life examples or cases 

-Sharing of work /industry 

experience from Lecturer/tutor 

-Students apply to a personal 

experience 

 

 

LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
In conducting this study, there were a few other factors that could possibly be explored 

further in future research. Firstly, there needs to be a consideration of time taken to conduct 

these methods to engage. Although the activities above were conducted in both tutorials and 

lectures, it did seem very rushed in the short time frame of the class. It is presumable that the 

educators should manage time properly but for better effectiveness and deeper engagement, 

perhaps more observable measures should be placed in evaluating the time effect on 

outcomes. 

 Secondly, the study was conducted in a Management class, which makes it a bit 

easier to pick and choose activities to relate to subjective matters or concepts. The module 

itself has an interesting worldly context with the availability of a great deal of applicable 

resources to be employed in delivery. Perhaps, VIP framework can be explored for other 

non-mathematical modules like law or economics. If not limited to the business stream, 

information technology, mass communication or science related courses perhaps could be the 

basis for future research. 

 Finally, the effectiveness of student engagement methods could be seen as rewarding 

if academic grades to the module were measured. This means to see how students fared in 

the overall results. Another angle would be to see if engaged students scored well by 

looking at the top scorers and identifying if they were truly engaged in classes. It would 

indeed be interesting to discover the correlation between engagement and academic results 

of the module. 
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