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ABSTRACT 

 
This study examined the connection between transformational leadership by 
instructors and student engagement in Chinese higher vocational education, 
specifically examining the mediating function of student self-efficacy. Drawing on 
Bandura’s social cognitive theory, a quantitative cross-sectional design was 
employed to collect data from 1,034 students at five different Chinese Higher 
Vocational Colleges. These findings indicate that transformational leadership 
positively affects student engagement and self-efficacy. Their sense of self-efficacy 
moderated the relationship between leadership and student involvement. This 
study adopted structural equation modeling, which confirms the proposed 
relationships’ robustness. However, some limitations, such as the cultural context 
and limited representativeness, should be considered for future studies. 
Policymakers and practitioners in education can use these findings to inform 
efforts to enhance vocational education instruction and student achievements. 
Implications for practice include suggestions for bettering programs that support 
teacher leadership and for including self-efficacy tests in educational policies to 
increase student involvement. These findings have implications for policymakers 
and educational practitioners, particularly in designing teacher leadership training 
programs to improve student learning performance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Within the framework of globalization, the significance of teachers’ transformational leadership is vital for improving 
classroom instruction and encouraging personal development (Nurabadi et al., 2021). Educational leadership 
theories highlight teachers’ dual role: imparting knowledge and fostering pupils’ potential. Given the difficulty of 
education, transformational leaders' contributions significantly influence educational leadership theory (Leithwood 
& Sun, 2012). This type of leadership also significantly impacts the increasing student engagement in higher 
vocational institutions (Jiabing, 2021; Zhao & Ko, 2020). Numerous studies have shown that student engagement 
positively affects instruction effectiveness and learning results (Kyriakidēs et al., 2013). Although some studies have 
examined how leadership influences educational outcomes in Western educational settings, there remains a 
significant difference in the effects of transformational leadership in Chinese colleges. A study of the effectiveness 
of transformational leadership in classroom settings is urgently needed because of the difficulties faced by Chinese 
higher vocational institutions, such as the lack of student engagement (Teuber et al., 2021). Therefore, it is necessary 
to investigate the impact of transformational leadership in an educational setting. The unique setting of China's 
colleges provides insights into the study of teacher leadership, where the educational system differs from that of 
Western nations with the student body reflecting that diversity. This study sought to fill this gap by investigating 
how student engagement is influenced by teachers' transformational leadership, specifically by examining the 
mediating role of students' self-efficacy. 
 
This study draws on Bandura's social cognitive theory to develop a conceptual model emphasizing the triadic 
interactional straight form. This model explores how individual behavior, cognition, and the environment interact 
(Bandura, 1986). In an educational environment, teachers’ supervision style has a significant impact on the 
development of student self-efficacy. Teachers can use transformational leadership strategies like offering 
personalized support and inspiring students’ interests to create good educational environments and increase 
students’ confidence. Leithwood et al. (2020) note how engaged students are with academic endeavors and the 
classroom. Previous studies have evaluated Bandura's theory's suitability in several educational settings, particularly 
those demonstrating how transformational leadership increases engagement by increasing followers' self-efficacy 
(Prochazka et al., 2017). Based on an effective theoretical foundation from earlier research, this study seeks to 
understand how teacher leadership and student self-efficacy influence student engagement in educational 
institutions in China. Chinese culture emphasizes authority and respect for teachers, which may amplify the impact 
of leadership behavior, which is different from the cultural background of Western countries. Focusing on China's 
particular context, this study aims to provide a more in-depth analysis of the theoretical study on the leadership 
effect on enhancing student growth and educational quality. 
 
By incorporating theoretical analysis with practical use, researchers have compiled several empirical studies to 
examine how teachers ' transformational leadership encourages individuals ' active involvement in educational 
activities. This empirical study examined how certain transformational leadership practices impact student 
engagement, such as encouraging critical thinking among children and setting lofty targets. Additionally, this study 
examined how this relationship was mediated by self-efficacy. The benefits are anticipated to provide a scientific 
foundation for developing educational policies and controlling techniques while encouraging academics and 
policymakers to think critically of ways to improve educational quality and achieve better learning effects. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
In addition to improving teaching and learning standards and promoting student development, transformational 
leadership has gained a significant place in education (Anderson, 2017). This type of leadership can significantly 
increase student engagement, particularly in technical schools in China. Student engagement is crucial in higher 
vocational schools (Heilporn et al., 2024). It is linked to students' academic performance, personal growth, and 
shaping of their future career trajectories. In this situation, student self-efficacy has been suggested as a possible 
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intermediary factor connecting instructor leadership styles and student engagement. This literature review revolves 
around various fundamental elements. I begin by outlining the larger research context in which this study was 
conducted. Second, I will examine concepts related to teacher transformational leadership, student engagement, 
and student self-efficacy, along with their theoretical frameworks. Lastly, I will formulate the study's hypotheses and 
organize the relationships among students' engagement, self-efficacy, and teachers' transformational leadership. 
This study aims to thoroughly review previous research investigating the connection between transformational 
leadership in the classroom and student engagement in Chinese higher education, emphasizing the role of self-
efficacy in this relationship. 
 
Research Context 
Academics have been interested in educational leadership theory and how various leadership styles have impacted 
student progress in the mid-twentieth century. According to Mews (2019), higher education has long relied on 
transactional leadership and other traditional types of educational administration. However, these approaches have 
shown that they cannot meet or motivate students to participate (Bass & Riggio, 2006). The diversity of student 
needs, driven by globalization, technological innovations, and socioeconomic changes, is causing a shift in 
educational leadership from traditional models to transformational leadership. Recent research has demonstrated 
that transformational leadership is essential while significantly influencing the improvement of education and 
addressing the developmental requirements of students in Chinese educational institutions (Sun et al., 2017). 
Transformational leadership is necessary to respond effectively to the rapidly evolving social and economic 
circumstances. 
 
Chinese HVE institutions are adopting fascinating academic strategies to enhance student’s learning outcomes and 
experiences. With the development of teaching methods and technologies, student engagement (which is closely 
related to student learning outcomes) has become a significant indicator of teaching quality (Bond et al., 2020). 
Policymakers and educational institutions are developing tale approaches and strategies to improve student 
engagement. For example, the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE) released guidance documents in 2019 and 2021 
highlighting the importance of leadership and innovative teaching methods in enhancing educational effectiveness 
and student engagement (MOE, 2019d, 2021). These activities, among other things, aim to enhance scholar 
motivation and academic performance. Transformational leadership is crucial in guaranteeing the successful 
execution of these strategies, enabling adaptation to present and future educational demands and difficulties 
(Jiabing, 2021). 
 
Global educational studies have demonstrated that transformational leadership increases student engagement 
(Hinds, 2021; Jiabing, 2021) and self-efficacy (Jingkun et al., 2021; Santoso et al., 2020). Within the context of Chinese 
Higher Vocational Education (HVE), there is insufficient research on this leadership style. This study examines the 
impact of transformational leadership within the framework of global educational reform with a specific emphasis 
on China.  This gap was addressed using quantitative research methods. We anticipate that this interdisciplinary 
approach will enhance the comprehension of teacher leadership theories and provide practical guidance to 
practitioners on effectively implementing transformational leadership alongside psychological and sociological 
theories. This enhancement will enable the development of innovative instructional strategies and will have a lasting 
positive influence on students' long-term growth. Furthermore, new insights into the creation and execution of 
global education policies may be derived from this study's conclusions. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
Teacher Leadership 
Strong teacher leadership is widely recognized as crucial in the education sector, although its exact definition is still 
subject to debate (Javidan et al., 2006). Within promoting student-to-student learning and teaching, York-Barr and 
Duke (2004) emphasized teacher leadership in facilitating peer-to-peer teaching and learning, whereas Pounder 
(2014) concentrated on the interaction between teachers and students. Teacher leadership extends beyond the 
formal responsibilities of teachers and includes diverse ways in which they contribute to improving instruction, as 
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emphasized by the research conducted by Wenner and Campbell (2017). Tahir et al. (2021) showcase the significant 
impact of leadership on enhancing educational achievements in public institutions, necessitating a specific set of 
skills and competencies. 
 
Transformational Leadership 
Burns (1978) defines transformational leadership as an approach to management that encourages and supports 
followers’ growth as leaders and motivates them to achieve excellence. This leadership model includes four 
fundamental pillars: (1) idealized influence, (2) inspirational motivation, (3) intellectual stimulation, and (4) 
personalized care. Transformational leadership, a well-studied and effective leadership style, has demonstrated its 
notable influence in various organizational contexts, including education (Okoth, 2018). Pedraja-Rejas et al. (2018) 
examined the efficacy of transformational leadership among educators. 
 
Teacher’s Transformational Leadership 
Although teacher leadership should embody transformational leadership qualities, educators frequently fail to fully 
recognize and value them. Pounder's (2006) model posits that teacher leadership comprises various components of 
transformational leadership, such as individualized student assistance, involvement in intellectually demanding 
issues, motivational tactics, and mentorship. According to Balwant (2022), teacher leadership is the deliberate 
exertion of influence by teachers to guide, coordinate, and facilitate activities and relationships with students. While 
there may be differing opinions on the extent and scope of these ideas, academics generally agree on the significance 
of expanding research on teachers' transformational leadership and its impact on college students' grades. Thus, 
this research began by adopting Balwant's definition of transformational leadership as the initial framework. 
 
Student Engagement 
Effective learning and educational outcomes are driven by student engagement, essential for fostering academic 
achievement and personal growth and serve as the driving force behind effective learning and educational results 
(Kang & Wu, 2022; Kim et al., 2019). "Engagement" has a variety of factors, including cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral characteristics (Fredricks et al., 2004). This comprehensive approach allows for a thorough analysis of 
students' commitment to the learning process, the pedagogical strategies employed, and the caliber of the learning 
environment, especially as established by educators (Closs et al., 2021). Transformational leadership, a crucial 
strategy for educators, significantly influences the development of effective teaching methods and learning 
environments (Ahmad & Rochimah, 2021). This aspect is essential for enhancing students’ engagement. 
 
Teacher’s Transformational Leadership to Student Engagement 
According to studies conducted by Balwant et al. (2019) and Hinds (2021) on the topic of transformational leadership 
and its relationship with student engagement, teachers' transformational leadership behaviors; establishing 
meaningful learning objectives, offering personalized assistance, and promoting students' critical thinking play a 
crucial role in increasing engagement. According to Thornberg et al. (2022), a strong teacher-student relationship is 
essential to enhance students’ emotional and behavioral presence; however, there has not been much research on 
different cultural backgrounds, educational systems, and educational stages. However, research conducted by Dutta 
and Sahney (2016) and Shatzer et al. (2013) indicates that while transformational leadership is a valuable style, its 
direct impact on student engagement in educational settings in the United States may not always be substantial, 
which raises the possibility that contextual factors are crucial here. Thus, this study investigate how China's distinct 
higher education culture and system may affect the relationship between transformational leadership and student 
participation.  
 
Hypothesis 1: The presence of transformational leadership among teachers in Chinese HVE settings will have a 
notable and beneficial effect on student engagement. 
 
Self-efficacy 
According to Bandura (1978), an individual's belief in their ability to achieve a goal or overcome a challenge is known 
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as self-efficacy. In educational settings, She et al. (2021) stated that student self-efficacy accurately predicts intrinsic 
motivation and achievement in the classroom. Research has claimed that self-efficacy measures within specific 
domains provide reliable conclusions (Dellafiore et al., 2019). However, there is consensus that a person's 
perceptions of their competence can be used in a variety of fields (Moreta-Herrera et al., 2021); therefore, the 
present study chose to adopt a broader conceptualization of self-efficacy and to view learning as a whole rather than 
focusing on a specific discipline. 
 
Teacher’s Transformational Leadership to Self-efficacy 
How teachers demonstrate transformational leadership positively affects individual self-efficacy. This 
transformational leadership style boosts student motivation by promoting academic growth and recognizing their 
individuality. According to research conducted by Castillo et al. (2020), teachers' ability to inspire students to 
examine problems and formulate solutions beneficially affects student self-efficacy. Yüner (2020) indicated a strong 
and positive relationship between students' self-efficacy and transformational teaching methods in a review of 915 
Turkish college students. According to Pachler et al. (2019), this leadership style and students’ perceptions of their 
abilities in a university setting are unrelated. These conclusive findings underscore the need for more investigation 
to understand how individuals’ perceptions of their capabilities relate to profound control. This research has 
developed several theories to investigate this intriguing relationship. 
 
Hypothesis 2: The presence of transformational leadership among teachers in a Chinese higher education setting 
has a significant and positive impact on students' self-efficacy. 
 
Self-efficacy to Engagement 
Research has shown that individual actions are affected by their surroundings, background, core values, and beliefs 
about success (Mamun et al., 2022). Educational research has demonstrated a strong relationship between student 
self-efficacy and the level of their active class participation. Student involvement in learning is greatly improved 
when they have high levels of self-efficacy (Doo & Bonk, 2020; Zapata-Cuervo et al., 2021). While extensive research 
has investigated the correlation between self-efficacy and student engagement, most studies have concentrated on 
particular facets of engagement rather than its comprehensive conceptualization (Sökmen, 2021). Moreover, 
existing research has primarily focused on Western countries. As our understanding of how cultural disparities affect 
psychological performance grows (Henrich et al., 2010; Lee, 2014; Sinha, 2002), it is imperative to investigate these 
connections in various national and cultural settings. Therefore, the study’s purpose is to test pertinent hypotheses 
about the changing connection between students' self-efficacy and engagement in Chinese colleges by applying the 
results of these global viewpoints to this setting. 
 
Hypothesis 3: Student self-efficacy has a significant positive impact on student engagement in the Chinese context 
of higher education. 
 
Teacher’s Transformational Leadership, Self-efficacy and Engagement 
According to the Social Cognitive Theory, humans can actively control their cognitive processes, affective states, and 
behavioral responses, and this ability is significantly influenced by self-efficacy (McCormick, 2001). Students with 
higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to be better equipped to cope with environmental stimuli, which is 
particularly important in educational settings. Teachers’ transformational leadership styles may indirectly enhance 
student engagement by increasing their self-efficacy. Research has shown that students' beliefs in their learning 
abilities mediate the relationship between classroom engagement and their actual participation in class (Sökmen, 
2021). However, few studies have investigated the processes linking transformative leadership to student 
engagement (Pachler et al., 2019). Relevant research is scarce, especially in the unique setting of Chinese TVE 
institutions. Thus, by investigating the mediating function of self-efficacy between transformational leadership and 
student engagement, this study adds to the existing body of knowledge on how various leadership styles in the 
classroom affect students' levels of active participation. 
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Hypothesis 4: Student self-efficacy mediates the relationship between teachers’ transformational leadership and 
student engagement in Chinese TVE settings. 
 
The theoretical underpinnings of this study are based on the theoretical framework proposed by Albert Bandura in 
his Social Cognitive Theory, which states beliefs in guiding action and the critical role of the environment in shaping 
beliefs. Early empirical evidence supports this theoretical framework, suggesting that students' self-efficacy is higher 
in supportive and motivating educational environments, which enhances their academic engagement (El-Sayad et 
al., 2021). Following this theory and the goals of this study, we developed a hypothetical model (Figure 1). In this 
model, we predicted that teacher-demonstrated transformational leadership would significantly impact on student 
engagement, whereas self-efficacy would help strengthen this relationship. 
 

Figure 1. Hypothetical Model 

 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Population and Sampling 
This study investigated the connection between transformational leadership among instructors and student 
engagement in China's higher vocational institutions through a quantitative cross-sectional methodology. 
Furthermore, the study examined how self-efficacy and engagement mediated the relationship. This study's data 
source was selected from Jiangsu Province based on its prominence in China's economy and the relatively low direct 
contribution of higher vocational education to economic development, which is important for research on enhancing 
the effectiveness of higher vocational education and student engagement. Stratified cluster random selection was 
used to select a representative sample of the whole in this study, which was determined to be approximately 1034 
students based on the confidence interval method, balancing public and private universities in proportion. This 
method improves the trustworthiness and applicability of the study's findings by ensuring that the sample accurately 
reflects the target population. Eight hundred seventy-nine students from four public universities and one private 
university made up the sample, drawn from various cities in the province, improving the representativeness of the 
data collected. 
 
Instrumentation 
A 20-item Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) was administered to assess transformational leadership 
among instructors. Pounder (2006) expanded upon the work of Bass and Avolio (2000), who created this 
questionnaire. The survey utilized a five-point Likert scale, where ‘1’ represents ‘never’ and ‘5’ represents ‘always.’ 
The MLQ is divided into five dimensions, each with four questions: (1) individualized consideration (IC), (2) inspired 
motivation (IM), (3) idealized influence (attributes) (IIA), (4) idealized influence (behaviors) (IIB) and (5) intellectual 
stimulation (IS). The total score for each dimension represents the corresponding leadership traits. The 
questionnaire had good internal consistency, as indicated by the obtained Cronbach's α values of IIA (α=0.877), IIB 
(α=0.913), IM (α=0.869), IC (α=0.897), and IS (α=0.933), which confirmed the dimensions' reliability. This study 
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compares the square root of AVE and the correlation coefficient between the variables to determine the 
discriminant validity of the instrument. There is good intervariable discriminant validity if the AVE squared is larger 
than the correlation coefficient.  The variables of each dimension of teacher transformational leadership should have 
values larger than the correlation coefficient between them, which indicates good discriminant validity (Table 1). 
 

Table 1. Discriminant Validity for MLQ 

Dimension IIA IIB IM IC IS 

IIA 0.801     

IIB 0.621*** 0.852    

IM 0.629*** 0.687*** 0.791   

IC 0.596*** 0.655*** 0.613*** 0.828  

IS 0.647*** 0.692*** 0.621*** 0.581*** 0.883 

Note: Diagonals are values of the root square of the AVE for each variable; ***P<0.001. 

 
To measure student engagement, the researchers relied on the 15-item University Student Engagement Inventory 
(USEI) developed by Maroco et al. (2016). The three parts of the USEI, which included five questions each, are 
behavioral engagement (BE), emotional engagement (EE), and cognitive engagement (CE). The responses were 
evaluated on a five-point Likert scale, where ‘1’ signifies ‘not at all’ and ‘5’ for ‘always.’ Cronbach's alpha coefficient 
of 0.898 indicated that the scale was reliable. In Table 2, we can see that the student engagement scale has high 
discriminant validity, meaning that the values of the variables in each dimension are greater than the correlation 
coefficients between variables. 
 

Table 2. Discriminant Validity for USEI 

Dimension BE EE CE 

BE 0.744   

EE 0.664*** 0.725  

CE 0.645*** 0.688*** 0.736 

Note: Diagonals are values of the root square of the AVE for each variable; ***P<0.001. 

 
The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES), which was created by Schwarzer et al. (1997) is a 10-item measure that helps 
students evaluate their abilities. The GSES is a unidimensional scale that contains no subscales. Higher grade points 
indicate a student's perception of self-efficacy. According to this study, the GSES has an extremely high level of inner 
consistency, as seen by its Cronbach's alpha of 0.92. 
 
Data Collection 
Before conducting the study, the researchers consulted all five participating schools to ensure that the survey 
protocol adhered to the formalities and complied with the study requirements. They were required to provide 
informed consent before completing the questionnaire, which was crucial for using social research methods. We 
polled students to determine what they thought of their teachers' transformational leadership, their basic level of 
engagement, and their perceptions of their classroom abilities. The study respondents were given the correct 
directions to verify the accuracy of the tips. To improve the accuracy and effectiveness of information gathering, the 
researcher established communication and provided specific training to the teachers at each college. This 
communication ensured the polls were appropriately distributed and instructions were clear. During the information 
control period, miscellaneous information was handled using a computer-based tracking technique, which improved 
regularity and efficiency by reducing the presence of people. The use of this computerized control technique ensured 
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accuracy and dependability at this stage of data collection. 
 
Data Analysis 
Multivariate statistical methods were used to evaluate the study's data. In evaluating the potential of the variables 
to predict the outcomes and find patterns in the relationships between them, research and connection analyses 
were used. The bootstrap method and the structural equation modeling were combined to assess further 'openness 
and stability.’ The product's widespread software in education research and its effectiveness in studying 
sophisticated models are justifications for choosing this approach. The analyses were conducted using the SPSS 26 
and AMOS 26 systems with user-friendly interfaces and precise mathematical skills. Using Cronbach's alpha, we 
checked how well the scales were held together internally. These statistical measures were chosen based on their 
strength, common use, and level of assessment theory. 
 
RESULTS 
 
Preliminary Analyses 
Table 3 demonstrates that the key indicators analyzed in this study follow a normal distribution. The significant 
variables have skewness values ranging from 1.26 to 1.63 and kurtosis values ranging from 0.50 to 1.52. These values 
fall within the normality range defined by Kline and St (2022), which states that skewness should be less than three 
and kurtosis should be less than eight. Therefore, the distribution of the dataset was ideal. Based on students' 
evaluations of teachers' transformational leadership, the average rating was 3.97 and a standard deviation of 0.84. 
This finding suggests an overall positive assessment. Student self-efficacy levels and engagement were marginally 
diminished. This result was demonstrated to be moderate. 
 

Table 3. Normality Test 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Before conducting structural equation modelling, this study examined the correlation between the three main 
indicators using the Pearson correlation coefficient method. Table 4 summarizes the findings. According to Westover 
and Marangell (2002), a correlation coefficient close to 1 indicates a strong linear relationship between the two 
variables, whereas a correlation close to 0 indicates a weak association. The results of this study showed a robust 
and statistically significant relationship between student engagement (r=0.492, p<0.01) and self-efficacy (r=0.480, 
p<0.01) when teachers exhibited transformational leadership traits. The students' self-efficacy was also significantly 
and strongly correlated with their level of engagement (r=0.453, p<0.01). These fundamental correlations establish 
a strong basis for structural equation modeling. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Variable     Items Skewness Kurtosis Score Entry mean 

TTL 20 -1.26 0.50 79.45±16.81 3.97±0.84 

Eng 15 -1.54 1.52 57.83±10.7 3.86±0.71 

Sef 10 -1.63 1.24 37.48±8.57 3.75±0.86 
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Table 4. Correlation Analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Model Effect Analysis 
This study utilized Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) to ensure the model's accuracy in forecasting relationships, 
specifically when investigating the connections between student engagement, self-efficacy, and teachers' 
transformational leadership behaviors. According to the theory proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), it is 
crucial to have a model that fits well when carrying out SEM analyses. Hence, a comprehensive evaluation was 
conducted to determine how well the overall path structure model created a precise explanatory depiction of the 
gathered dataset. The model was assessed based on the standardized goodness-of-fit index suggested by Bentler 
(1990). The fit indices presented in Table 5 satisfy the acceptable criteria, indicating a strong alignment between the 
structural model and the study data. 
 

Table 5. SEM Model Fit Test 

Statistical Test Volume Symbol Value Adaptation  

Criteria 

Result 

Absolute  

fit indices 

RMSEA 0.023 <0.05 Fit 

GFI 0.938 >0.9 Fit 

AGFI 0.931 >0.9 Fit 

SRMR 0.043 <0.05 Fit 

Parsimonious  

fit indices 

CMIN/DF 1.562 1-3 Fit 

PGFI 0.846 >0.5 Fit 

PNFI 0.896 >0.5 Fit 

Incremental  

Fit indices 

NFI 0.950 >0.9 Fit 

IFI 0.981 >0.9 Fit 

RFI 0.947 >0.9 Fit 

TLI 0.980 >0.9 Fit 

CFI 0.981 >0.9 Fit 

Variable TTL Sef Eng 

TTL 1   

Sef 0.480** 1  

Eng 0.492** 0.453** 1 
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The Structural Equation Model's Path Coefficient 
Table 6 displays the results of the hypothesis testing conducted using the structural equation model. All the 
projected path coefficients exhibited statistical significance, accompanied by minimal standard errors, thereby 
highlighting the robustness of the causal relationships within the model, and the accuracy of the structure. 
Specifically, student self-efficacy was significantly correlated with teachers' transformational leadership (β = 0.665, 
p < 0.001). The results show that H1 is correct: students' self-efficacy is positively affected by and increased by 
teachers' transformational leadership. A significant positive correlation (β = 0.397, p < 0.001) was found between 
students’ level of engagement in learning and teachers' transformational leadership. In other words, teachers' 
transformational leadership improves students' engagement in learning, confirming Hypothesis H2. According to 
this study, a high degree of student engagement with learning is associated with a strong belief in their abilities. Put 
simply, students who believe in their abilities to study are more likely to play an active role in their education. 
Hypothesis H3 is thus supported. 
 

Table 6. SEM Path Coefficients 

 Route Estimate（β） S.E. C.R. P 

H1 TTL → Sef 0.665 0.047 14.28 *** 

H2 Sef → Eng 0.236 0.030 7.749 *** 

H3 TTL → Eng 0.397 0.042 9.484 *** 

 
Mediation Effect Analysis 
Using self-efficacy as a mediator, Table 7 shows the correlation between students' engagement and their level of 
self-efficacy. By utilizing the bias correction and percentile methods, the data in the table strongly validate the direct 
and indirect impacts of these variables, as indicated by the z-values surpassing the critical threshold of 1.96. Notably, 
the 95% confidence intervals obtained from both methods did not include zero. Hypothesis H4 had a standardized 
total effect of 0.621, consisting of a direct impact of 0.445 and an indirect impact of 0.176. This data indicated that 
self-efficacy partially mediated the model, contributing to a mediating effect of 30.2%. This finding lends credence 
to Hypothesis 4, which postulates that students' beliefs in their abilities mediate, to a lesser extent, the connection 
between transformational leadership in the classroom and their level of engagement with vocational educational 
institutions in China. 
 

Table 7. Mediation Analysis 

Route Effect type Estimate 
Coefficient Product 

Bootstrap 

Bias-Corrected 95% Percentile 95% 

S.E. Z Lower Upper Lower Upper 

H4:TTL→Sef→Eng 

Total effect 0.621 0.033 18.82 0.555 0.683 0.556 0.684 

Indirect effect 0.176 0.031 5.68 0.118 0.242 0.117 0.240 

Direct effect 0.445 0.052 8.56  0.349 0.540 0.349 0.540 
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DISCUSSION 
 
China's higher vocational colleges are currently confronted with the simultaneous task of enhancing educational 
quality and introducing reforms. The practice of transformational leadership in education has gained significant 
attention because of the changing educational policies and industry trends. This form of leadership is widely 
acknowledged as crucial for promoting educational innovation and enhancing educational excellence and has 
demonstrated significant potential for enhancing student involvement. As a result, research on the mediating 
function of student self-efficacy and the benefits of transformational leadership on college student engagement is 
crucial for educators, students and policymakers and has become a significant area of interest for educational 
research. This study examined the correlations between transformational leadership, student self-efficacy and 
student engagement. It utilized a quantitative research approach to analyze how transformational leadership can 
enhance student engagement by improving self-efficacy. Initial findings indicate that teachers’ leadership style, 
specifically their ability to inspire and motivate, has a notable and beneficial effect on students’ classroom 
engagement. Additionally, the belief in one's capabilities and self-efficacy (confidence in abilities) is vital in enabling 
this connection. 
 
According to current research, students’ engagement levels positively correlated with teachers’ transformational 
leadership. Our original hypothesis and the transformational leadership theories presented by Bass and Riggio (2006) 
and Ryan and Deci (2017) were given credit for this outcome. By establishing learning objectives, assigning inspiring 
tasks and providing personal instruction, teachers with transformational leadership styles can inspire and motivate 
students in higher vocational education. In effect, this encourages student engagement and intrinsic motivation. 
Moreover, culture emphasizes reverence and deference towards authority figures, particularly teachers, which are 
highly valued in Chinese culture. This is especially so within the framework of Chinese higher education. In this 
cultural context, transformational leadership designs are very effective in motivating and promoting people through 
the development of trust and respect. This leadership approach also helps to create classroom environments that 
promote high levels of student engagement. 
 
Additionally, the results align with studies conducted by Alamri (2023) and Procházka et al. (2017), demonstrating 
the value of transformational leadership in increasing employee engagement. Contrasting earlier studies, this study 
examines the teacher-student relationship within a Chinese higher education institution. It views students as 
followers and instructors as leaders of a revolutionary movement. The method used in this study provides new 
insights into the fundamentals of training administration and expands our understanding of how a transformational 
leadership style promotes active involvement. 
 
In a Chinese institutional environment, this research supports Hypotheses 2, 3 and 4, which assert that student self-
efficacy mediates between teachers’ levels of transformational leadership and engagement. This finding coincides 
with Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory, particularly his triadic model of reciprocity, which emphasizes the interplay 
between environmental, behavioral and individual factors (Ahmad & Rochimah, 2021). The study found that 
transformational leadership fostered a conducive environment for promoting behavioral change among students. 
Additionally, self-efficacy is crucial as a personal belief system within this environment, motivating individuals to 
take positive action. Teachers' transformational leadership fosters student self-efficacy, leading to heightened 
intrinsic motivation and greater classroom engagement. 
 
This study provides the foundation for social cognitive theory implementation in college classrooms and new insights 
into the effects of transformational leadership education sectors. It also provides a framework for applying social 
cognitive theory to practical educational environments. These findings help us apply transformational leadership to 
improve student self-efficacy, foster comprehensive engagement, and build holistic growth. The conclusions of this 
study are consistent with those of Tims et al. (2011) and Chen et al. (2014). Additional findings from these studies 
indicate the link between transformative leadership and enhanced engagement is mediated by followers' confidence 
in their abilities. This research emphasizes the value of transformational leadership styles in informal managing roles 
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like teacher-student leader-follower relationships rather than how previous studies generally focused on 
transformational leadership in formal business structures. This approach broadens the knowledge of leadership's 
effects outside traditional academic roles and understanding of the impact of leadership beyond conventional 
teaching positions. 

 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
Practical Implication  
Using the tenets of transformational leadership theory, this study examined teaching and management practices in 
Chinese higher education institutions. It focuses on identifying new opportunities to enhance teachers’ professional 
development. We propose the creation of specialized teacher training programs that not only improve teachers' 
transformational leadership skills to inspire and motivate but also concentrate on methods to boost students' belief 
in their abilities through personalized teaching strategies. For instance, training could emphasize how to set 
meaningful learning objectives, provide individualized support, and encourage critical thinking, all of which 
contribute to students’ engagement. Furthermore, the research supports policy recommendations to include self-
efficacy assessments in student evaluation systems at higher education institutions. This inclusion would encourage 
educational policymakers and administrators to utilize these data to enhance student involvement. Simultaneously, 
this study offers a practical structure for ongoing enhancements within educational institutions. Teachers, 
administrators, and students are urged to reassess their roles, embrace more motivating and inspiring leadership 
styles and promote greater student involvement in their learning. Practically, this necessitates a modification of the 
school's culture to foster an increase in students' beliefs in their abilities and the creation of novel methods to 
encourage student involvement. 
 
Theoretical Implication 
This study integrates teacher leadership, transformational leadership, and social cognitive theory and applies the 
triadic reciprocity model from social cognitive theory to explore its relationship with teacher transformational 
leadership in Chinese Higher education institutions. This study deepens our understanding of transformational 
leadership and teacher leadership and theoretically expands the intersection between these concepts and social 
cognitive theory. In addition, this study highlights the applicability of these theories in cross-cultural contexts by 
comparing them with the international literature, providing evidence of varied leadership styles and their effects on 
student conduct in different educational settings. The results provide credence to the theories' universal applicability 
and directions for adapting existing models to different cultural contexts. 
 
LIMITATION AND RECOMMENDATION 
 
This study examined how student engagement changed due to teachers' transformational leadership styles in 
Chinese colleges. The importance of student self-efficacy was brought to light in this study. Undoubtedly, the study 
was subject to certain limitations, including its dependence on specific data sources, which could have introduced 
bias due to the subjective nature of the participants. To improve future research dependability and accuracy, it is 
recommended to utilize diverse data sources and employ triangulation. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design 
resulted in a lack of causality.  
 
To better understand the complex interplay between transformational leadership, students' perceptions of their 
abilities and class participation level, future studies should use longitudinal or experimental methodology. Sample 
selection restrictions may affect the results' generalizability. To improve the external validity and generalizability of 
future studies, a diverse range of higher education institutions (HEIs) and student populations from various 
backgrounds, it is advised to include a broader geographical area. Future research could investigate less researched 
variables, introduce novel theoretical frameworks or conduct relevant studies in diverse educational settings to 
enhance a better understanding of transformational leadership and actively contribute to educational practice. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Pursuing this research allowed us to analyze how student engagement in Chinese higher vocational colleges and 
universities changed when instructors used transformational leadership styles. This relationship was analyzed in 
detail by considering the mediating effects of student self-efficacy. These findings indicate that transformational 
leadership among educators directly and positively correlated with student engagement. Additionally, it can 
enhance the development of positive behaviors and attitudes by boosting students' self-efficacy. These findings 
address a previously unexplored area in the current body of research and offer valuable perspectives for improving 
educational methods and shaping policies. The study's rigor and sufficiency of data, especially within the evidence 
of mediating effects, support the reliability of the results. Not only does this research highlight the practical benefits 
of transformational leadership in raising student engagement in college settings, but it also expands its beneficial 
influence on the broader education sector. Furthermore, this study offers precise suggestions for enhancing 
leadership training programs and creating assessment tools to measure students’ engagement. These efforts are 
intended to contribute to the ongoing enhancement of education quality and address the research gap on 
transformational leadership in Chinese vocational institutions. 
 
This study brings our theoretical knowledge about the function of leadership in educational systems that are not 
Western. It also shows how important it is to take cultural factors into account when applying theories of leadership 
to new situations. Simultaneously, the researcher acknowledges the study limitations and offers clear perspectives 
that could influence the interpretation of findings. Subsequent investigations should strive to expand upon the 
present discoveries, surmount existing constraints and formulate new research inquiries derived from these findings. 
Upon reflection, we acknowledge that this study is important for education and advocates for the ongoing 
investigation and enhancement of educational methodologies that can significantly contribute to the advancement 
of educational development. 
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