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Evaluating the Effectiveness of Experiential Learning in Fostering Career Readiness Among Business Students: A Case Study of CUHK Business School, Hong Kong

1. Abstract
The evolving global business environment, influenced by globalization, digital transformation, post-pandemic recovery, and sustainability, requires universities to equip business students not only with technical expertise but also transferable skills like critical thinking, communication, teamwork, adaptability, and intercultural competence. Experiential learning has become a vital approach at The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) Business School to bridge theory and real-world business challenges. Despite CUHK’s strong commitment to programs including internships, consulting projects, global exchanges, case competitions, and study tours, there remains a gap in systematically evaluating their effectiveness in fostering genuine career readiness.
This research examines the role of these programs by collecting the perspectives of students, faculty, and employers. It explores how experiential learning helps develop both hard skills and essential soft skills like reflection, emotional engagement, professional identity, and lifelong adaptability. The study employs a robust theoretical framework that combines Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory with insights from other key thinkers includes Dewey, Lewin, and Vygotsky. It also incorporates modern ideas from Moon, Beard, and Wilson, viewing learning as an active, cyclical, socially constructed, and emotionally nuanced process.
By using a qualitative, constructivist-interpretivist methodology with grounded theory, the study analyzes stakeholder narratives and institutional documents. This method allows for the creation of a detailed, context-sensitive model that unveiled the factors that help or hinder experiential learning at CUHK. The research will try to look into some key challenges, including fragmented expectations among stakeholders, inconsistent definitions and assessments, a lack of long-term tracking for alumni, and insufficient employer engagement. These issues may adversely affect the coherence and relevance of experiential learning in Hong Kong's job market.
The implications of this research include providing evidence-based recommendations for CUHK's curriculum and strategic planning, highlighting how experiential learning can boost students’ employability, and reviewing the partnerships between universities and industries. It is expecting this work shall advance experiential learning theory by adding affective and sociocultural dimensions, positioning CUHK as a model for creating adaptable and globally competitive graduates.

2. Introduction

2.1 Contemporary Business Challenge and Research Background
The global job market is experiencing a fast and complex transformation, caused by various factors like increasing globalization, continuous technological advancements, the significant societal and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, and an increasing emphasis on sustainability and social responsibility. These factors are fundamentally changing how work is done and what is expected from it, forcing employers to rethink what they need from employees. The old practice, which valued only technical knowledge, is no longer enough to handle the challenges of today's workplace.  Now, employers are looking for graduates with a comprehensive set of skills. This includes not only specialized academic knowledge but also essential transferable skills like analytical reasoning, effective communication, teamwork, adaptability, and cognitive agility (2022-Nace-Career-Readiness-Development-and-Validation.Pdf, n.d.). These skills allow new hires to handle unpredictable situations, work effectively with people from different backgrounds, be innovative during times of change, and actively contribute to sustainability and social goals.
Therefore, higher education institutions face significant challenges in adapting to a different landscape. There's a pressing need for educational institutions to rethink their curricula. By creating dynamic structures that foster critical thinking and adaptability, they can better prepare students for the demands of our rapidly evolving world (Yunanto, 2024). One thing is that they have to step out of traditional classroom teaching and adopt new teaching methods that give students hands-on, practical experience. Experiential learning has become a crucial solution. This approach allows students to tackle real-world problems through activities such as internships, consulting projects, global exchanges, and community service. By combining practical work and reflection into their programs, these institutions aim to do more than just pass on knowledge. The goal is to help students develop a professional identity, become self-directed learners, and ultimately, gain the career readiness needed to confidently transition from school to the workplace with the right skills and a mindset for continuous growth (Chan, 2023). 
As a top international financial and business center, Hong Kong faces these global challenges with even greater intensity. Its open economy, function as a gateway to Mainland China, and a highly competitive job market meaning that employers have high expectations for graduates who can be productive immediately. The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) Business School has taken a proactive approach by adding various experiential learning opportunities to its programs. Structured initiatives like the Co-operative Education Programme (Co-op@CUHK), global learning courses, consulting projects, and study tours are all designed to connect classroom theory with real-world practice. These experiences give students hands-on exposure to dynamic business settings, complex decision-making, and interactions across different (CUHK Undergraduate - CUHK Undergraduate, n.d.-a; Freshmen-Handbook_2024-25.Pdf, n.d.).
Despite these efforts, there are several observable shortcomings that make it difficult to fully understand how effective CUHK's experiential learning is in preparing students for their careers. A primary issue is the disagreement on expectations among key groups like students, professors, program developers, and employers, leading to different views on what the programs should accomplish. This lack of alignment can hurt the overall effectiveness and consistency of these initiatives (Chan, 2023). Additionally, the lack of clear, standardized definitions and methods for assessing both experiential learning and career readiness makes it even more challenging to measure results, keep track of the progress, and compare programs. Furthermore, employer engagement is very little, particularly in areas like curriculum design, ongoing evaluation, and giving feedback, which affect the relevance of the programs to current market demands. Finally, current evaluation methods often focus too much on immediate results, such as academic grades and skills learned, without tracking graduates' long-term career progress, including job placement, professional growth, and adaptability after they are graduated (Rachmawati et al., 2024).
If these issues are not addressed, there's a risk of a growing gap between what universities teach and what the job market needs. This could result in graduates who are not fully prepared for the complexities of today’s workforce. Such an outcome not only hurts a graduate's career prospects but also threatens the CUHK Business School's reputation and its mission to develop future business leaders.

2.2 Research Gaps
Empirical studies consistently confirm that experiential learning positively influences a student's career readiness. It helps them develop crucial skills like communication, problem-solving, adaptability, and intercultural competence (Burke et al., n.d.; Eckhardt, n.d.; Pasahol et al., 2023). Structured programs with mentoring and coaching have been shown to boost student confidence, clarify career goals, and promote professional growth (Naseer et al., 2025).
In Hong Kong, the CUHK Business School is recognized for its leadership in this area, offering a variety of initiatives from internships to global exchanges, all supported by quality assurance processes (CUHK Undergraduate - CUHK Undergraduate, n.d.-b)
Despite these efforts, there are still significant research gaps:
· Lack of Localized Concepts: There's no widely accepted definition of experiential learning or career readiness specifically for Hong Kong's job market.
· Inconsistent Assessment: Current assessment methods are often inconsistent and lack validated, long-term measures that directly link participation in these programs to career outcomes (Chan, 2023).
· Limited Employer Involvement: Employers don't participate enough in the evaluation process, which reduces the relevance of the feedback and the curricula's alignment with workplace needs (Doherty-Restrepo et al., 2023).
·  Underexplored Affective Dimensions: The emotional and reflective aspects of learning, which are vital for internalizing skills, are not well-studied (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013).
· Reliance on Self-Reported Data: Much of the existing research relies heavily on student self-reports and fails to include perspectives from other stakeholders or track long-term employment data (Pasahol et al., 2023).
These gaps highlight a strong need for qualitative research that uses a multi-stakeholder approach to understand real-life experiences and systemic factors that shape the effectiveness of experiential learning. There's also a need to create new assessment frameworks that are sensitive to the context of Hong Kong's job market. Addressing these issues will provide the evidence needed to improve CUHK's programs and help it produce graduates who are ready for the challenges of a competitive global business environment.

3. Research Objective and Design

3.1 Research Objectives 
a. Evaluating Contribution to Career Readiness Competencies
This study is designed to carefully evaluate how experiential learning initiatives at CUHK, like internships, consulting projects, global study tours, and co-op programs, help with student development. It focuses not just on job-specific technical skills, but also on the cultivation of transferable skills, which are currently essential for employability globally. The evaluation will go beyond simply counting participation. Instead, it aims for a deeper, more refined understanding of the quality and depth of the learning that occurs. This includes examining how students internalize their experiences and apply them to get ready for their careers, acknowledging that career readiness is a complex mix of cognitive skills, personal attitudes, and social abilities.
b. Exploring and Comparing Stakeholder Perspectives
The research's unique strength lies in its multi-stakeholder angles, which collect the views of students, faculty, and employers. Each group has a distinct yet interrelated perspective on the purpose, effectiveness, and relevance of these learning programs. By looking into their lived experiences and perceptions, the study aims to uncover areas of agreement as well as contradictions between what is expected and what actually happens. For example, students might feel they gain confidence and practical skills. In contrast, employers may be more concerned with a graduate's readiness for specific, competitive workplace challenges. Meanwhile, faculty members must navigate constraints related to teaching and curriculum design. Understanding these different points of view is crucial for bridging the gap between theory and practice and ensuring that experiential learning effectively leads to career success.


c. Identifying Systemic Enablers and Barriers
Experiential learning lies within a complex system of institutions and contexts. This research is designed to uncover the organizational structures, curriculum designs, teaching methods, and partnership models that either help a program succeed or create challenges. For example, key factors that enable success include strong institutional commitment, proper resource allocation, and sufficient faculty expertise and employer engagement. On the other hand, barriers to success might be things like fragmented curricular integration, inconsistent assessment methods, limited employer involvement in program design, or a lack of follow-up on graduate outcomes. Identifying these systemic issues allows for focused improvements that can enhance a program's overall coherence, sustainability, and impact.
d. Formulating Actionable Recommendations
The research aims to create practical, evidence-based recommendations for developing curriculum, shaping institutional policies, and strengthening collaboration with stakeholders. The goal is to improve experiential learning initiatives so they stay current with the ever-changing demands of the global business world, especially those driven by digital transformation, globalization, sustainability, and post-pandemic workplace changes. These recommendations will help the CUHK Business School maintain its leadership role by producing graduates who are resilient, adaptable, reflective, and prepared for a competitive job market.

3.2 Research Questions 
a. Student Perspective:
The research studies how students experience experiential learning, examining the emotional, cognitive, and social impacts. The goal is to understand if students feel confident and perceive their transferable skills are improving. The study also investigates how these experiences shape their professional identity and sense of readiness for the workforce, recognizing that learning is a transformative process, not just a simple acquisition of skills.


b. Faculty and Curriculum Perspective:
It focuses on how faculty and curriculum designers implement experiential learning. It explores their interpretation of Kolb’s cyclical learning stages (concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation) (Morris, 2020) and how they integrate these stages into the curriculum. The study also examines how faculty incorporate practices like reflective journaling, emotional learning, and group collaboration, which are crucial for deep learning but can be difficult to systematize.
c. Employer Perspective:
Employers provide a critical external viewpoint, connecting academic preparation to the real-world job market. The research investigates which competencies they value most, such as problem-solving, communication, teamwork, and adaptability, and evaluates how well CUHK graduates are geared up. This also reveals employer insights into potential gaps in graduate readiness and suggests ways to improve experiential learning to better align with workforce needs.
d. Systemic and Contextual Factors:
Finally, the research looks at the broader factors that either help or hinder experiential learning. This includes institutional policies, the allocation of resources, cultural norms within the university and industry, and external economic conditions. The study also addresses challenges in tracking outcomes, advocating for better longitudinal data collection to connect experiential learning with career progression metrics, such as employment rates and professional advancement over time.

4. Theoretical and Philosophical Framework 

4.1 Key Concepts and Theoretical Groundings
Experiential Learning Theory 
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) is founded on earlier educational philosophies and psychological concepts that view learning as a socially embedded, hands-on process. A pivotal figure in this lineage is John Dewey (1986), a pioneer of progressive education, who argued that genuine learning stems from real-life experiences and reflection, not from simply memorizing information. He believed that meaningful education happens through actively engaging with one's surroundings and then thoughtfully considering those interactions, a core principle of the ELT cycle (Dewey, 1986).
Adding to Dewey's focus, Kurt Lewin (Seel, 2012) highlighted the importance of group dynamics and social interaction. He saw collaborative problem-solving and the productive tensions within a group as drivers of deeper learning. This perspective underscores that learning is inherently relational and socially constructed, involving more than just individual thought.
Further enriching ELT is Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (Seel, 2012), which stresses that cognitive growth occurs within specific cultural and social environments, mediated by language and peer collaboration. This view clarifies that learning in a business school, like CUHK, is deeply integrated into hands-on, cross-cultural, and interactive activities, transcending purely internal mental processes.
While Kolb's original model focused on the cognitive aspects of learning, recent scholarship has emphasized the crucial role of affective (emotional) and reflective dimensions. Jennifer Moon, (2013) redefines reflection not as a single stage, but as a continuous, personal, and emotional process that occurs throughout the entire learning cycle. She argues that a learner's feelings—such as excitement, anxiety, or motivation—are not just side effects but active forces that shape the quality and depth of their engagement. Reflection driven by emotions doesn't simply reinforce knowledge; it can fundamentally transform a learner's outlook and their approach to future challenges.
Similarly, Beard & Wilson, (2018) assert that experiential learning involves both emotional and sensory engagement, alongside cognitive activities. They contend that people construct meaning through a blend of thinking and feeling, and that reflecting on one's emotional responses allows for a deeper integration of experience and understanding. This emotional insight makes the learning more impactful and memorable, which is essential for developing key career readiness skills like resilience, adaptability, and self-efficacy.
By incorporating these cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions, Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) is uniquely suited to study complex, real-world educational environments like the CUHK Business School, which involves a mix of diverse stakeholders, cultural contexts, and dynamic business challenges (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013).
Since the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) focuses on personal experience, reflection, and social interaction, this research appropriately uses a qualitative, interpretivist paradigm. This allows it to explore participants' real-life experiences and perspectives on experiential learning. Qualitative methods like interviews and focus groups fit well with ELT's emphasis on reflection by gathering detailed stories that show how learning is a continuous, evolving process  (Chan, 2023; Kolb, 2014).
Furthermore, because ELT sees learning as a social process, it makes sense to include multiple stakeholders in the study, which includes students, faculty, and employers. Combining these perspectives provides a complete view of the institutional system, revealing factors that help or hinder career readiness (Seel, 2012). Grounded theory methodology is particularly suitable for this work, as it supports the development of a new, context-specific theory that captures the complex and fluid nature of experiential learning and its effects (Charmaz, 2006). By showing that learning is an interactive process shaped by thoughts and emotions, ELT directs the study to closely examine how individual reflection, social collaboration, and emotional engagement all contribute to a person's readiness for their career.

Career Readiness
There's no single, universally agreed-upon definition of career readiness, but it's increasingly seen as a vital and complex concept for helping graduates successfully move from school to the workplace. Broadly, it includes a combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that enables individuals to not only get a job but also thrive and progress in a constantly changing job market (Naseer et al., 2025). This idea reflects the complexity of modern careers, which are defined by fast technological changes, globalization, and shifting employer expectations that demand graduates be agile, proactive, and continuously adaptable.
The National Association of Colleges and Employers (2022-Nace-Career-Readiness-Development-and-Validation.Pdf, n.d.) has identified eight essential career readiness competencies that are crucial for a graduate's success in any field. These skills go beyond technical knowledge and create a well-rounded professional.
· Critical Thinking and Problem Solving: This is the ability to analyze information and come up with creative, effective solutions to complex problems.
· Oral and Written Communication: It's about expressing ideas clearly and persuasively, adapting your message for different audiences.
· Teamwork and Collaboration: This competency involves working well with others who have different perspectives to achieve a common goal in a respectful environment.
· Digital Technology Proficiency: You need to be skilled in using and adapting to the latest digital tools and platforms for productivity.
· Leadership: This means guiding and motivating others, taking accountability, and making ethical decisions.
· Professionalism and Work Ethic: This involves being responsible, punctual, and acting with integrity according to workplace standards.
· Career Management: It's the proactive process of assessing your own skills, networking, setting goals, and developing new skills to manage your career effectively.
· Global and Intercultural Fluency: This competency is about appreciating and navigating cultural diversity to perform well in global and multicultural work environments.
These competencies together form a complete picture of a "career-ready" graduate, combining cognitive, interpersonal, and personal skills needed to succeed in today's complex workplace.

4.2 Philosophical Foundations 
The research is based on the philosophical views of constructivism and interpretivism. These philosophies hold that knowledge is not a fixed, objective truth, but is instead created by people through their social interactions and personal understanding (Seel, 2012). This is a different approach from positivism, which focuses on objective measurements and findings that can be applied more broadly.
Taking a constructivist perspective allows the study to explore how students and other people involved in the process collaboratively define what experiential learning means. This approach emphasizes understanding diverse realities and personal experiences rather than just using numbers. It also allows for the examination of power dynamics, misaligned expectations, and institutional influences, which helps create a deeper understanding of what makes a program effective. This philosophical view supports a flexible and adaptable research design that can better explore the complex social realities of educational settings. Furthermore, this study is grounded in a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm, which considers knowledge not as an objective truth but as something that is shaped by social context and gained through individual experiences and interactions (Pillay, n.d.). The research is built on key theoretical foundations, including John Dewey’s progressive education, which stresses active reflection and social learning; Kurt Lewin’s work on group dynamics, which focuses on learning through collaborative problem-solving and social tensions; and Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasizes that learning is a culturally-influenced process. It also draws on David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, which describes learning as a cycle of four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation.  Recent scholarly work has expanded on Kolb's model by incorporating the critical role of emotions and motivation, recognizing them as key factors that influence reflection, engagement, and the internalization of new knowledge (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013). Together, these theories support a constructivist-interpretivist approach to the research. This perspective holds that knowledge is not a static truth but is co-created by people, depending on their experiences, social contexts, and institutional realities.
This research aims to provide a deep, contextual understanding of how experiential learning at CUHK prepares students for their careers, focusing on the cognitive, emotional, social, and cultural aspects. To achieve this, the study will use qualitative methods like semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and document analysis to gather the authentic experiences of students, faculty, and employers. Using different viewpoints will help triangulate insights, leading to more valid and comprehensive findings.
The final goal is to develop practical recommendations for improving the curriculum, school policies, and partnerships between the university and businesses. By addressing the identified issues, this research will help make CUHK graduates more prepared and employable. Furthermore, this research will contribute to educational practices and policies within Hong Kong and other similar global settings. The study supports the professional development of future business leaders who are resilient, adaptable, and socially conscious, equipping them to navigate the ever-changing global economy.

4.3 Paradigmatic Implications for Research Findings
Research paradigms deeply influence both the results of a study and how useful those results are. Positivist research, which is often quantitative, can give you broad, generalizable data on things like skill acquisition. However, it might miss the subtle details, emotional factors, and social interactions that are so important in experiential learning (Moon, 2013).
In contrast, constructivist and interpretivist approaches provide rich, detailed insights into how people experience and understand learning. While these findings might not be as widely generalizable, their depth is crucial for understanding a specific context. Pragmatism offers a middle ground by advocating for mixed methods that combine the strengths of both approaches.
This study's constructivist approach focuses on the quality and nuance of what stakeholders, like students and faculty, how they think and feel. This will lead to recommendations specifically tailored for CUHK's curriculum. However, it's important to remember that the findings may not apply broadly to other universities, as they are specific to CUHK's unique institutional and cultural context (Burke et al., n.d.; Chan, 2023).



5. Literature Review

5.1 Empirical Evidence Linking Experiential Learning and Career Readiness
Evidence consistently shows that experiential learning positively contributes to various aspects of career readiness. Reviews and individual studies (Burke et al., n.d.; Eckhardt, n.d.; Pasahol et al., 2023) report that taking part in structured programs like internships, co-op education, and project-based learning improves crucial soft skills such as communication, adaptability, and teamwork. Additionally, these experiences are linked to higher self-confidence, a stronger sense of professional identity, and a proactive attitude toward career planning (The Impact of Project Based Learning on Career Readiness, n.d.).
However, this evidence has limitations. Methodological variability among studies makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions about cause and effect. Many studies depend heavily on self-report surveys, which can introduce bias and may reflect personal opinions rather than objective skills (Jackson, 2015). The limited use of validated assessment tools and little feedback from employers also weaken the findings' reliability and real-world applicability. Notably, very few studies track students long-term to connect experiential learning directly to post-graduation job success or career growth (Chan, 2023).
Another key gap is the underexplored nature of emotional and reflective learning within assessments. These dimensions are vital for integrating knowledge and building resilience but are rarely measured by traditional methods. This study aims to fill these gaps by using a qualitative, multi-stakeholder approach to show how emotional and reflective aspects contribute to a more complete sense of career readiness.

5.2 Experiential Learning in Hong Kong’s Higher Education Landscape
Hong Kong universities, particularly the CUHK Business School, have made progress in incorporating experiential learning into their curricula. This is an effort to better connect academic knowledge with the demands of the workplace. Programs like the Co-operative Education Programme and global experiential courses show a strong institutional commitment to improving graduate employability through hands-on experience and international exposure (Chan, 2023).
Despite these efforts, there's still a gap between the skills graduates have and what employers expect, especially in areas like communication, teamwork, and intercultural fluency, skills that are critical for success in Hong Kong's competitive business environment (Du-Babcock, 2016; Tushar & Sooraksa, 2023). This problem is made worse by a disconnect between academic departments and career services, which limits a holistic approach to helping students transition to the workforce. Also, a lack of sufficient employer involvement in designing and evaluating programs reduces the relevance and authenticity of these experiential offerings (Chan, 2023).
To address these issues, experts recommend integrating career education more explicitly into the core curriculum and building sustainable partnerships between universities and industries. This would create a continuous feedback loop to ensure the curriculum remains relevant (Burke et al., n.d.; Doherty-Restrepo et al., 2023). CUHK’s Assurance of Learning (AoL) process is a good example of a systematic approach to assessing student learning. However, it's been criticized for not involving employers enough and for a lack of long-term tracking of employment outcomes (Cheng, n.d.). These critiques highlight a clear opportunity to improve quality assurance by encouraging more collaboration with stakeholders and expanding evaluation frameworks.
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6. Research Methodology 

6.1 Research Design Overview
The proposed research will use a qualitative methodology with an interpretivist paradigm to explore experiential learning and career readiness at the CUHK Business School. This approach is well-suited for understanding the complex, subjective experiences and institutional factors that quantitative methods might miss (J. W. Creswell, 2023; Saunders et al., 2016). Since experiential learning and career readiness are deeply tied to social, cultural, and emotional contexts, this methodology will focus on the lived realities of participants and their personal interpretations (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013). This choice also supports a growing trend in education research that advocates for moving past simple metrics to gain a deeper understanding of human meaning-making, which can better inform curriculum and policy development (Denzin et al., 2024).
Interpretivism as Philosophical Stance
The study's philosophical foundation is interpretivism, which holds that social realities are not objective facts but are created by human interactions and personal interpretations (Saunders et al., 2016). This perspective aligns with the study’s theoretical framework, which views knowledge about experiential learning and career readiness as something that develops from dynamic, context-specific human experiences (Denzin et al., 2024). Experiential learning is deeply rooted in social, cultural, and emotional contexts, making it an ideal subject for interpretivism and unsuitable for purely quantitative, positivist methods (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013). Similarly, career readiness involves a complex mix of cognitive, attitudinal, and emotional factors shaped by individual paths and institutional influences (2022-Nace-Career-Readiness-Development-and-Validation.Pdf, n.d.). Given this alignment, qualitative research methods like semi-structured interviews and focus groups are crucial. They are designed to collect rich, context-specific data that reveal stakeholder perspectives, personal reflections, and relational dynamics that quantitative surveys simply can't capture (J. W. Creswell, 2023; Patton & Park, n.d.). This methodological consistency ensures the research truly captures the complexity and depth of how experiential learning influences career readiness.
Qualitative Approach
A qualitative approach and grounded theory methodology are the most effective choices for this study. The qualitative method is ideal for exploring the emotional and social aspects of experiential learning, as emphasized by theorists like Kolb (1984), Moon (2013), and Beard & Wilson (2018). This approach allows us to gather and understand the diverse perspectives of key stakeholders—students, faculty, and employers—which is crucial for identifying gaps and barriers within the system (Patton & Park, n.d.). It also supports theory-building by allowing new insights to emerge directly from participant narratives (Charmaz, 2006).
Grounded Theory Methodology
Grounded theory is the best fit for this study because it's a systematic and flexible method that allows for iterative data collection and analysis. This process helps progressively build a detailed theoretical framework that explains how experiential learning influences career readiness specifically within CUHK's social and cultural context.
This approach is especially well-suited for researching an under-explored and evolving topic in a setting where current models might not fully capture local complexities or how different groups interact. Grounded theory helps identify core categories and relationships that are directly supported by the data, which makes the findings highly relevant and useful for institutional decision-making.

6.2 Sampling and Participants
The study uses a purposive sampling strategy, which is enhanced by theoretical sampling. This approach ensures we include people with deep, relevant knowledge and is consistent with the principles of grounded theory (J. W. Creswell, 2023). We've specifically selected:
· Business students who have participated in different experiential learning programs at CUHK. This gives us a variety of perspectives based on their level of exposure and year of study.
· Faculty members who are directly involved in designing and leading these programs.
· Employers and industry partners who have supervised or hired CUHK graduates. Their insights are crucial for understanding the workplace impact.
This method of including multiple stakeholder groups helps us get a complete picture and ensures the findings are well-rounded through triangulation.
Sample Size
The initial target for the sample size is:
· 20–30 students with varying levels of experiential learning experience and diverse backgrounds.
· 10–15 faculty members to represent different curricular and teaching perspectives.
· 10–15 employers/industry partners to provide their evaluation from the employer's side.
Data collection will continue until we reach theoretical saturation. This means we'll stop when new interviews no longer reveal new concepts or themes, ensuring the analysis is thorough and complete (Guest et al., 2006).

6.3 Research Time Frame
The initial phase of data collection and preliminary analysis is expected to take between 6 to 9 months, accounting for the flexible and iterative nature of qualitative research. To address the known gaps in long-term studies, a longitudinal component may be added later to track graduates' career paths and see how experiential learning impacts them over time (Pasahol et al., 2023).

6.4 Data Collection Methods and Procedures
Semi-structured interviews 
It offers the flexibility to explore the unique and subjective experiences of participants. This method is perfect for getting in-depth insights into how experiential learning affects career readiness, including the emotional factors and systemic challenges or support. An interview guide helps to ensure key topics are covered, but it can also be adapted based on what's learned during the interviews to optimize for relevance and depth (Patton & Park, n.d.). Interviews can be held in person or virtually and are recorded and transcribed for detailed analysis.


Focus Groups
Focus groups are used to observe how students and faculty interact with each other. This method aligns with Kurt Lewin's ideas about how people learn through social tension and collaborative problem-solving. It allows researchers to see how individuals collectively reflect and discuss their experiences.
Document Analysis
Document analysis involves reviewing institutional materials like curriculum descriptions, assessment reports, and employer feedback forms. This helps to provide context for the qualitative findings and allows for triangulation, a process of cross-referencing information from multiple sources to enhance the study's validity and comprehensiveness (Bowen, 2009).

6.5 Data Analysis Method
Thematic analysis and grounded theory coding procedures will be used to analyze the data. This process will move through several stages: open coding to identify initial concepts, axial coding to explore how these concepts are related, and finally, selective coding to build a complete theoretical framework that explains how experiential learning works (Charmaz, 2006).
Qualitative analysis software, such as NVivo, will be used to help with systematic coding, note-taking, and organizing the data. To ensure credibility, the findings will be validated through triangulation, a method of cross-referencing information from students, faculty, employers, and institutional documents (Denzin et al., 2024). Additionally, member checking will be used to confirm that preliminary findings accurately reflect participants' experiences (Harvey, 2015).

6.6 Alternative and Contrasting Methodological Perspectives 
Both positivism and critical theory offer alternative philosophical perspectives on research, but neither fully aligns with this study's core goals.
Positivism
Positivism focuses on objective measurement using quantitative surveys and statistical analysis (Saunders et al., 2016). This approach is useful for testing hypotheses about things like skill acquisition, but it struggles to capture the subtle aspects of experiential learning, such as emotions, subjective reflections, and social context (Moon, 2013). While complementary quantitative studies exist, positivism by itself cannot meet this study's goal of exploring a nuanced, context-specific phenomenon.
Critical Theory
Critical theory is a paradigm that aims to expose power imbalances and inequalities in education (Kincheloe & Mclaren, 2011). While it could be used to address issues of inequity in access to programs or structural labor market issues, it doesn't fit with this study's main pragmatic focus on evaluating the effectiveness of CUHK's experiential learning ecosystem and how well its stakeholders align.
Advanced Philosophical Understanding of Research Approaches
This study's research framework is at the forefront of business education and experiential learning. It blends classic and modern learning theories with a contextualized, multi-stakeholder qualitative approach rooted in interpretivism.
Key Innovations of the Research Framework
· Holistic Integration of Cognitive and Affective Dimensions: 
This framework goes beyond traditional models that focus only on cognitive learning. It incorporates the emotional and motivational aspects of learning, recognizing emotions as active drivers—not just results—of the learning process (Beard & Wilson, 2018; Moon, 2013). It views reflection as a continuous, personalized process intertwined with a learner's feelings.
· Socially Contextualized, Collaborative Learning: 
The framework emphasizes that learning is a social process. By using theories from Dewey, Lewin, and Vygotsky, it shows that career readiness is built through collaboration, group dynamics, and cultural mediation. This addresses a major gap in past research that often looked at individual learning outcomes in isolation from their social environments (Chan, 2023; Seel, 2012).
· Multi-Stakeholder Perspective and Grounded Theory Methodology:
By including the perspectives of students, educators, and employers, the study provides triangulated insights that connect educational design with the realities of the job market. This is a significant improvement over studies that only rely on student surveys. The use of grounded theory also allows for the creation of new theoretical frameworks that are specific to Hong Kong's unique business education environment.
· Emphasis on Longitudinal and Systemic Impact: 
The framework acknowledges the limitations of current research by advocating for ongoing tracking of graduates' careers and continuous feedback loops. This longitudinal and systemic approach prepares for the need for future-focused, lifelong learning competencies and allows for dynamic adaptation to changes in the labor market.

7. Potential Impact: Why This Research Matters
This research is important because it may potentially offer significant benefits and insight to several key groups.
First, CUHK Business School will get valuable, evidence-based insights that can be used to improve its curriculum and policies. This research will help the school innovate by showing how to better incorporate emotional reflection and social collaboration into its teaching. It will also help the school develop more effective assessment tools that go beyond simple self-reports, by including feedback from employers and tracking graduates over the long term. There are several areas we aimn
(1) Curriculum and Pedagogical Design
The study offers actionable recommendations for integrating reflection, emotional learning, and collaborative practices into business curricula. This will help advance pedagogical innovation and align with global best practices in education.
(2) Institutional Quality Assurance
The research suggests frameworks for rigorous, competency-based assessment. By combining these with feedback from multiple stakeholders, institutions can ensure that their experiential learning programs remain relevant and effective over time.
(3) Stronger Academia-Industry Collaboration
The study provides a roadmap for creating sustainable partnerships between business schools and employers. This will enhance the workplace relevance of education and lead to better job market outcomes for graduates.

For the CUHK Business School students, they will gain more meaningful career preparation that builds confidence and develops their practical skills. They may also be able to form a stronger professional identity and increase their adaptability, which are essential for managing a long and successful career.
Regarding the employers and industry partners, it is expected they may have a stronger voice in shaping the curriculum. The collaboration will help ensure that graduates are ready for the workforce and possess the skills needed to be competitive in an ever-changing market.
For higher education in Hong Kong and beyond, it offers a case study for other universities in Hong Kong and worldwide. It shows how a leading institution is adapting its experiential learning programs to meet the demands of a fast-changing global job market. The findings can help guide other schools facing similar challenges and contribute to the global conversation about preparing students for the future.
	
8. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 
Potential limitations of the research include its context-specificity, which may limit the generalizability of the findings beyond CUHK Business School and Hong Kong. The use of qualitative methods, while providing depth, may introduce researcher bias and relies on participants' willingness to be open, potentially affecting the objectivity and breadth of the data.
The study's temporal scope may also constrain its ability to fully track the longitudinal impact of experiential learning on long-term career outcomes. Finally, the resource intensity of a multi-stakeholder, grounded theory approach requires significant time and institutional support, which could limit its scalability or replication in other settings.
Suggestions for Further Research includes: 
Longitudinal Mixed-Methods Studies: Combining qualitative data, like interviews, with long-term quantitative tracking of graduate employment would provide a more complete picture of how experiential learning affects career success over time.
Cross-Institutional Comparative Research: Research that compares different experiential learning programs and their outcomes across various business schools in Hong Kong and worldwide would help establish benchmarks and broaden the applicability of the findings.
Technology-Enhanced Experiential Learning: It would be valuable to explore how new digital tools, such as virtual reality (VR) and AI simulations, can be used to deepen the experiential and reflective learning processes (Wong, 2023).
Equity and Inclusion: Future research could focus on the barriers and facilitators that affect diverse student groups' access to high-quality experiential opportunities. This would help address existing gaps in equity and promote wider participation (Lose, 2021).
Employer Engagement Models: Investigating new models for how employers can collaborate on curriculum design, assessment, and mentoring could lead to more effective and responsive educational ecosystems.

9. Conclusion 
This study provides a detailed and insightful look into how effective experiential learning is at preparing business students at the CUHK Business School for their careers. The research, built on strong theoretical frameworks and using thorough qualitative methods, seeks to uncover real-life experiences, institutional factors, and connections to the job market. The findings will help CUHK and similar universities improve their experiential learning programs to better prepare graduates who are adaptable, confident, and skilled enough to succeed in today's rapidly changing global business world.
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