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Abstract: Geopolitical changes worldwide, together with rapid advances in technology, have created
a situation where an individual’s working life can present many new challenges. Helping students
develop the attitudes and skills necessary to adapt to constant change along a career path has become
a priority in education. Developing this career adaptability is becoming increasingly important to
the sustainability of democracy, the economy, justice, human values, and equality. The authors of
this paper argue that to improve the quality of our education system in universities, active learning
should play a more important role to enrich the typical lecturing–learning processes. The aim of
the study reported here was to examine the impact from implementing a 3-month active learning
program that took university students beyond the classroom to increase their career adaptability
and self-esteem and to strengthen their meaning in life. A mixed-method approach was adopted
and conducted in two phases with 119 undergraduate students in human resources management
at a university in Hong Kong. Findings suggested a significant improvement in career adaptability
of the students after participating in the program when compared to a control group. However,
data did not indicate any significant change in self-esteem and meaning in life in the training group.
The findings support the valuable role of active learning as a strategy to enhance students’ career
adaptability in a changing but sustainable world of employment.

Keywords: active learning; career adaptability; Hong Kong; human resources management; univer-
sity students; university teaching

1. Introduction

A review of the literature reveals that in this era of rapid technological and geopolitical
change, career adaptability has become an increasingly important research topic in the
field of career education [1]. It is also evident that, in the near future, our efforts to adjust
to climate change will also affect employment opportunities by creating new jobs and
making others redundant. If we are to sustain an acceptable quality of life, the ability of
individuals to adapt to constant changes in employment has become a new essential ‘life
skill’. In addition to career adaptability, self-esteem and meaning in life are important to
undergraduates’ career and personal development. To our best knowledge, it remains
unknown whether active learning contributes to these three outcomes.
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1.1. Career Adaptability

Career Construction Theory defines career adaptability as the readiness to manage
predictable and unpredictable career transitions, changes and challenges [2–4]. Career
adaptability has been delineated into four self-regulatory strengths: concern, control, cu-
riosity and confidence. Career Concern is the inner urge to plan for a career carefully and
establish a career vision. Career Control represents a sense of responsibility and owner-
ship to construct one’s career and make career decisions. Career Curiosity refers to the
exploration process to synthesize work-related information relative to personal strengths
and interests. Career Confidence describes self-efficacy for managing vocational tasks,
decisions and transitions [2,5,6]. For undergraduates, these four psychosocial competencies
determine how successfully they deal with the school-to-work transition as well as their
working life [7].

Career adaptability is an important part of life design [8] and is becoming a popular
topic in vocational research and as a subject within career education courses. Two lon-
gitudinal studies have found that career courses boost the level of career adaptability of
undergraduates in Hong Kong [9,10], and cross-sectional studies suggest that attributes
such as personality traits and self-esteem are antecedents of undergraduates’ career adapt-
ability [11–14].

1.2. Self-Esteem

If self-esteem is indeed an influence on older students’ ability to acquire career adap-
tiveness, schools and universities could do more to build students’ self-esteem. Self-esteem
is reflected in personal beliefs about self-worthiness and value. A person possessing high
self-esteem tends to feel accepted, respected and satisfied with who he or she is. That
person recognizes, and is comfortable with, their personal strengths and weaknesses [15,16]

Kaveh, Hesampour, Ghahremani and Tabatabaee (2014) [17] found that one way to
increase self-esteem of female secondary school students was to have the students engage
in active peer-led education. They reported that students who participated in the activities
had a significant increase in self-esteem. The research team explained that the increase
in self-esteem appeared to stem from the collaboration and mutual support among peers.
This type of collaborative learning process acts as a catalyst for behavioral change in terms
of belongingness, attachment among peers, self-esteem, and purpose in life [18–20].

1.3. Meaning and Purpose in Life

Meaning in life is generally described as the feelings an individual has about the
significance and purpose of their existence. People who believe their lives are high in
meaning tend to develop valuable goals and feel fulfilled [21–23]. An instrument to assess
an individual’s meaning in life was developed by Steger and Frazier (2005) [23]. They
conceived that ‘meaning’ may be found at two levels: the presence of meaning in life and
search for meaning. The former connects to an already-acquired sense of how meaningful
one’s life is. The latter refers to the situation where one is still seeking meaning in one’s life.

A study found that adolescents with purposeful work goals reported higher meaning
in life and in schoolwork [24]. Hence, students who engaged in the program in this study
to organize a teambuilding day for other HRM students might perceive their lives to be
more purposeful.

1.4. Active Learning

In university classrooms, ‘active learning’ is being more widely adopted to enrich
typical lecturing–learning processes and improve the quality of our education system.
In contrast to the traditional lecturer-centered pedagogy commonly used in universities,
active learning is a student-centered method in which students are engaged in the learning
process and can benefit from the experiences [25]. Activity-based learning has long been
the norm in early childhood education, and through the primary school years, but in
universities it had been less common.
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The belief that underpins student-centered learning is that it encourages students
to become more autonomous by discovering and constructing their own knowledge and
using their own initiative. The control is moved from teacher to the students to engage
them in meaningful learning and to reflect upon their progress [25,26].

Mounting evidence suggests that active learning surpasses traditional teaching meth-
ods in establishing knowledge and skill development [25,27–29]. However, the majority of
studies of active learning have only explored its positive impact on teaching and learning ef-
fectiveness, so there is a paucity of information on the relationship between active learning
and students’ personal outcomes (such as career path and career readiness). There is a need
to investigate how active learning can be adopted more widely as a strategy to improve
older students’ career adaptability and personal development [30]. It is hypothesized that
a well-designed extracurricular activity-based learning program, implemented beyond the
classroom, can be a sustainable approach that adds value to the formal curriculum. It is
also hypothesized that the program may have a positive effect on participants’ self-esteem,
and may strengthen their purpose and meaning in life. An effective learning program should
be able to enrich students’ professional knowledge, and also strengthen their career resources.

1.5. The Program

The present study attempted to investigate whether an extracurricular activity with
hands-on experiences in taking responsibility as a trainer of others could strengthen
students’ career adaptability, self-esteem and meaning in life.

The program was built on active learning principles, namely that (i) students learn
best by doing, (ii) that activity promotes higher-order thinking, and (iii) that participation
offers students practice opportunities that can aid their development [29,31,32]. The university
students who participate in the extracurricular program would obtain hands-on experiences
in taking responsibility for designing and delivering a team-building program.

The program also drew upon aspects of Career Construction Theory [4,6] and con-
nected three perspectives on vocational behavior—namely, developmental psychology,
individual differences psychology, and narrative psychology [33]. Firstly, the develop-
mental psychology perspective focuses on psychosocial adaptation and how individuals
manage their own vocational development and difficulties. This ‘career adaptability’ at-
tribute is the main variable considered in the present study. In particular, the intention
was to compare the pre- and post-program changes that occurred for participants in the
program (active learning group) and a control group of similar students who did not
participate. It was anticipated that, by completion of the learning program, the students
might have a clearer plan for pursuing their training and career development (career
concern), a greater responsibility of constructing their future profession (career control),
a higher curiosity to explore more information for their graduate job (career curiosity), and
a higher efficacy to take up an entry-level training position (career confidence). Secondly,
the individual difference perspective addresses the differences in vocational personality
types and the different occupation interests that people may have [33]. With reference
to this aspect, the study also helped to reveal whether the students’ self-esteem would
be strengthened after participating in the active learning program. Thirdly, the narrative
psychology perspective examines the dynamic processes that individuals use to integrate
their past life experiences, impose meaning on their present vocational behaviour, and gain
inspiration for their future career. Such dynamics help explain why people fit work into
their lives differently [33].

Three hypotheses were tested in the study:

Hypothesis 1. Compared to a control group, students who participate in an extracurricular active
learning program will show higher career adaptability.

Hypothesis 2. Compared to a control group, students who participate in an extracurricular active
learning program will show higher self-esteem.
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Hypothesis 3. Compared to a control group, students who participate in an extracurricular active
learning program will report a higher meaning in life.

2. Method
2.1. Design and Delivery of the Program

The program was offered in two consecutive years to two cohorts of Year 3 Human
Resources Management (HRM) undergraduates from a university in Hong Kong. The pro-
gram took the form of an extracurricular activity with 13 half-day sessions held on 7
Saturdays/Sundays in the summer break (July and August). An invitation was made to the
students for them to gain hands-on experience in designing and delivering an experiential
team-building program. A professional trainer experienced in adventure programs was
appointed as the coach. Under the guidance of the coach, students learned the fundamental
adventure-based training concepts such as the value of working as a team, solving prob-
lems in a collaborative manner, supporting one another, the role of a facilitator. Students
also learned the skills needed to design and deliver in-door experiential games by observ-
ing demonstrations by the coach and hands-on participation in some games. Students
then spent a few sessions to brainstorm, discuss and refine the training plan for a one-day
team-building workshop for which they would be responsible. On the last two half-days,
students prepared team-building materials for a trial run.

The teambuilding workshop was to be part of the HRM program orientation held on
the Saturday before the new academic year. Each year, around 100 HRM students from
different cohorts, plus 15 graduates, usually participate in a team-building workshop as
part of orientation for new students. On that day, students and graduates get together
and participate in a series of indoor experiential activities and group games to foster
relationships, cultivate a sense of group cohesion, and strengthen their team skills such as
communication and team problem solving.

After the teambuilding workshop, the professional coach arranged a debriefing session
for the student trainers to reflect on and consolidate their learning. The whole program lasted
for around 3 months, covering initial training, teambuilding, workshop design to debriefing.

2.2. Research Design and Procedures

The study used a two-phase longitudinal design to compare the pre- and post-program
changes between participants and the control group of classmates who did not participate.
All participants were invited to complete an online questionnaire by email and WhatsApp
on two occasions. Time 1 (pretest) was conducted before the first session of the program.
At Time 2, all participants completed the questionnaire again approximately 3 months later.
In addition to the quantitative data from the questionnaire, students of the second-year
cohort were invited for a focus group interview in mid-November to collect qualitative
responses on the active learning experience and its impact.

2.3. Participants

The participants in this program were full-time, third-year undergraduates from a
Human Resource Management major at a university in Hong Kong. All participants in both
training and control groups had completed a credit-bearing course with a fundamental
understanding of training and development.

Human Resources Management (HRM) is one of the occupations that increasingly
requires a relevant degree qualification [34,35]. In the training of HRM students, academic
content and hands-on experiences are equally important to help students appreciate the
purposes behind HRM functions and understand best practices [34]. In this respect, tradi-
tional pedagogies like lectures and written assignments are often inadequate to develop
undergraduates as true professionals.

Previous studies have shown that an active learning approach appears to improve
student learning and academic outcomes. For example, MacVaugh and Norton (2012) [36]
identified the practical value of active learning in business education, and suggested
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that future research should investigate the connection between students’ active learning
experience and their later success on their career path. Similarly, North-Samardzic and De
Witt (2019) [37] designed an online simulation program for HRM students to learn and
apply theories and acquire conceptual knowledge. Their findings provide meaningful
insights into how an online simulation can be an active learning tool that engages students
in their learning.

In the first year of the study, 77 students completed the pre-training questionnaire and
57 students participated in the post-training questionnaire. In the second year, 75 students
responded to the pre-training survey and 74 students participated in the post-training
survey. All participants were invited to provide the last 4 digits of mobile phone number as
an identifier. However, as shown in Table 1, only 51 pairs of pre- and post-survey responses
were successfully identified by the 4-digit code in the first year in total and 68 pairs in the
second year.

Table 1. Study participants in the training and control groups.

Year Training Participants Control Group Total

First year 20 31 51

Second year 12 56 68

Total 32 87 119

Independent t-test was applied to validate the combination of the two samples from
different years, and scores of Year 2017 samples (N = 51) were compared to those of 2018
samples (N = 68) at each time point. There were no significant differences found between
two samples for all measures at both pre- and post-training, so the two samples were
combined for further analysis. The total sample included 119 students (59.7% female),
which consisted of 32 students in the training group and 87 classmates in the control group.
The mean age was 21.28 years (range = 20–24; SD = 1.06). Two sessions of follow-up focus
group interviews were arranged. Ten students participated, 6 attended the first focus group
session and 4 attended the second session.

2.4. Measures

As all participants were Chinese, the questionnaires were presented in the Chinese
language, and the focus group discussions were conducted in Cantonese.

2.4.1. Career Adaptability

The Career Adapt-Abilities Scale—China Form [38] (CAAS-China) was used to mea-
sure career adaptability. The CAAS-China is a translation of the English form of the
CAAS—International 2.0 [5]. The scale comprises 4 subscales: career concern, control,
curiosity, and confidence. Each subscale contains 6 items rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale (5 = Strongest; 4 = Very strong; 3 = Strong; 2 = Somewhat strong; and 1 = Not strong).
In the present study, Cronbach alphas were 0.94 (overall), 0.90 (Concern), 0.84 (Control),
0.82 (Curiosity) and 0.88 (Confidence) at Time 1.

2.4.2. Self-Esteem

The Chinese Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (CRSES) [39] was used to measure the global
self-esteem of the participants. The CRSES is a translation of the English form of the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) [16]. The scale consists of 5 positively worded items and
5 negatively worded items on a 4-point Likert-type scale (4 = Strongly agree; 3 = Agree;
2 = Disagree; and 1 = Strongly disagree). Cronbach alpha coefficient in this study was 0.86
before the training program.
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2.4.3. Meaning in Life

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire [40] was used to assess the meaning in life of par-
ticipants. The scale is divided into two subscales, with 5 items measuring the presence of
meaning in life and 5 items measuring the search for meaning in life. All items are rated on
a 7-point scale from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true). The reliability of the MLQ
reported in this study was 0.77 at Time 1 and was 0.78 for the Presence subscale and 0.82
for the Search subscale.

For the focus group interview, an established in-depth interview approach with semi-
structured questions was adopted. The interview protocol consisted of three sections.
Section One was a warm-up to invite interviewees to describe their overall experience
in the program. In Section Two, students were invited to reflect on how their career
adaptability, self-esteem and perceived meaning in life had changed as a result of the
training experiences. Some prompts and probes were used during discussions to facilitate
students to express their views in more detail. Section Three focused on identifying the
most valuable gains, growth and challenges associated with this active learning experience.

3. Results

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, and the triangulation of data helped
achieve more valid research findings. The results reported below indicate that the data
collected through quantitative and qualitative methods led to similar findings.

3.1. Pre- and Post-Program Surveys

Table 2 presents means, standard deviations and internal consistency estimates for
all variables at Time 1 and Time 2. The correlation figures at pre- and post-training stages
are also shown in Table 2. All variables at Time 1 were found positively and significantly
correlated to the score at Time 2.

At Time 1, independent t-test found no significant differences between the training
and control groups on all measures, indicating that the two samples could be regarded as
reasonably matched before the program began.

To compare the scores on career adaptability, self-esteem and meaning in life for each
group between Time 1 and Time 2, paired t-tests were conducted. For the training group,
there was a significant change in career adaptability (t(117) = 2.449, p = 0.016). In contrast,
no significant change was found in self-esteem and meaning in life. For the control group,
the paired t-test results showed no significant change for all scores from Time 1 to Time 2.
This result provided some indication that the changes in HRM students’ scores could be
due to the effects of the active learning program.

To test the hypotheses, a mixed design of ANOVA tests was conducted. Training
participation (training and control) was input as a between-group factor, and time (pre and
post-training) as a within-group factor. As illustrated in Table 3, the analysis revealed that
there were significant differences at Time 1 and Time 2 between the training in overall career
adaptability (F (1, 117) = 4.03, p = 0.047), career concern (F (1, 117) = 6.46, p = 0.012), and
career confidence (F (1, 117) = 4.96, p = 0.028). Students who participated in the program
showed higher career concern and career confidence, as compared to the control group.
These results tend to support Hypothesis 1. However, there was no significant change in
the other career adaptability sub-scales (control, curiosity), nor was any change evident
in self-esteem, or meaning in life and its two subscales, causing rejection of Hypotheses 2
and 3.
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations among Variables.

Time 1 Time 2
Scale Mean Std. Deviation α Mean Std. Deviation α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Career adaptability 3.31 0.65 0.94 3.37 0.69 0.95 0.56 *** 0.85 *** 0.90 *** 0.90 *** 0.91 *** 0.48 *** 0.50 *** 0.43 *** 0.38 ***
2. Career concern 3.09 0.89 0.90 3.13 0.83 0.90 0.81 *** 0.52 *** 0.65 *** 0.66 *** 0.67 *** 0.44 *** 0.47 *** 0.41 *** 0.36 ***
3. Career control 3.47 0.75 0.84 3.46 0.80 0.86 0.87 *** 0.56 *** 0.53** 0.78 *** 0.78 *** 0.49 *** 0.43 *** 0.38 *** 0.32 ***

4. Career curiosity 3.38 0.71 0.82 3.45 0.70 0.85 0.85 *** 0.53 *** 0.68 *** 0.47 *** 0.80 *** 0.29 ** 0.42 *** 0.33 *** 0.36 ***
5. Career confidence 3.33 0.72 0.88 3.44 0.78 0.89 0.88 *** 0.57 *** 0.75 *** 0.71 *** 0.44 *** 0.46 *** 0.44 *** 0.38 *** 0.33 ***

6. Self-esteem 2.79 0.44 0.86 2.79 0.43 0.86 0.34 *** 0.28 ** 0.42 *** 00.1 0.32 *** 0.70 *** 0.51 *** 0.57 *** 0.23 *
7. Meaning in life 5.10 0.66 0.77 5.18 0.71 0.83 0.41 *** 0.36 *** 0.33 *** 0.34 *** 0.36 *** 0.46 *** 0.66 *** 0.86 *** 0.77 ***

8. Meaning in
life—Presence 4.81 0.94 0.78 4.94 0.97 0.82 0.35 *** 0.35 *** 0.35 *** 00.17 0.29 ** 0.59 *** 0.80 *** 0.65 *** 0.34 ***

9. Meaning in
life—Search 5.39 0.80 0.82 5.43 0.76 0.83 0.27 ** 0.19 * 00.13 0.36 *** 0.25 ** 00.06 0.72 *** 00.16 0.59 ***

Notes. N = 119. Time 1 correlations are shown below the diagonal; Time 2 is shown above in the shaded area. Correlations over time are on the diagonal. *** p < 0.001, two-tailed. ** p < 0.01, two-tailed. * p < 0.05,
two-tailed.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6246 8 of 13

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Training and Control Groups and Results of Mixed
Design of ANOVAs.

Training Group Control Group
Mixed

ANOVAs FMeasures Pre-Test
Mean

Post-Test
Mean

Pre-Test
Mean

Post-Test
Mean

Career adaptability 3.38 3.62 3.29 3.28 4.03 *
Career concern 3.21 3.44 3.04 3.02 6.46 *
Career control 3.53 3.69 3.44 3.37 2.16

Career curiosity 3.48 3.70 3.34 3.36 1.76
Career confidence 3.28 3.66 3.35 3.37 4.96 *

Self-esteem 2.79 2.84 2.79 2.77 1.50
Meaning in life 5.31 5.37 5.03 5.12 0.06

Meaning in life—Presence 4.86 5.13 4.79 4.88 1.14
Meaning in life—Search 5.75 5.61 5.26 5.36 2.56

Note. N = 32 for training group; N = 87 for control group. Only cases that provide both pretest and posttest
responses are included here. Mixed ANOVA = mixed analysis of variance. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01. * p < 0.05.

3.2. Focus Groups

The qualitative responses recorded through the interviews were studied by applying
content analysis [41]. Main themes and categories emerging from the responses were
referred to the respective categories in the survey instrument. For example, in the Career
Adapt-Abilities Scale (CAAS) [5], a person who exhibits greater ‘career concern’ is “thinking
about what his/her future will be like”, and “planning how to achieve future goals”.
Important statements from the students were then matched to attributes in CAAS. The
same procedure was used to evaluate comments linked to career control, curiosity, and
confidence. The responses obtained from the focus group interviews are reported below
under: (1) overall learning experience; (2) career adaptability; (3) self-esteem; and (4)
meaning in life.

Overall learning experience. The interviewees consistently agreed that the extracur-
ricular active learning program was a valuable experience. Students described it as a
“successful” and “valuable” (even “indescribable”) experience that “satisfied” their needs.
A student commented that,

“Our classmates who haven’t joined [the program] missed a precious learning oppor-
tunity that they couldn’t obtain again.”

Career adaptability. The collaboration and hands-on involvement in the planning and
executing of a team-building workshop had strengthened students’ adaptability competen-
cies. Some of these competencies equate with specific items in the Career Adapt-Abilities
Scale (CAAS) [5]. These specific items appear in italics in the material below.

For example, two sub-themes related to career concern are identified. First, some
students “become aware of the career choices”. One student said,

“Among various HRM functions, I like training and development more, but I was
not sure whether it would be my career direction. This program makes my career interest
certain, and I find I am capable of handling the duties of a trainer.”

Another student touched on their “plan to achieve career goals”, saying that: “I will take
a training and development related internship before graduation in order to prepare for
my future career.”

Career control. A few responses collected in the interviews subtly displayed career
control characteristics. Two students shared that they learned to become more proactive and
happier, which was similar to “keeping upbeat”. Two students also showed the characteristic
of “sticking up for my beliefs”. One said: “No matter the future job is, and whether I like
or dislike it, this [trainer] experience made me realize that a positive attitude is the most
important. Every attempt can be beneficial to my future.”

Career curiosity. All students expressed a view that the active learning program
provided “opportunities to grow as a person”. They not only learned some training skills
and knowledge, they also found teamwork, collaboration and leadership capabilities
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were enhanced. Two students shared that their reason for enrolling in this program was
to try something new, this equates with “curious about new opportunities” in the Career
Adapt-abilities Scale.

Career confidence. All six characteristics of career confidence were evident in the
focus group conversations. The fact that they achieved the teambuilding day built their
confidence by proving that they were able to “perform tasks efficiently”. The students were
highly responsible and showed that they can “take care to do things well”. For example, a
student shared: “It is essential to get well prepared and think about how to explain the
game rules clearly so that participants find the game easy to understand and attractive.”
Another opined: “As I have committed to this program, I know I have to be responsible
and complete all of the tasks properly.”

Moreover, all of the students reported that “learning new skills” was the most valuable
takeaway. For instance, a student shared: “I have learned many new skills such as how to
lead a team, design team-building activities, debriefing skills and so on.”

Indeed, being in charge of team-building day for a hundred participants was a great
mission for the students. Throughout the process, they stretched themselves to achieve this
mission. A student provided feedback which showed the characteristic of “working up to
my ability”. He said: “I discovered that training and development is not easy. For instance,
trainers are responsible for uncovering people’s talents. On the team building day, I tried
to facilitate the participants to use their unique abilities in different games bit by bit. But I
know I need to sharpen my [facilitation] skills further.”

Last but not least, students had demonstrated the confidence and strength to “over-
coming obstacles” and “solve problems”. Some unpredictable happenings occurred before
or on the day of team building, but with good teamwork they coped with these. Several
students also shared that being a trainer was the very first huge challenge in life. Positive
self-talk helped them come out of their comfort zone and enabled them to speak in front of
the people and take up the facilitator role. A few students also reminded themselves, “I’m
capable!”, “Be brave!” and “Just do it!”.

Self-esteem. Although statistical testing did not reveal significant increases in self-
esteem, most of the students reported that they became more confident and optimistic. An
interviewee explained: “At that moment on team building day, my self-esteem was high;
but after a while, when faced with challenges, I fell back into a person with low self-esteem.
I think personal growth takes time. A single exposure can’t really build self-esteem.”

Meaning in life. Again, statistical testing did not provide evidence of increased
meaning in life. However, a few students did find that this 3-month program was a
meaningful experience that gave them purpose. A student shared: “Before that time,
study was the only thing in my life; but this learning experience has widened my horizon
and enriched my life. I have learned a lot of new skills which are practical and beyond
textbooks. I can use these skills in my future career.”

Similarly, another student added: “The most meaningful thing is that I can contribute
to the HRM degree program. The team building day fostered the bonding among HRM
students of different cohorts.”

These two responses somewhat reflect “presence of meaning”—but the sense of purpose
and fulfilment was confined to the team building event and did not affect students’ life as
a whole.

One student briefly touched upon “search for meaning”, and said: “Everyone pursues
meaning in life. I didn’t want to be a leader before. In this program I have come out of
my comfort zone to be a leader this time. When challenges come in future, this learning
experience would remind me how meaningful it is to try, regardless of success or failure.”

4. Discussion

The extracurricular active learning program in this study was designed as part of an
initiative for university students that takes learning beyond the classroom. The implications
of the study are organized according to four key findings.
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First, the HRM students who participated in the study reported a strengthening
of three aspects of career adaptability (overall adaptability, career concern and career
confidence), whereas no significant change was found among their classmates in the
control group. This finding partially supports Hypothesis 1 and is in line with active
learning and career construction principles. From the active learning perspective, the
program provided a safe collaborative setting for students to plan and implement the
team-building day. This undertaking was a work-like mission with a real purpose. The
firsthand experience obtained in the program is in many ways a realistic job [42] where
students had a taste of the training profession. The students built their work culture and
were involved in decision making. As the process evolved, this peer learning community
illustrated how active learning effectively helps higher education students’ profession
development [29].

Second, from the career construction perspective, the student group provided a show-
case of how they had to transform themselves to become trainers to lead a one-day team-
building workshop. To complete this mission, they had to handle a series of tasks and to
face many known and unknown challenges. Such transition demanded a high level of
adaptability that required students to push beyond their current level to reach a higher
capability. Savickas (2005) [33] opined that adaptation is fostered through five stages:
orientation, exploration, establishment, management, and disengagement. The students
in this study progressed through these five stages. They began the trainer role as an
orientation period in which they become aware of the need for acquiring new skills. To
adapt to the new role, students explored the domain by seeking information about the
functions of a trainer. Then, students gradually established themselves in the new trainer
role and learned to manage all new challenges one by one. Finally, they disengaged from
the trainer role upon completion of the 3-month program. From the students’ responses in
the interviews, the experience of being a training facilitator to organize and lead a team
on the team-building day greatly enhanced their career concern and confidence attributes.
They became more aware of whether training and development is a profession for them to
pursue upon graduation.

Third, all participating students found the learning experience valuable, and the
changes in their adaptability supports a view that occupation-oriented active learning
programs of this type could supplement other university courses to enrich undergraduates’
capabilities. The evidence that active learning boosted students’ overall career adaptability
appears to be a way to prepare graduating students to enter and sustain today’s employ-
ment market. From West to East, many employers comment that the new generation of
graduates are not ready for real-life work situations. For example, Forbes reported that
only 13% of adults strongly agreed that college graduates in the US are well-prepared to
work [43]. An experiential learning experience such as the program here may serve to
narrow the gap between learning at the university and starting a career. In particular, pro-
grams such as this could enhance undergraduates’ career adaptability required in today’s
constantly changing world of work [3,44].

Fourth, self-esteem improvement and change in the meaning of life were not produced
by this program, possibly because the program was of relatively short duration. Although
the students revealed in discussions that they appreciated the program and found them-
selves with higher self-confidence, the experience did not produce long-lasting change in
their feeling of self-worth and meaning in life. The nature of the tasks within the program
did not really provide experiences that could have a deep effect on the students’ perceived
meaning in life. Future versions of the program could endeavor to provide experiences
that might address these attributes more directly [45].

5. Limitations

The interpretive scope of the results is limited by the small sample size, and the
3-month longitudinal nature of the data from a sample of students in one program of a
university. Future research should involve a larger number of matched pre- and post-
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survey participants in an active training program in other settings and of longer duration.
In addition, the present study found that the program did not significantly change students’
self-esteem and meaning in life. Yet, in the interview the students did report positive
experiences. Future research could confine the scope to evaluate the impact on specific
outcomes such as career self-efficacy or meaningfulness of learning. Furthermore, some
students said that their positive self-talk helped them overcome challenges encountered
in the active learning project. Future research could extend the study and test whether
positive self-talk is also relevant to the enhancement of career adaptability.

6. Conclusions

The study added to the active learning and career adaptability literature in higher
education by collecting data using a mixed (quantitative and qualitative) and experimental
approach. The findings provide some initial evidence of the potential value of a university
active learning program that places students in leadership roles beyond the classroom.
It appears that such a program is an example of education which contributes to students’
sustainable career planning confidence and adaptability. The results suggest that situations
that simulate real-life working conditions and present real-life challenges could add value
to undergraduates’ career preparation.
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