Chapter 1  Introduction
1. Background
The flipped classroom (FC) has emerged as a prominent pedagogical model in higher education over the past decade, particularly in language teaching, where it is promoted as a means to foster active learning, student autonomy, and sustained engagement (Bergmann and Sams, 2012). By inverting the traditional sequence of instruction—moving content delivery outside the classroom and dedicating in-class time to interactive activities—the model is expected to enhance both the emotional and cognitive aspects of learning. However, despite the growing popularity of FC in global higher education, its implementation in Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts remains limited, and questions persist regarding how students engage with pre-class materials, especially in terms of their emotional and cognitive responses.
2. Rationale
Existing research on FC has primarily focused on measurable learning outcomes such as academic performance, behavioural participation, and student satisfaction (Thai, De Wever and Valcke, 2017; Zainuddin, 2024). While these indicators provide valuable insights, they often fail to capture the internal processes and affective states that underpin effective engagement. Emotional engagement—encompassing interest, enjoyment, motivation, and anxiety—and cognitive engagement—reflecting mental effort, strategy use, and deep processing—are critical determinants of learning quality, particularly in the pre-class phase where students must study independently (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004). Yet, in the Chinese EFL higher education context, research explicitly focusing on these dimensions remains scarce.
The gap is especially evident in the pre-class stage of FC, where learner autonomy is essential. In traditional teacher-centred classrooms, students may rely heavily on in-class explanations and structured guidance; however, in an FC environment, they are expected to take responsibility for acquiring foundational knowledge before class. This shift presents significant challenges for English majors in China, where levels of self-regulation vary widely. Students’ English proficiency is also highly heterogeneous—ranging from those capable of passing the advanced Test for English Majors (TEM-8) to those struggling with the College English Test (CET-4/6)—creating disparities in how they emotionally and cognitively engage with pre-class materials.
The focus on emotional and cognitive engagement in this study is further justified by the limitations of existing theoretical applications. Fredricks et al.’s (2004) three-dimensional engagement model offers a robust framework, but much of the FC literature prioritises behavioural indicators. By centring emotional and cognitive engagement, this research addresses a notable gap in the literature, particularly within EFL settings.
As this is a doctoral pilot study, the primary purpose is to test the clarity, feasibility, and effectiveness of the chosen research instruments—semi-structured interviews and questionnaires—while also generating preliminary insights into the target phenomena. These initial findings will inform the design and scope of the subsequent main study, which will adopt a larger sample to explore engagement patterns in greater depth.
3. School and Local Context
This study is situated in a comprehensive university in China, where the English major is a well-established programme within the School of Foreign Languages. Despite national discourse promoting innovative teaching models, the FC approach is not widely implemented in this institution’s English language curriculum. Only a limited number of instructors have adopted FC methods, and these are often in experimental or elective courses rather than core modules.
Students enrolled in the English major vary in year of study and proficiency level. While some demonstrate advanced language competence, others face significant challenges with core language skills, which may hinder their ability to engage meaningfully with English-medium pre-class materials. Furthermore, learner attitudes towards independent study differ considerably. For many, the transition from teacher-led instruction to self-directed learning in FC can be unsettling, contributing to emotional barriers such as anxiety and frustration, and to cognitive challenges such as ineffective strategy use or surface-level processing.
Culturally, Chinese higher education has traditionally emphasised knowledge transmission from teacher to student, with less focus on learner autonomy and self-regulated learning. This pedagogical norm may exacerbate the difficulties faced by students in the FC model, particularly during the pre-class phase where sustained self-motivation is critical. For this pilot study, two English-major students with prior FC experience were selected through convenience sampling to participate in in-depth interviews.
Given these contextual and pedagogical realities, it is necessary to review existing scholarship on emotional and cognitive engagement in FC environments, with particular attention to EFL contexts. The following chapter critically examines current theoretical perspectives and empirical findings, identifying both strengths and limitations in the literature to position the present study within the broader research landscape.
Chapter 2  Literature Review
1. Introduction and Theoretical Framework
In recent years, the flipped classroom (FC) model has emerged as a widely discussed and implemented pedagogical approach that seeks to shift the instructional focus from passive knowledge transmission to active, learner-centered engagement (Bergmann and Sams, 2012; Lo and Hew, 2017). Unlike traditional instruction, flipped classrooms require students to engage with pre-class materials—often videos, readings, or interactive modules—before class, enabling valuable classroom time to be devoted to collaborative tasks, problem-solving, and peer discussion (Thai, De Wever and Valcke, 2017; McLaughlin et al., 2014).
While a growing body of literature supports the effectiveness of flipped learning in improving academic outcomes and behavioural engagement (Zainuddin, 2024; Baranova, Shcheglova and Rasskazova, 2023), less attention has been paid to the emotional and cognitive dimensions of student engagement, particularly in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts and during the pre-class learning phase. This is a critical gap, especially as flipped classrooms demand greater learner autonomy, self-regulation, and emotional resilience than conventional models (Hew and Lo, 2018; Wang, 2017).
The present study investigates the emotional and cognitive engagement of English-major students in a Chinese university during their engagement with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom. It addresses two research questions: (1) What specific challenges do students encounter in emotional and cognitive engagement during pre-class learning? (2) How does the flipped classroom model enhance students’ in-class active learning and participation? Understanding these aspects from students’ perspectives is essential for improving flipped pedagogies and tailoring them to local educational and cultural contexts.
1.1 Theoretical Framework: The Three-Dimensional Engagement Model
This study adopts the three-dimensional model of student engagement proposed by Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris (2004), which conceptualises engagement as a multidimensional construct encompassing:
Emotional Engagement: students’ affective reactions to learning activities, including interest, enjoyment, boredom, and anxiety;
Cognitive Engagement: the extent of students’ psychological investment in learning, effort to comprehend challenging content, and use of metacognitive strategies;
Behavioural Engagement: participation, task completion, attendance, and classroom involvement.
This model has been widely applied in recent flipped learning studies (e.g., Li and Wang, 2023; Zhao and Yang, 2025; Zhou, 2025) and provides a practical lens for analysing qualitative data on student experience. It aligns well with the flipped classroom structure, wherein pre-class materials engage cognitive and emotional faculties, while behavioural engagement is most often observable during in-class sessions.
Despite its utility, this model is not without limitations. First, as highlighted by Xiuqin Zhou (2025), the boundaries between emotional and cognitive engagement are often fluid and overlapping in qualitative data, particularly when students describe feelings like frustration arising from comprehension difficulties. Second, the model lacks a temporal or developmental component, making it less suitable for tracing how engagement evolves over time or across different phases of the flipped cycle. Finally, Fredricks et al.'s framework, initially designed for K-12 settings in Western contexts, may not fully account for the sociocultural and linguistic complexities experienced by EFL learners in non-Western higher education systems (Zhao and Yang, 2025; Baranova et al., 2023).
To mitigate these limitations, this study incorporates the three-dimensional model as a sensitising framework rather than a rigid coding scheme. The model will be used to initially categorise themes emerging from interviews and open-ended questionnaire responses, with room for inductive expansion based on emergent categories specific to this context.
Additionally, this study draws on aspects of Self-Regulated Learning Theory (Zimmerman, 2002) to contextualise cognitive engagement, particularly students' use of learning strategies, self-monitoring, and effort regulation when interacting with pre-class materials. Moreover, the Affective Filter Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985) is referenced to explain how anxiety and emotional resistance may inhibit language input and engagement, which is especially relevant for students learning in a foreign language environment.
By combining Fredricks et al.’s foundational model with context-sensitive perspectives from language learning theory and learner autonomy literature, this study seeks to investigate the emotional and cognitive challenges students experience when engaging with pre-class materials and to examine how the flipped classroom model promotes active learning and in-class participation.
2. Literature Review: Emotional and Cognitive Engagement in Flipped Classrooms
2.1 Emotional Engagement in Flipped Classrooms
Emotional engagement, encompassing feelings such as enjoyment, anxiety, interest, and frustration, has gained increasing attention in flipped classroom (FC) research due to its influence on motivation and learning outcomes (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004). While many studies celebrate FC for increasing learner autonomy and classroom interaction, emotional responses to pre-class materials remain mixed, especially in EFL contexts where linguistic and cultural barriers are present.
Several recent studies highlight the positive emotional effects of flipped instruction. For example, Zhao and Yang (2025) found that integrating social media into flipped EFL writing classes in China significantly reduced students’ anxiety and increased their confidence. This was attributed to greater learner control, peer interaction, and reduced pressure during in-class performance. Similarly, Baranova, Shcheglova and Rasskazova (2023) reported higher levels of enjoyment and classroom engagement in flipped language courses when students felt emotionally supported by instructors and peers.
However, other research offers a more nuanced and critical perspective. Li and Wang (2023) found that while flipped instruction improved cognitive and behavioural engagement, emotional engagement remained stagnant or even negative, with students citing stress, confusion, and boredom during video-based pre-class preparation. Their findings suggest that material design, task complexity, and lack of guidance often result in negative emotional responses, particularly among lower-proficiency learners.
Furthermore, studies like Zhou (2025) emphasise that emotional engagement in FC is highly context-dependent. Cultural norms, learner expectations, and language anxiety can all affect how students emotionally experience self-directed pre-class learning. In particular, EFL learners in Asian contexts may be more accustomed to teacher-led instruction and experience frustration when left to navigate materials independently.
Overall, the literature reveals a tension: while flipped classrooms aim to promote autonomy and engagement, they may inadvertently amplify emotional disengagement if students lack the necessary support structures. This underscores the need to better understand the emotional costs of autonomy, particularly for students with limited experience in self-regulated or digital learning environments. Such gaps justify the current study’s emphasis on exploring students’ emotional reactions to flipped pre-class materials through qualitative inquiry.
2.2 Cognitive Engagement in Flipped Classrooms
Cognitive engagement refers to learners’ investment in learning, including effortful information processing, application of learning strategies, and willingness to persist with complex tasks (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004). In flipped classroom (FC) environments, students are required to independently engage with pre-class content—often in video or reading formats—which places high demands on their self-regulation, attention, and mental effort.
Multiple studies have found that the FC model can enhance cognitive engagement, especially when pre-class materials are aligned with in-class activities. McLaughlin et al. (2014) observed that health professions students demonstrated deeper conceptual understanding and self-reported greater metacognitive strategy use when exposed to flipped content. Similarly, Thai, De Wever and Valcke (2017) showed that students in flipped conditions employed more elaborative strategies and spent more time processing content meaningfully than those in traditional lectures.
However, these positive effects are not uniform. In a study of Chinese university EFL learners, Li and Wang (2023) found significant variation in cognitive engagement depending on students’ language proficiency, digital literacy, and prior academic habits. Students with lower English ability reported difficulties comprehending pre-class videos, leading to surface-level engagement or disengagement altogether. The same study highlighted a lack of explicit strategy instruction as a barrier—students often did not know how to study independently, even when motivated.
This aligns with findings from Hew and Lo (2018), who argue that the FC model assumes a level of learner autonomy and cognitive maturity that many students, especially in first-year university courses, have not yet developed. Without guidance, scaffolding, or modelling of study strategies, pre-class tasks may reinforce passive habits rather than promote deep engagement.
Moreover, the design quality of materials significantly impacts cognitive effort. Zhao and Yang (2025) noted that poorly chunked or overly theoretical video content discouraged focused engagement and led to fatigue or “cognitive overload,” echoing principles from Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 2011). Similarly, Zainuddin (2024) found that effective flipped instruction required not just access to content, but support in how to process and apply it—through note-taking templates, guiding questions, or follow-up activities.
Another recurring concern is task alignment: when pre-class materials are disconnected from in-class activities, students perceive them as irrelevant, leading to reduced effort and attention (Baranova, Shcheglova and Rasskazova, 2023). In contrast, when students see a clear “payoff” to their effort—e.g., being able to participate meaningfully in class discussions—they are more likely to engage cognitively with pre-class tasks (Zhou, 2025).
Overall, the literature suggests that while flipped classrooms have potential to deepen cognitive engagement, this potential is contingent on scaffolded autonomy, intentional material design, and clear task alignment. These insights support the need for further exploration of how students, especially in EFL contexts, cognitively process pre-class materials, and how these experiences shape their in-class engagement.
3. Cross-contextual and Methodological Contrasts
A notable feature of the flipped classroom (FC) literature is the wide diversity of educational contexts and research methodologies, which presents both opportunities and limitations in synthesising conclusions about student engagement. Much of the early flipped classroom research originated in Western higher education systems—particularly the US and Europe—where learner autonomy, digital familiarity, and active learning culture are often embedded (Lo and Hew, 2017; Thai, De Wever and Valcke, 2017). In contrast, studies situated in EFL and Asian contexts highlight significant adaptation challenges, particularly in emotional and cognitive domains (Zhou, 2025; Li and Wang, 2023).
For example, Baranova, Shcheglova and Rasskazova (2023) investigated flipped learning in Russian language classrooms, finding generally positive engagement, but noting that learners required sustained instructor support to remain emotionally committed to pre-class tasks. Similar findings are echoed in Chinese contexts: students exhibit initial enthusiasm but face sustained difficulties in self-regulation, managing anxiety, and understanding English-medium video materials (Zhao and Yang, 2025). These cultural and linguistic realities challenge the assumption that flipped methods are universally transferrable.
Additionally, methodological choices significantly shape how engagement is measured and understood. Many flipped classroom studies rely on quantitative survey instruments, often adapted from general academic engagement scales (e.g., Hiver et al., 2021), which prioritise behavioural indicators over emotional or cognitive nuance. For instance, Zainuddin (2024) used a Likert-scale survey to assess FC engagement among Malaysian university students, concluding high satisfaction and learning gains—but without unpacking why some students may still emotionally disengage.
In contrast, more recent studies adopt mixed-methods or qualitative approaches to foreground student voices. The study by Li and Wang (2023) integrated open-ended survey items and interviews to reveal that many students felt “lost” or “disconnected” during pre-class learning due to language difficulty and lack of guidance. Likewise, the qualitative data in Zhou (2025) demonstrated that FC success depends heavily on students’ prior exposure to autonomous learning models—something not common in traditionally lecture-based systems like China’s.
Furthermore, data source variation affects generalisability. McLaughlin et al. (2014) and Strayer (2012), for instance, relied on class-wide pre–post comparisons conducted in health or STEM courses—contexts in which problem-solving and laboratory activities inherently complement the flipped-classroom approach, potentially yielding stronger effects that may not translate to disciplines with less hands-on or application-oriented learning. In contrast, flipped pedagogy in language classrooms (e.g., writing, reading comprehension) involves abstract content and internal processes, making engagement harder to quantify without rich qualitative insight (Zhao and Yang, 2025; Baranova et al., 2023).
These contrasts underscore the need for context-sensitive, student-centred, and methodologically diverse approaches to studying flipped classroom engagement. They also reinforce the value of the current study’s qualitative design, which centres students’ emotional and cognitive narratives in a specific cultural and linguistic setting.
4. Gaps, Limitations, and Study Contribution
Despite the growing body of research on flipped classroom (FC) pedagogy, significant conceptual and empirical gaps remain—especially in relation to emotional and cognitive engagement from students’ perspectives. Much of the literature continues to emphasise behavioural engagement and academic performance, often measured through grades, attendance, or generalised engagement scales (Fredricks et al., 2004; Zainuddin, 2024). This narrow focus risks overlooking the internal learning processes and affective responses that fundamentally shape students’ capacity to benefit from flipped learning.
Notably, the emotional dimension of engagement is under-theorised. While some studies (e.g., Zhao and Yang, 2025; Baranova et al., 2023) identify anxiety, confusion, or frustration as common emotional reactions to pre-class tasks, few explore these responses in depth or situate them within broader theories of learner affect. Moreover, cognitive engagement is often inferred from superficial indicators (e.g., time spent on videos, task completion) rather than examined through qualitative analysis of student strategies, efforts, or mental processing. This lack of depth is particularly problematic in EFL contexts, where language difficulty and cultural learning norms complicate how engagement is expressed and experienced (Zhou, 2025).
Methodologically, most flipped classroom studies employ cross-sectional, quantitative designs with limited insight into learners’ subjective experiences (Lo and Hew, 2017; Li and Wang, 2023). Even those using mixed methods often prioritise numeric trends over rich narrative data. There is also a strong reliance on teacher or researcher interpretation, rather than eliciting students’ own voices regarding what supports or hinders their emotional and cognitive involvement with pre-class materials.
Contextually, the EFL flipped classroom in Chinese universities remains underrepresented in engagement research. While several Chinese-based studies exist, they frequently focus on exam outcomes or general satisfaction (Zainuddin, 2024; Li and Wang, 2023), rather than the nuanced affective and cognitive processes students navigate before class. Given the unique pressures faced by English majors—including language anxiety, perceived performance expectations, and limited prior exposure to learner-centred approaches—there is a pressing need to investigate their flipped learning experiences through a student-led, qualitative lens.
This study addresses these gaps by adopting a qualitative methodology involving semi-structured interviews to investigate students’ emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials as well as their perceptions of how the flipped classroom fosters active learning and participation during class sessions. Framed by Fredricks et al.’s (2004) engagement model and informed by theories of self-regulation and language anxiety, the research offers a situated analysis of how English-major students in China perceive, interpret, and respond to the demands of flipped learning.
By foregrounding students’ voices, this study contributes to a more holistic understanding of engagement, extending beyond observable behaviours to the psychological and emotional textures of pre-class learning. The findings aim not only to inform flipped classroom design in similar EFL contexts but also to enrich engagement theory by demonstrating its context-dependent and multidimensional nature.
5. Conclusion
This literature review has critically examined recent research on emotional and cognitive engagement in flipped classroom contexts, with a particular emphasis on the EFL setting in Chinese higher education. While the flipped model offers substantial opportunities for learner autonomy and in-class participation, its success is contingent upon effective support for students’ emotional stability and cognitive readiness. The reviewed studies reveal both affordances and pitfalls—ranging from increased confidence and strategy use to frustration, anxiety, and cognitive overload. The gaps identified in theoretical application, emotional depth, and context-specific data underscore the significance of this study’s qualitative, student-focused approach. By capturing learners’ voices and aligning them with engagement theory, the present research contributes to a more holistic understanding of engagement and supports pedagogical improvements in flipped EFL instruction.
🟢 Chapter 3   Research Design
This chapter outlines the philosophical assumptions, positionality of the researcher, and the theoretical framework that underpin the study. Given that this is a pilot study forming part of a doctoral project on emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials in flipped classrooms among English-major students in a Chinese university, the research design is anchored in an interpretivist–constructivist worldview. This design ensures that the study captures the nuanced, subjective experiences of students, which are essential to understanding the affective and cognitive processes involved in engaging with flipped learning materials.
1. Research Paradigm
1.1 Ontological Position
The research is grounded in a constructivist ontology, which posits that reality is not a single objective truth but is co-constructed by individuals through their lived experiences and social interactions (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 2011). In the context of flipped learning, each student’s perception of pre-class materials is shaped by personal factors such as prior language proficiency, learning style, and self-regulatory behaviours. This position aligns with the study’s aim to explore these differences rather than generalise findings to a larger population.
1.2 Epistemological Stance
The epistemological stance is interpretivist, emphasising that knowledge is developed through the interpretation of participants’ meanings and experiences (Schwandt, 2015). This approach recognises that affective and cognitive engagement are subjective phenomena influenced by context, emotions, and social dynamics (Yin, 2016). Quantitative methods alone would be insufficient for capturing such complex processes, hence the choice of an interpretivist lens.
1.3 Rationale for Paradigm Choice
The constructivist–interpretivist paradigm supports the in-depth investigation of individual perspectives in a naturalistic setting. This is particularly relevant to the Chinese higher education context, where flipped learning is still relatively uncommon in English-major courses, and students’ engagement levels can vary significantly (Sun & Xie, 2020). A qualitative approach informed by this paradigm allows for the exploration of both overt and subtle aspects of engagement that may not be visible in standardised measures (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
2. Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity
The researcher occupies an insider position in the English language education context. This positionality offers advantages such as familiarity with the academic environment, understanding of the flipped classroom pedagogy, and the ability to design culturally and contextually relevant interview questions (Mercer, 2007). However, insider research also carries potential drawbacks, including the risk of bias in interpreting participants’ accounts or unintentionally influencing responses.
To address these risks, a reflexive stance is maintained throughout the study. This involves keeping a reflective research journal to record methodological decisions, personal assumptions, and potential biases (Berger, 2015). Furthermore, data interpretation is continually cross-checked against the raw transcripts to ensure that themes are firmly rooted in participants’ own words and meanings, rather than being shaped by the researcher’s expectations.
3. Theoretical Framework
The study is guided by Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris’s (2004) three-dimensional model of student engagement, which conceptualises engagement as comprising behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions. While behavioural engagement relates to participation and effort in learning activities, this study focuses on students’ emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials and on their behavioural and cognitive engagement during in-class activities within the flipped classroom.
Emotional engagement encompasses students’ affective reactions to learning tasks, such as interest, enjoyment, or anxiety, which can influence their motivation to engage (Skinner, Kindermann & Furrer, 2009). Cognitive engagement refers to the investment of mental effort and the use of deep learning strategies, including self-regulation and problem-solving (Fredricks et al., 2004; Wang, Fredricks & Ye, 2019).
This framework is particularly suitable for the current research for two reasons. First, it provides an established lens through which to examine both the affective and cognitive dimensions of learning in an EFL context, areas that are underexplored in Chinese flipped classroom research. Second, it aligns with the study’s dual focus on the challenges students face in pre-class engagement and the potential benefits for in-class participation. By using this model as a coding guide during thematic analysis, the study ensures that data interpretation remains systematically connected to its conceptual foundation.
4. Summary
This chapter has outlined the philosophical stance, researcher positionality, and theoretical framework guiding the study. Anchored in a constructivist–interpretivist paradigm, the research is designed to capture rich, context-dependent insights into emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials. The next chapter details the methodological procedures used in this pilot study, including sampling, data collection, analysis, and ethical considerations.
Chapter 4   Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodological procedures employed in the pilot study, including the research approach, participant selection, research context, data collection methods, data analysis process, and ethical considerations. The methodological choices are consistent with the study’s qualitative, interpretivist–constructivist orientation and its focus on exploring emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom environment.

1. Research Approach
Given the exploratory nature of the research questions, a qualitative approach was chosen to capture the depth and complexity of students’ experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Specifically, semi-structured interviews were selected as the sole data collection method. This choice allows for the collection of rich, descriptive data while providing flexibility for the interviewer to probe emergent themes (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015), although reliance on self-reported perceptions may introduce subjectivity and limit comparability across participants. The use of interviews aligns with the study’s aim of examining subjective constructs—emotional and cognitive engagement—that are not easily quantifiable. It also suits the small-scale nature of the pilot study, where the goal is not to generalise findings but to refine the research instruments and procedures in preparation for the main doctoral study (Maxwell, 2013), recognising that the absence of complementary data sources further constrains the transferability of the results.
2. Sampling
The study employed a purposive sampling strategy to recruit participants who met the following criteria:
1. Undergraduate students majoring in English at a Chinese comprehensive university;
2. Prior experience in a flipped classroom setting;
3. Previous engagement with pre-class learning materials in English language courses.
From within this group, two participants were recruited through convenience sampling, based on accessibility and willingness to participate. The small sample size is consistent with the aims of a pilot study, which seeks to test and refine data collection procedures rather than achieve representativeness (Marshall, 1996).
Although the limited number of participants restricts the diversity of perspectives, it allows for in-depth exploration of each participant’s experiences and ensures that the interview process and data analysis procedures are manageable during the pilot phase.
3. Research Context
The study was conducted in a Chinese comprehensive university where the flipped classroom model is not widely implemented in English-major courses. In this context, pre-class learning typically requires students to engage with video lectures, reading materials, or multimedia resources independently, prior to in-class activities.
Students’ English proficiency varies greatly, ranging from those who have successfully passed the Test for English Majors Band 8 (TEM-8, the highest-level national English proficiency test for English majors in China) to those who face challenges in passing the College English Test (CET-4/6, nationwide English proficiency exams for non-English majors). This variation, combined with differences in self-discipline, can significantly influence the quality of pre-class engagement. The local context is therefore characterised by a tension between the autonomy required by the flipped classroom approach and the varying levels of self-regulation exhibited by students (Zhang, 2023).
4. Data Collection Methods
To explore students’ emotional and cognitive engagement with flipped-classroom pre-class materials, this pilot study collected data through semi-structured interviews. The following sections describe the design of the interview instrument and the procedures used to conduct the interviews.
4.1 Instrument Design
An interview guide was developed to explore participants’ emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials. The questions examined their emotional responses to the materials, such as interest, motivation, and anxiety; the cognitive strategies they employed while engaging with the content, including planning, self-monitoring, and elaboration; their perceptions of how pre-class engagement influenced their participation during class; and the challenges they encountered when preparing for lessons. Designing the questions in Mandarin Chinese helped ensure linguistic clarity and participant comfort, a practice that enhances data credibility by allowing participants to articulate nuanced meanings in their first language (Temple & Young, 2004). The final interview questions are provided in a separate document submitted alongside this thesis.
4.2 Procedure
Interviews were conducted via Tencent Meeting to accommodate participant availability and ensure a familiar digital environment. Each interview lasted 30–45 minutes, providing sufficient time for in-depth discussion while avoiding participant fatigue, a balance recommended in qualitative interviewing to maintain data richness and participant comfort (Maxwell, 2013). With participant consent, all interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. To ensure data security, recordings and transcripts were downloaded directly to a password-protected local storage device, avoiding cloud-based platforms to minimise privacy risks (BERA, 2018). Where excerpts were later translated into English for analysis or reporting, care was taken to preserve the original meaning and nuance, recognising the interpretive challenges inherent in cross-language research and the need for reflexivity in handling translated qualitative data (Temple & Young, 2004; Berger, 2015). The full interview protocol is provided in a separate supplementary document submitted alongside this thesis (see supplementary file for complete interview guide).
5. Data Analysis
The collected interview data were analysed using thematic analysis, following the six-step approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006): (1) familiarisation with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. This approach was chosen for its flexibility and suitability for identifying both manifest and latent meanings within qualitative data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). It enables the researcher to capture recurring patterns in participants’ accounts of their emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials. However, thematic analysis also requires careful reflexivity, as the researcher inevitably plays an active role in selecting and interpreting themes; without transparent documentation of analytic decisions, the process may risk oversimplifying complex experiences (Clarke & Braun, 2017; Berger, 2015).
The analysis was both inductive and deductive. Inductively, codes were generated directly from the raw data, ensuring that participants’ voices shaped the findings. Deductively, the coding process was guided by Fredricks et al.’s (2004) three-dimensional engagement framework, particularly the emotional and cognitive dimensions. For instance, responses reflecting enjoyment, frustration, or anxiety were categorised under emotional engagement, while accounts of planning, comprehension difficulties, or self-discipline issues were analysed as cognitive engagement. While this dual approach strengthens analytic rigour, it also requires ongoing critical awareness to avoid forcing data into pre-existing categories (Maxwell, 2013).
Although the small sample size limited the breadth of themes, it facilitated a detailed, nuanced analysis of each participant’s experiences, consistent with the aims of a pilot study (Maxwell, 2013).
6. Ethical Considerations
The study adhered to the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA, 2018) ethical guidelines. All participants were provided with detailed information sheets in Mandarin Chinese, outlining the study’s purpose, procedures, potential risks, and their rights. Written informed consent was obtained prior to participation.
Participants were assured that their identities would remain anonymous, with pseudonyms used in transcripts and reports. Audio recordings and transcripts were securely stored on a password-protected local device accessible only to the researcher. Importantly, participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time prior to the commencement of data analysis, without penalty.
Cultural sensitivity was also prioritised, as students might perceive critiques of pre-class materials as indirectly criticising their instructors or institution. Interview questions were therefore framed to encourage open reflection while avoiding any sense of evaluative judgment.
By ensuring confidentiality, voluntary participation, and secure data management, the study minimised ethical risks and promoted participant trust.
Overall, this chapter has detailed the methodological framework of the pilot study, covering the qualitative approach, sampling strategy, research context, data collection procedures, analytical methods, and ethical safeguards. By employing semi-structured interviews with two English-major students who have experienced flipped classrooms, the study provides an opportunity to test the feasibility of the research design while generating preliminary insights into emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class materials. The methodological choices reflect the interpretivist–constructivist paradigm introduced in Chapter 3 and lay the foundation for the subsequent presentation of findings in Chapter 5.
Chapter 5   Findings
1. Introduction
This chapter presents the findings from two semi-structured interviews conducted with English-major undergraduates who have experienced flipped classrooms in a Chinese university. The analysis follows Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach and is organised according to Fredricks et al.’s (2004) three-dimensional framework of student engagement—emotional, cognitive, and behavioural. Given the focus of this pilot study, emotional and cognitive engagement are prioritised, with behavioural engagement discussed briefly as a supportive dimension.
The findings are presented thematically, supported by verbatim extracts from participants, translated into English to preserve meaning while ensuring clarity. The analysis highlights the complex ways in which pre-class engagement influences in-class participation, revealing both the affordances and challenges of the flipped classroom model within this educational and cultural context.
2. Emotional Engagement
Emotional engagement captures the affective experiences that shape students’ participation in a flipped classroom. This section examines three key aspects—motivation and self-discipline, anxiety and confidence, and peer support—to illustrate how emotions influence pre-class preparation.
2.1 Motivation and Self-Discipline
Both participants emphasised that the greatest obstacle to engaging with pre-class materials was self-discipline. Despite recognising the importance of preparation, they admitted to frequently procrastinating and completing tasks only when directly linked to assessment. One participant stated:
“I often put off the pre-class videos until the last moment. Unless it is graded, I do not feel strong motivation to finish it.” (Participant 1)
This aligns with previous findings that learners in flipped classrooms often struggle with self-regulation, particularly when materials are delivered asynchronously and require a high degree of autonomy (Zainuddin and Perera, 2019; Sun and Xie, 2020). Emotional engagement in this context is thus shaped more by extrinsic motivators—such as grades, deadlines, and teacher monitoring—than intrinsic interest, raising questions about the sustainability of motivation in the flipped model.
2.2 Anxiety and Confidence
Participants also described feelings of anxiety when they encountered difficulty understanding pre-class resources. This emotional tension was heightened by fear of underperforming in subsequent in-class activities, which rely heavily on prior preparation. One participant expressed:
“Sometimes I feel nervous because I don’t fully understand the video. I worry that I cannot follow the teacher in class.”(Participant 2)
Such responses echo the broader literature which identifies a strong link between comprehension difficulties and negative emotions, including frustration and disengagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004; Skinner, Kindermann and Furrer, 2009). In this pilot study, the data suggest that unclear or cognitively demanding pre-class materials can reduce students’ confidence and willingness to participate actively during class.
2.3 Peer Support and Positive Emotions
At the same time, both participants reported that engaging with peers mitigated these negative emotions. Collaborative preparation, even when informal, reduced stress and increased enjoyment:
“When I prepare together with classmates, I feel more relaxed and also more willing to share in class.” (Participant 1)
This finding resonates with evidence that relatedness and social interaction enhance emotional engagement in flipped classrooms, helping students feel more supported and less isolated (Zainuddin, Haruna and Muluk, 2020; O’Flaherty and Phillips, 2015). Such peer interaction appears to satisfy students’ need for social connection and validation, which in turn fosters a sense of belonging and reduces the performance anxiety often associated with English-medium discussions. In the Chinese EFL context, where students may be reluctant to speak for fear of making language errors, preparing with peers can provide a “safe space” to rehearse ideas and receive informal feedback, thereby strengthening both emotional security and cognitive readiness.
Moreover, peer learning not only fostered positive affect but also encouraged greater confidence in speaking up during discussions. However, its effectiveness may vary with group dynamics and language proficiency, suggesting a need for instructor support to ensure equitable participation.
2.4 Synthesis of Emotional Engagement
The emotional dimension of pre-class engagement is characterised by a tension between anxiety and motivation. While procrastination and reliance on external rewards suggest fragile emotional investment, the presence of peer support illustrates the potential of flipped classrooms to foster positive affective states. These dynamics highlight the importance of designing flipped classroom environments that balance autonomy with adequate scaffolding and social interaction opportunities (Gilboy, Heinerichs and Pazzaglia, 2015).
3. Cognitive Engagement
3.1 Comprehension Challenges and Use of Supplementary Resources
A recurring theme across both interviews was the cognitive challenge of understanding pre-class materials. While students generally acknowledged the value of preparing in advance, they found the content of videos and readings sometimes too abstract or insufficiently explained. As one participant described:
“The slides and video are not enough. Sometimes I cannot fully understand, so I look for extra explanations online, such as Xiaohongshu or even ChatGPT.”(Participant 2)
This reliance on external resources illustrates a gap between the intended learning materials and students’ actual cognitive needs. Prior research has similarly noted that the effectiveness of flipped classrooms depends heavily on the clarity and accessibility of pre-class resources (Chen, Lui and Martinelli, 2017; Hew and Lo, 2018). When these materials are ambiguous, students experience a cognitive overload that hinders meaningful engagement (Long et al., 2017). In this case, students resorted to online communities and artificial intelligence tools for clarification, reflecting both the adaptability and the vulnerability of learners navigating independent study.
3.2 Strategic Learning Behaviours
Despite these challenges, some evidence of strategic cognitive engagement emerged. One participant described occasionally taking notes or re-watching videos to reinforce understanding:
“If I have enough time, I make notes or watch the video twice. It helps me organise my thoughts.” (Participant 1)
Such strategies align with the self-regulatory behaviours emphasised in the literature as essential to successful flipped learning (Zainuddin and Attaran, 2016; Zainuddin, 2018). However, both participants admitted that these behaviours were inconsistent and often dependent on external pressures such as upcoming quizzes. More commonly, preparation was superficial, with students “skimming through” content without deep processing. This resonates with findings that, without explicit scaffolding, students in flipped settings often default to surface-level learning approaches (Strayer, 2012; O’Flaherty and Phillips, 2015).
3.3 Link between Pre-Class Preparation and In-Class Participation
Both participants articulated a clear connection between pre-class preparation and their confidence to participate in class. When students felt cognitively prepared, they were more willing to answer questions and contribute to discussions; when unprepared, they tended to remain passive:
“When I understand the material well before class, I feel confident to speak. If not, I just stay quiet and listen.” (Participant 2)
This pattern supports Fredricks et al.’s (2004) model by demonstrating how cognitive engagement underpins both emotional engagement (confidence vs. anxiety) and behavioural engagement (active vs. passive participation). It also underscores the argument that flipped classrooms shift the responsibility of knowledge acquisition to students, making their pre-class cognitive investment crucial to in-class outcomes (Pierce and Fox, 2012; Roehl, Reddy and Shannon, 2013).
3.4 Tensions in Cognitive Engagement
The analysis suggests a paradox: while flipped classrooms are designed to promote deeper cognitive engagement through active learning, they simultaneously expose students to greater risks of misunderstanding due to the shift toward autonomous preparation. The small sample here reflects this duality: on one hand, students developed adaptive strategies, drawing on supplementary resources and occasionally engaging in self-regulated practices; on the other hand, their preparation was fragile, inconsistent, and often extrinsically motivated.
This finding highlights the importance of instructional scaffolding in flipped models, particularly for students who may lack advanced language proficiency or self-regulated learning skills. As Zainuddin et al. (2020) argue, scaffolding that integrates clear guidance, accessible materials, and structured accountability mechanisms can significantly reduce cognitive barriers and enhance student persistence.
3.5 Synthesis of Cognitive Engagement
Overall, the data indicate that students’ cognitive engagement is highly variable, shaped by both the accessibility of learning materials and their self-regulatory capacities. While evidence of adaptive strategies exists, much of the preparation remains surface-level and driven by assessment requirements. The link between pre-class comprehension and in-class participation is particularly strong, supporting the theoretical framework that emotional and behavioural engagement are often contingent upon the quality of cognitive preparation (Fredricks et al., 2004; Wang, Fredricks and Ye, 2019).
4. Behavioural Engagement (Supportive Dimension)
Although this study primarily focuses on emotional and cognitive aspects, the interviews also revealed insights into behavioural engagement, which, according to Fredricks et al. (2004), often reflects the observable manifestation of students’ internal states.
Both participants admitted that their actual behavioural participation in pre-class tasks was inconsistent. One remarked:
“If the teacher does not check the homework, I sometimes leave it unfinished.”(Participant 1)
This suggests that task completion was often contingent upon external accountability mechanisms, echoing earlier findings that assessment-linked incentives strongly influence students’ behaviour in flipped settings (He, Holton and Farkas, 2018; Zainuddin and Perera, 2019). While students did attend classes regularly, their level of in-class participation varied according to their cognitive preparation and emotional state.
For example, one participant explained:
“When I prepare well, I speak more in class. If I don’t, I just sit quietly and listen to others.” (Participant 2)
This reinforces the interconnection among the three engagement dimensions: behavioural engagement (participation) appears heavily dependent on prior cognitive engagement (understanding materials) and emotional engagement (confidence or anxiety). Similar patterns have been observed in larger-scale studies, where students’ classroom behaviours are directly tied to the quality of their pre-class preparation (Thai, De Wever and Valcke, 2017; Chen et al., 2018).
5. Cross-Cutting Insights
The analysis of the two interviews yields several cross-cutting insights that integrate emotional, cognitive, and behavioural engagement dimensions.
5.1 Interplay of Cognitive and Emotional Engagement
The data strongly support the view that emotional and cognitive engagement are interdependent. Difficulties in comprehending pre-class materials frequently triggered negative emotions such as anxiety and frustration, which in turn reduced willingness to engage in classroom activities. Conversely, when students successfully understood materials, they reported feelings of confidence and readiness that encouraged more active participation. This interplay illustrates the cyclical nature of engagement described by Skinner, Kindermann and Furrer (2009), where positive or negative feedback loops amplify either engagement or disengagement.
5.2 The Role of Self-Regulation and Autonomy
Both participants acknowledged that the flipped classroom requires a level of self-discipline they often found difficult to sustain. This reflects one of the central challenges of flipped learning in the Chinese higher education context, where students are accustomed to teacher-centred approaches (Zhang, 2023). Without strong intrinsic motivation or structured scaffolding, students’ engagement was fragile, easily undermined by procrastination. Yet, the interviews also suggested adaptive strategies—such as consulting supplementary resources or collaborating with peers—that point towards the potential of flipped models to cultivate greater learner autonomy if properly supported (Sun and Xie, 2020).
5.3 Peer Collaboration as a Buffer
Peer collaboration emerged as a crucial buffer against both emotional and cognitive challenges. Preparing with peers not only reduced anxiety but also enhanced comprehension, as students could clarify misunderstandings together. This supports claims that flipped classrooms are most effective when they combine independent preparation with opportunities for collaborative learning (Lo and Hew, 2017; Gilboy, Heinerichs and Pazzaglia, 2015).
5.4 The Flipped Classroom Paradox
Finally, the findings highlight what may be termed a flipped classroom paradox. The model promises active learning and autonomy but simultaneously assumes that students already possess the motivation and skills required for independent preparation. In contexts where these skills are unevenly developed—as in this pilot study—the model risks widening gaps between highly motivated students and those struggling with self-regulation. This paradox has been observed in previous empirical work, which cautions that without careful instructional design, flipped classrooms may reproduce existing inequalities in learning engagement (O’Flaherty and Phillips, 2015; Long et al., 2017).
6. Summary of Findings
This pilot study’s findings, derived from two in-depth interviews, underscore the complexity of student engagement in flipped classrooms.
Emotional engagement was shaped by extrinsic motivation, procrastination, and anxiety, but also strengthened by peer collaboration and positive social interaction. Cognitive engagement was marked by comprehension difficulties, inconsistent strategic behaviours, and reliance on supplementary resources, yet also demonstrated the potential for deeper learning when adequate preparation occurred. Behavioural engagement, while less central, reflected the external manifestation of these internal dynamics, with classroom participation directly linked to pre-class preparation and emotional readiness.
Together, the findings provide preliminary evidence that the flipped classroom model’s success in this Chinese EFL context hinges on scaffolding students’ self-regulation, ensuring clarity of pre-class materials, and embedding collaborative support structures. These insights, while limited by the small sample size of this pilot, inform the refinement of research instruments and point towards key areas for exploration in the larger doctoral study.
Chapter 6   Discussion
1. Linking Findings to the Literature
The findings of this pilot study provide important insights into how Chinese EFL students experience engagement in a flipped classroom context, and how these experiences correspond to, extend, or complicate existing research. By situating the results within Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris’ (2004) tripartite model of engagement—emotional, cognitive, and behavioural—it is possible to identify both confirmatory evidence and emerging nuances that contribute to the ongoing scholarly debate on flipped learning.
1.1 Emotional Engagement
A prominent finding concerns the students’ emotional ambivalence when engaging with pre-class materials. On the one hand, participants described anxiety, procrastination, and avoidance when materials were difficult to understand or when tasks were perceived as excessive. On the other hand, they reported a sense of confidence and motivation when they felt well-prepared or supported by peers. This oscillation between negative and positive emotional states strongly aligns with Fredricks et al. (2004), who conceptualised emotional engagement as encompassing interest, anxiety, and affective reactions to learning.
The reliance on external accountability, such as the need for teachers to check homework, resonates with Zainuddin and Perera’s (2019) study, which argued that students in flipped classrooms often lack intrinsic motivation and require structured scaffolding to maintain engagement. Similarly, the tendency toward procrastination reflects the “fragile engagement” noted by Skinner, Kindermann and Furrer (2009), who highlighted that emotional responses frequently mediate persistence or withdrawal from learning tasks. At the same time, the interviews revealed that peer collaboration substantially alleviated negative emotions, offering a buffer against stress and confusion. This contrasts with Gilboy, Heinerichs and Pazzaglia (2015), who placed stronger emphasis on the teacher’s role in fostering a supportive environment. The current findings suggest that, at least in this pilot context, students may derive more immediate emotional reassurance from peer interaction than from teacher presence, raising questions about how flipped classrooms in collectivist educational cultures might function differently from those in Western settings.
1.2 Cognitive Engagement
Cognitive engagement was marked by three main themes: difficulties in comprehending pre-class materials, reliance on supplementary resources, and the effect of preparation quality on in-class participation. Participants reported struggling with dense or ambiguous instructional materials, which often led to surface-level engagement strategies such as rote viewing of videos or perfunctory completion of worksheets. This finding is consistent with Chen, Lui and Martinelli’s (2017) review of flipped classrooms in medical education, which concluded that the clarity and design of pre-class materials are critical determinants of cognitive investment. Similarly, Hew and Lo’s (2018) meta-analysis highlighted that excessive cognitive load can undermine the effectiveness of flipped approaches.
An interesting novel dimension from this pilot is the students’ reported use of additional tools such as Xiaohongshu and ChatGPT to supplement their understanding. This reliance on non-institutional resources indicates a growing shift in the ecology of learning, where students actively seek digital supports beyond formal classroom boundaries. While Strayer (2012) observed that flipped classrooms sometimes encourage surface engagement due to increased workload, the present study indicates that digital tools can also serve as compensatory strategies that extend engagement beyond the prescribed curriculum. However, this raises critical concerns about the accuracy and alignment of external resources, suggesting a need for teachers to provide guidance on how to critically evaluate such tools.
Preparation quality was also found to be a decisive factor in classroom participation. Students who engaged more thoroughly with pre-class materials entered class with greater confidence and willingness to contribute, while those who had not prepared reported silence or passivity. This echoes Pierce and Fox’s (2012) observation that flipped models succeed only when pre-class preparation is sufficiently robust to support active learning during class. Thus, the pilot reinforces the argument that cognitive engagement in flipped classrooms is both a prerequisite for and a determinant of behavioural participation.
1.3 Behavioural Engagement
Although behavioural engagement was not the central focus of this study, it emerged as a supporting dimension that connected cognitive and emotional states. Students admitted to occasionally neglecting pre-class tasks unless accountability mechanisms were present, which reflects He, Holton and Farkas’ (2018) meta-analysis showing that performance-based incentives are a major driver of participation in flipped learning. Classroom participation was described as contingent upon both prior understanding and emotional readiness: students who prepared well felt able to speak, whereas those who had not prepared tended to remain silent. This observation corroborates Thai, De Wever and Valcke (2017), who found that in-class behavioural engagement is strongly dependent on pre-class preparation quality. Importantly, the present findings suggest that behavioural engagement may be better understood as an external manifestation of underlying cognitive and emotional engagement, rather than as an entirely distinct dimension.
1.4 Interconnections and the Flipped Classroom Paradox
A final theme concerns the interplay between engagement dimensions and the paradox inherent in the flipped classroom model. The pilot revealed a cyclical relationship: comprehension difficulties led to anxiety, which reduced participation, whereas successful understanding fostered confidence and active involvement. This dynamic reflects the reciprocal processes identified by Skinner et al. (2009), in which emotional and cognitive engagement reinforce or undermine each other in iterative feedback loops.
At the same time, the findings underscore what O’Flaherty and Phillips (2015) describe as the “flipped classroom paradox”: the model presumes and seeks to cultivate learner autonomy, yet it risks disadvantaging students who lack self-regulation skills. Both participants indicated that self-discipline was their greatest obstacle, suggesting that in the Chinese EFL context, where students often transition from teacher-centred learning traditions (Zhang, 2023), the challenge of fostering autonomous learning may be particularly acute. Long et al. (2017) similarly cautioned that flipped classrooms, if poorly designed, may inadvertently widen engagement gaps between motivated and less motivated students. The present pilot adds weight to this concern, illustrating how uneven self-regulation can lead to divergent engagement trajectories even within a small cohort.
2. Limitations and Reflections
While this pilot study has generated valuable insights into emotional and cognitive engagement in the flipped classroom, several limitations must be acknowledged. These limitations primarily concern sampling, methodology, and contextual factors, each of which has implications for the interpretation of the findings and for the design of the subsequent doctoral research.
2.1 Sampling Limitations
The most evident limitation lies in the very small sample size. With only two participants, the data cannot be generalised to wider populations of EFL students in China or beyond. The use of convenience sampling further restricts the representativeness of the findings, since the participants were drawn from students known to the researcher rather than selected systematically. As Maxwell (2013) notes, while pilot studies are not intended to provide statistically generalisable results, they can only offer tentative insights into possible patterns. In this sense, the findings reported here should be seen as suggestive rather than conclusive, pointing toward areas that merit fuller investigation with larger, more diverse samples.
Additionally, both participants were drawn from a single university and from the same disciplinary background (English majors). This institutional and disciplinary homogeneity reduces external validity, since engagement dynamics may differ substantially in other majors, at other universities, or in non-Chinese contexts. As O’Flaherty and Phillips (2015) argued, the success of flipped learning is shaped by local institutional cultures, and thus findings from one site cannot easily be transferred to another without careful contextualisation.
2.2 Methodological Limitations
Several methodological challenges also merit consideration. First, data were collected exclusively through semi-structured interviews. While this method allowed for in-depth exploration of students’ perceptions, it does not provide triangulation with other data sources, such as classroom observations, pre-class learning analytics, or reflective journals. Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend methodological triangulation to strengthen thematic validity; the absence of such triangulation in this pilot study means that the findings rest solely on students’ self-reports, which may be subject to recall bias or selective emphasis.
Second, the interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese and subsequently translated into English for analysis and reporting. Although this approach ensured participants’ comfort and fluency, it carries the risk of losing subtle nuances of meaning in translation. Even with careful cross-checking, certain idiomatic expressions or emotional tones may not be fully captured in the English transcripts, which could influence interpretation (Temple and Young, 2004). This limitation underscores the need for transparent reporting of translation processes in cross-linguistic qualitative research.
Finally, the researcher’s insider status must be acknowledged. As a member of the same academic community, the researcher’s relationship with participants may have influenced the data collection process, either by encouraging participants to be more open or by constraining their willingness to share critical views. Reflexivity is therefore essential, and as Berger (2015) reminds us, the positionality of the researcher can both enable and limit access to authentic perspectives.
2.3 Reflections on Data Collection
Despite these limitations, several positive reflections can be drawn from the pilot. The semi-structured interview guide proved effective in eliciting detailed accounts of students’ emotional and cognitive engagement, and participants were able to articulate both challenges and strategies with clarity. This suggests that the interview schedule is a suitable instrument for the larger doctoral study, though it may benefit from further refinement to probe more deeply into behavioural dimensions.
The pilot also highlighted practical challenges. Participants’ limited availability meant that interviews were shorter than originally anticipated, lasting 30–45 minutes rather than a full hour. Some responses were initially brief and required further probing, suggesting that the interviewer’s skill in prompting elaboration will be critical in future research. Nonetheless, the richness of the themes that emerged demonstrates that even within a small sample, meaningful insights can be generated.
Perhaps most importantly, the pilot has confirmed the feasibility of investigating emotional and cognitive engagement through qualitative inquiry. It has demonstrated that students are able and willing to reflect on their learning experiences in flipped classrooms, and that their narratives yield patterns consistent with and extending beyond existing theoretical frameworks. As a result, the pilot has fulfilled its primary purpose: to test the clarity of the research instruments and to provide a foundation for refining the methodology of the larger doctoral project.

3. Contributions
Despite its small scale, this pilot study makes contributions on both theoretical and practical levels. These contributions are preliminary but nevertheless provide useful directions for the refinement of flipped classroom pedagogy and for the conceptual framing of student engagement research.
3.1 Theoretical Contributions
At the theoretical level, the findings confirm the applicability of Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris’ (2004) tripartite model of engagement to the Chinese EFL flipped classroom context, while also suggesting refinements. The results indicate that behavioural engagement may not function as a distinct dimension, but rather as an external manifestation of cognitive and emotional engagement. This nuance contributes to the debate on whether the three engagement dimensions are separable or deeply interdependent (Reschly and Christenson, 2012). Furthermore, the data introduce a novel consideration: the use of external digital resources such as ChatGPT or Chinese social media platforms to supplement pre-class learning. This suggests an evolving learning ecology in which student engagement is increasingly mediated by informal digital tools, an area that existing engagement theories have yet to fully address.
3.2 Practical Contributions
The more immediate contributions of the study lie in its practical implications for the design and implementation of flipped classrooms in Chinese higher education. The findings indicate that the clarity of pre-class materials is crucial. Students’ cognitive struggles highlight the need for instructional resources that are concise, well-structured, and appropriately scaffolded, so as to reduce cognitive overload and prevent surface-level learning.
Accountability mechanisms also play a significant role in supporting engagement. Emotional and behavioural engagement was closely tied to external accountability, suggesting that small quizzes, progress checks, or other forms of low-stakes assessment may be necessary to sustain student preparation and discourage procrastination.
Additionally, peer support structures were shown to be critical. Interviews demonstrated that collaboration among peers helps alleviate anxiety and enhance confidence. Flipped classrooms should therefore include structured opportunities for group learning, both before and during class, to fully leverage this resource.
Together, these contributions provide both a refinement of engagement theory and a set of actionable recommendations for practice. While the findings remain provisional, they point to areas where flipped classroom design can be adjusted to better support student engagement in the Chinese EFL context.4. Chapter Summary
[bookmark: _GoBack]This chapter has situated the findings of the pilot study within the broader literature on flipped classrooms and student engagement. By applying Fredricks et al.’s (2004) tripartite model, the analysis highlighted how emotional and cognitive engagement are central in shaping students’ behavioural participation, and how these dimensions are interwoven in cyclical ways. While the study is limited by its very small, context-specific sample and reliance on self-reported data, it has nevertheless revealed important insights into the challenges of self-regulation and the role of peer collaboration in emotional and cognitive engagement. These preliminary contributions lay the groundwork for the larger doctoral study, where a more extensive sample and triangulated methods （interview and questionnaire）will be used to test and extend the themes identified here.
Chapter 7  Recommendations
1. Evaluation of the Research Process
This pilot study has fulfilled its primary purpose of testing the effectiveness of the research instruments. The semi-structured interview schedule proved appropriate, enabling participants to articulate their emotional and cognitive experiences of engaging with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom context. The process also allowed the researcher to refine interviewing skills, particularly in employing probing questions to elicit richer data. At the same time, the study highlighted several limitations, including the very small sample, reliance on convenience sampling, and the potential for nuance to be lost in translation from Mandarin to English. These issues do not diminish the value of the pilot but rather provide important guidance for refining the methodology of the main doctoral project.
2. Implications for Future Research
The findings suggest several implications for the larger doctoral study. First, the main research will draw on a larger and more diverse sample in order to enhance representativeness and allow for more robust thematic conclusions. Second, the study will adopt a mixed-methods approach using both questionnaires and interviews, thereby ensuring greater triangulation and depth of insight. The tripartite model of engagement proposed by Fredricks et al. (2004) will continue to serve as the guiding theoretical framework, as it has proven valuable in structuring analysis and capturing the interconnections between emotional, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions. Future data analysis will build upon thematic analysis while seeking to integrate findings more systematically across multiple data sources.
3. Reflections
From a reflective standpoint, the pilot underscored the extent to which self-regulation challenges shape students’ engagement in flipped classrooms. This was more pronounced than initially anticipated and will be a central focus in the doctoral study. Although modest in scale, the pilot has provided both methodological assurance and preliminary insights into the dynamics of engagement in the Chinese EFL context. It thus serves not only as an instrument test but also as a stepping stone toward a fuller exploration of flipped learning in higher education.
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