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Abstract	

This	 study	 investigates	how	 social	practice	programs	bridge	 cognitive	and	 character	
development	 among	 Chinese	 university	 students,	 addressing	 the	 need	 for	 holistic	
education	 in	 higher	 learning.	 Using	 Astin's	 Student	 Involvement	 Theory	 and	 Kolb's	
Experiential	Learning	Theory,	the	research	adopts	a	qualitative,	multi‐case	approach	to	
analyze	23	education‐focused	social	practice	courses.	Data	from	instructor	interviews,	
student	journals,	and	policy	documents	reveal	that	well‐structured	programs	enhance	
critical	 thinking,	 problem‐solving,	 responsibility,	 and	 empathy	 through	 immersive	
participation	and	guided	reflection.	Key	 findings	highlight	a	"participation‐reflection‐
competence	 enhancement"	 cycle,	 where	 contextualized	 tasks	 and	 interdisciplinary	
collaboration	 deepen	 learning.	 However,	 challenges	 like	 passive	 engagement,	
superficial	 assessments,	 and	 cultural	 mismatches	 limit	 effectiveness.	 The	 study	
proposes	 optimization	 strategies:	 aligning	 objectives	 with	 Bloom's	 taxonomy	 for	
progressive	skill	development;	embedding	Kolb's	experiential	cycle	to	connect	practice	
with	 theory;	 localizing	 content	 to	 improve	 relevance;	 and	 implementing	 multi‐
dimensional	evaluations	combining	self,	peer,	and	community	feedback.	The	research	
underscores	 social	practice	programs	 as	 vital	 for	nurturing	well‐rounded	 graduates,	
offering	practical	insights	for	curriculum	design	and	policy.	Limitations	include	a	China‐
specific	 focus	 and	 reliance	 on	 qualitative	 data.	 Future	 studies	 should	 explore	 cross‐
cultural	applicability	and	long‐term	impacts.	
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1. Introduction	

China's rapid economic development and educational advancement have created new demands 
for higher education. Universities are now expected to produce graduates who possess not only 
academic excellence but also well-developed critical thinking capabilities, problem-solving 
skills, and strong moral character [3]. Social practice programs, including volunteer services, 
internships, and community projects, have emerged as essential components of holistic 
education, providing valuable platforms for students to connect theoretical knowledge with 
practical application. These programs enable students to engage with real-world challenges 
while developing both cognitive abilities and character traits. 
However, traditional educational approaches often emphasize cognitive development at the 
expense of character formation. Existing research on social practice programs tends to focus 
primarily on academic outcomes or skill development, neglecting the important relationship 
between cognitive and character development. This gap is particularly notable in the Chinese 
context, where educational reforms are increasingly emphasizing the importance of moral 
education and whole-person development [4]. The unique cultural and educational 
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environment in China presents both opportunities and challenges for implementing effective 
social practice programs that address both cognitive and character development. 
This study addresses two fundamental research questions: First, how do social practice 
programs influence the cognitive abilities and moral character traits of Chinese university 
students? Second, what strategies can be employed to enhance these programs to more 
effectively foster both cognitive and character development? By examining these questions 
through rigorous qualitative research, this study aims to provide valuable insights for 
educators, policymakers, and researchers interested in holistic education. 

2. Theoretical	Framework	

The study is grounded in two complementary theoretical perspectives that provide a robust 
framework for understanding how social practice programs contribute to student development. 
Astin's Student Involvement Theory emphasizes that student learning and development are 
directly related to the quantity and quality of their involvement in educational activities [1]. 
This theory suggests that students learn more when they actively participate in their education, 
investing substantial physical and psychological energy in academic experiences. The theory 
identifies several components of student involvement, including academic involvement, social 
involvement, and emotional engagement, all of which contribute to overall development. 
Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory provides additional theoretical grounding by describing 
learning as a process through which knowledge is created through the transformation of 
experience [2]. The theory proposes a four-stage learning cycle: concrete experience, reflective 
observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. According to this model, 
effective learning occurs when students engage in all four stages of the cycle, moving from 
direct experience to reflective observation, conceptual understanding, and practical application. 
This cyclical process allows students to integrate theoretical knowledge with practical 
experience, leading to deeper learning and more meaningful development.  
Together, these theories form a comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding how 
social practice programs facilitate student development. The "participation-reflection-
competence enhancement" cycle emerges as a central concept, suggesting that active 
participation in well-designed social practice activities, coupled with structured reflection, 
leads to the development of both cognitive abilities and character traits. This framework guides 
the research design and analysis, helping to identify the mechanisms through which social 
practice programs influence student development, see Fig. 1. 

 

	
Figure	1.	Theoretical Framework of study 
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3. Methodology	

The study employed a qualitative multi-case study design to investigate the implementation 
and outcomes of social practice programs in Chinese universities. Twenty-three education-
focused social practice courses were selected for analysis, representing diverse institutional 
contexts, program formats, and regional characteristics. The multi-case approach allowed for 
comparative analysis while capturing the complexity and contextual factors influencing 
program effectiveness. 
Data collection involved multiple methods to ensure comprehensive understanding and 
triangulation. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with three instructors who had 
substantial experience teaching social practice courses. These instructors represented different 
academic disciplines and institutional backgrounds, providing diverse perspectives on 
program design and implementation. Additionally, three students were interviewed to capture 
their experiences and perceptions. The student participants represented different participation 
types: active engagement, passive involvement, and transformative participation, ensuring a 
range of perspectives on the student experience. 
Classroom observations provided direct insight into program implementation, capturing 
interactions between instructors and students, as well as student engagement with program 
activities. Reflective journals maintained by students offered rich data about their learning 
processes, challenges, and developmental trajectories. Policy documents related to social 
practice programs were analyzed to understand the institutional and regulatory context within 
which these programs operate. 
Data analysis followed a rigorous thematic analysis procedure. All interview transcripts and 
journal entries were carefully transcribed and reviewed multiple times to ensure familiarity 
with the data. Initial coding identified meaningful units of text, which were then grouped into 
categories through axial coding. These categories were further refined into themes that 
captured the essential patterns and relationships in the data. The analysis paid particular 
attention to identifying both the positive outcomes of social practice programs and the 
challenges that limit their effectiveness. 
To ensure trustworthiness and rigor, several strategies were employed. Member checking 
involved sharing preliminary findings with participants to verify accuracy and interpretation. 
Peer debriefing provided external validation of the analysis process and findings. Detailed 
documentation of the research process ensured transparency and allowed for auditability. 
These measures helped ensure that the findings were credible, dependable, confirmable, and 
transferable to similar contexts. 

4. Findings	and	Discussion	

This study conducted interviews with three university instructors who have experience 
teaching social practice courses, encompassing diverse institutional backgrounds and academic 
disciplines to ensure a variety of perspectives. The three educators differ in terms of teaching 
experience, curriculum design philosophy, and implementation strategies, offering 
complementary insights that contribute to a comprehensive exploration of how the goals of 
social practice courses are realized and how their design can be optimized. 
Research Questions 1 is “How do social practice programs affect the cognitive abilities and 
moral character traits of university students?” 
Four main themes and nine sub-themes were identified in terms of how it affects university 
students' cognitive abilities and character dispositions, see Table 1. 
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Table	1.	Impacts of Students’ Cognitive Abilities and Character Traits 
Main Theme Sub-theme Evidence 

Stages of cognitive 
growth 

Knowledge application and 
reconstruction 

High-level thinking 
From imitation to criticism 

and systematic analysis 

Promote the spiral development of students' 
cognitive abilities such as analytical skills, critical 
thinking, and systematic thinking by integrating 
disciplines, contextualizing tasks, and providing 

differentiate. 

Building personality 
from experience 

Trigger and reinforcement of 
responsibility 

The Contextual Construction 
of Empathy 

The situations encourage students to demonstrate 
deep empathy, value feedback from service 

recipients, and take responsibility for their actions. 

Synergistic bridge 
between cognition 

and character 

Design effectiveness of 
reflection tools 

The catalytic role of conflict 

Students make the transition from empirical 
observation to abstract conceptualization in 

practice, thereby achieving integration and mutual 
promotion between cognitive abilities and 

personality development. 

Moderating 
variables affecting 

validity 

Motivational transformation 
conditions 

Cultural contextualization 

As “designers” of contexts and “awakeners” of 
emotions, enhance the depth of engagement and 
transformative effectiveness of practical courses 

for students by optimizing assessment and 
situational sensitivity. 

 
Table	2.	The effective strategies for enhancing social practice programs 

Main Theme Sub-theme Evidence 

Pathways for synergistic 
cognitive and character 

development 

Situational experiences 
lead to a sense of 

responsibility 
Multiple interactions 

enhance social 
understanding 

Students collide their prior knowledge 
structures with real-life experiences in 

authentic social situations, the 
Emotional impact from the practice 
site motivates students to develop a 

sense of responsibility and value 
judgment. 

Teaching strategies to increase 
motivation and commitment to 

participation 

Incentives to promote 
proactive participation 

Task challenges 
promote deep 
engagement 

Using a variety of motivational 
methods (e.g., point system, results 

display, social recognition, etc.). Setting 
challenging tasks that allow students 
to experience frustration and solve 

problems leads to real engagement and 
growth. 

Reflection as a bridge between 
knowledge and feeling 

Diversity of expression 
for authentic responses 

Facing Failure to 
Inspire Deeper 

Encouraging students to express their 
inner feelings in a variety of ways; 

Taking "failure" as the starting point of 
reflection. 

Multiple assessments to support 
student development tracking 

Achievement Through 
Outcome Display 
Growth-Oriented 

Process Evaluation 
Reflective Awareness 

via Experience 

A diversified, process-oriented 
assessment system serves as a key 

mechanism in social practice courses. 
It not only evaluates learning 

outcomes but also fosters students’ 
sense of achievement and reflective 

motivation through integrated 
performance display. 
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Research Questions 2 is “What are the effective strategies for enhancing social practice 
programs to foster students' cognitive and character development?” 
Four main themes collectively reveal how teachers shape students' cognitive pathways and 
character traits through design-based teaching practices, see Table 2. 
In summary, this chapter focuses on the current implementation of social practice courses, 
presenting key findings from thematic analyses of interviews with three university faculty 
members and three students. The aim is to explore how social practice courses can promote 
the synergistic development of university students' cognitive abilities and character 
dispositions, and to identify potential pathways for optimizing course design. Through a 
systematic analysis of course experiences and teaching practices, the study identified several 
main themes and subthemes, reflecting the current practices and challenges in the 
implementation of social practice courses in higher education institutions, particularly in terms 
of goal implementation, reflective mechanisms, motivation enhancement, and evaluation 
systems. 
These themes not only provide effective strategies for teachers in course design, instructional 
guidance, and diverse evaluation methods but also illustrate students' growth trajectories from 
initial passive adaptation to deep engagement and reflective development. Teachers shared 
their authentic experiences in addressing student diversity, resource constraints, and conflicts 
within evaluation systems, demonstrating resilience and creativity in practical education; 
meanwhile, students' voices reflect the gradual awakening of responsibility, empathy, and 
reflective abilities in social contexts. 
Although the implementation of the curriculum still faces several structural challenges, such as 
insufficient motivation and superficial reflection, the strategies revealed in this study (such as 
immersive task design, structured reflection guidance, and diverse evidence-based evaluation 
mechanisms) demonstrate significant potential for driving students from “task completion” 
toward “self-growth.  

5. Conclusion	and	Recommendations	

This study demonstrates that well-designed social practice programs can significantly 
contribute to the holistic development of university students by simultaneously promoting 
cognitive abilities and character traits. The findings confirm the value of integrating Astin's 
Student Involvement Theory with Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory to create powerful 
educational experiences that combine active participation with structured reflection [1,2]. The 
identified "participation-reflection-competence enhancement" cycle provides a useful model 
for understanding how these programs facilitate student development. 
Based on the findings, several recommendations emerge for enhancing social practice 
programs. First, program objectives should be explicitly aligned with Bloom's taxonomy to 
ensure comprehensive development of cognitive and affective domains. This alignment helps 
ensure that programs target not only knowledge acquisition but also higher-order thinking 
skills and character development. Second, Kolb's experiential learning cycle should be 
consciously embedded throughout program design, with specific attention to ensuring 
adequate opportunities for reflective observation and abstract conceptualization. This might 
involve incorporating structured reflection activities, guided discussions, and conceptual 
integration exercises. 
Third, program content should be localized to ensure cultural relevance and contextual 
appropriateness. This requires careful consideration of local needs, values, and conditions, as 
well as meaningful engagement with community partners. Fourth, assessment methods should 
be expanded to incorporate multiple perspectives and dimensions of development. Combining 
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self-assessment, peer evaluation, and community feedback provides a more comprehensive 
understanding of student learning and development. 
While this study focused specifically on the Chinese context, the findings offer valuable insights 
for educational practitioners and researchers internationally. The emphasis on integrating 
cognitive and character development through experiential learning aligns with global 
educational trends emphasizing whole-person education and sustainability. The specific 
strategies identified for enhancing social practice programs may be adapted to different 
cultural and educational contexts.  
Future research should address several important limitations of this study. Longitudinal 
studies could examine the long-term impacts of social practice participation on career 
development and life choices. Comparative research across different cultural contexts could 
identify both universal principles and culturally specific factors in program effectiveness. 
Mixed-methods approaches combining qualitative depth with quantitative measures could 
provide more comprehensive understanding of program outcomes. Additionally, research 
focusing specifically on assessment methodologies could develop more effective tools for 
evaluating both cognitive and character development. 
In conclusion, social practice programs represent a powerful educational approach that can 
effectively bridge cognitive and character development. By providing meaningful opportunities 
for active engagement, practical application, and reflective learning, these programs help 
prepare students not only for professional success but also for responsible citizenship and 
meaningful lives. The insights from this study contribute to our understanding of how to design 
and implement such programs effectively, offering guidance for educators seeking to promote 
holistic student development in increasingly complex and challenging world. 
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