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ABSTRACT

Using social exchange theory as a basis, this study examined
how university teachers’humble teaching style predicts students’
active classroom learning behavior. We collected data from 447
Chinese university students via a survey. Results of regression and
mediation analysis showed that humble teaching was positively
related to active classroom behavior, with students’perceived trust
partially mediating this effect. Additionally, through a moderation
analysis we found that the relationship between humble teaching
and perceived trust was stronger for students with high, compared
to low, levels of proactive personality, thereby amplifying the
indirect effect on active learning. These results highlight the role
of trust and individual traits in promoting student engagement.
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ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS

A humble teaching style was found to be positively correlated with active classroom
learning behavior among university students.
Perceived trust mediated the relationship between a humble teaching style and active
classroom learning behavior.
Proactive personality moderated the effect of a humble teaching style on students’
perceived trust and enhanced the indirect effect on active classroom learning behavior.
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HUMBLE TEACHING AND ACTIVE LEARNING

In higher education, teachers and students are the fundamental subjects, and their interactions
are a key indicator of classroom teaching quality ﴾Wendt & Courduff, 2018﴿. Factors significantly
influencing these interactions include the hierarchical status of both parties; cultural background;
individual psychology ﴾Fisher & Waldrip, 1999﴿; and teachers’classroom concepts, styles, and
methods ﴾Le et al., 2017﴿.

Current Chinese university teaching reforms have been focused on fostering students’
creativity tomeet the local demand for innovative talents ﴾Chen, 2024﴿. However, the predominant
teaching method remains“teachers speak, students listen”﴾Trigwell et al., 1999, p. 59﴿, where
teachers deliver lectures, but students often do not fully grasp the content ﴾Beausaert et al.,
2013﴿. This mandatory method of indoctrination‐style teaching diminishes students’enthusiasm
and initiative, hindering the development of innovative thinking and abilities ﴾Jones et al., 2018﴿.

Unlike humility theory ﴾Cho et al., 2021﴿, social exchange theory posits that interpersonal
communication is a process of social exchange centered on the principle of reciprocity
﴾Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005﴿. Classroom teaching is an interconnected, interdependent
interaction process between teacher instruction and student learning ﴾Beauchamp & Kennewell,
2010﴿. Thus, drawing on social exchange theory, we argued that teachers’humble teaching style
would promote students’active learning and foster innovative talent.

Social Exchange Theory
Social exchange requires establishing trust and follows the principle of reciprocity ﴾Khoreva et
al., 2017﴿; the exchange relationship continues only if both parties receive the expected returns
﴾Ashforth et al., 2008﴿. For example, the teacher–student relationship is a nonutilitarian internal
exchange carried out sincerely through communication, grounded in mutual trust ﴾Van Maele &
Van Houtte, 2011﴿. If teacher and student both benefit or meet each other’s needs, the exchange
continues, improving classroom quality ﴾Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005﴿.

Humble Teaching Style and Students’Active Classroom Learning
Behavior
Although research on the humble teaching style is scarce, studies on humble leadership offer
valuable insights ﴾Chandler et al., 2023; Kelemen et al., 2023﴿. We drew on Owens and Hekman’s
﴾2012﴿ behavioral perspective to define a humble teaching style as a bottom‐up approach where
teachers positively influence students by adopting behaviors such as acknowledging limitations,
valuing others’strengths, and learning from students and colleagues ﴾see also El‐Gazar et al.,
2022﴿. Active behavior in the workplace refers to constructive initiatives undertaken by individuals
to change themselves, their roles, their work environment, or even organizational processes
﴾Griffin et al., 2007﴿. Accordingly, active classroom learning behavior involves students actively
engaging in learning and influencing or changing the behavior of their team or class ﴾Park &
Choi, 2014﴿.

According to social exchange theory, individuals are willing to invest effort only when
they perceive meaningful returns ﴾Blau, 1964﴿. A dominant teaching style often fails to engage
students, leading to a dull classroom atmosphere and low student participation ﴾Jones et
al., 2018﴿. In contrast, teachers with a humble teaching style appreciate and praise students’
strengths, boosting their confidence and stimulating active learning ﴾Zou & Chen, 2025﴿.
Additionally, humble teachers acknowledge their own shortcomings and listen to students’
opinions, reducing the power distance between them ﴾Hu et al., 2018﴿. Thus, we proposed the
following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: A humble teaching style will positively predict students’active classroom learning
behavior.
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The Mediating Effect of Students’Perceived Trust
In a Chinese cultural context, perceived trust refers to individuals’subjective sense of being
trusted and entails both a psychological state and a behavioral tendency ﴾Wu et al., 2017; Yang
et al., 2015﴿, with its value realized through trustees’behavioral responses ﴾Brown et al., 2014﴿. In
education settings, perceived trust reflects students’sense of being trusted by teachers ﴾Mitchell
et al., 2018﴿.

Use of a humble teaching style conveys trust in students’capabilities through modest and
teachable behaviors, signaling expectations for proactive engagement and thereby providing
socioemotional support that fosters reciprocal obligation in line with social exchange theory
﴾Khoreva et al., 2017; Owens & Hekman, 2012﴿. Trust acts as a catalyst for reciprocity, such that
when individuals perceive trust, they recognize the support from the trustor and are motivated
to reciprocate through proactive learning behaviors, sustaining the exchange ﴾Blau, 1964﴿. Thus,
we proposed the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 2: A humble teaching style will positively predict students’perceived trust.
Hypothesis 3: Students’perceived trust will mediate the relationship between a humble teaching
style and students’active classroom learning behavior.

The Moderating Effect of Students’Proactive Personality
Bateman and Crant ﴾1993﴿ defined proactive personality as a stable trait where individuals actively
identify opportunities, take initiative, and persistently strive to achieve goals regardless of the
environment. Scholars have analyzed differences between students with high and low levels of
proactivity, and found that those with a highly proactive personality are more likely to perceive
trust signals from humble teachers, fostering a stable internal exchange relationship ﴾Seibert et
al., 1999; S. Wang et al., 2019﴿. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4: Proactive personality will positively moderate the relationship between a humble
teaching style and students’perceived trust.

On the basis of the above analysis, we further proposed a moderated mediation hypothesis:
Hypothesis 5: Proactive personality will positively moderate the indirect relationship between a
humble teaching style and active classroom learning behavior via the mediator of perceived trust.

The theoretical model of this study is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Theoretical Model
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Method

Participants and Procedure
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of our institution.
Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained from all respondents. For those
aged under 18 years, we further obtained the approval of school authorities. Responses were
anonymous and participants were informed that they could withdraw at any time without penalty.

We recruited participants via cluster sampling by class, focusing on undergraduates with
a range of disciplinary orientations across three universities in Beijing, China. Among the 500
questionnaires we distributed, 447 ﴾89.4%﴿ responses were valid, of which 160 were from men
and 287 were from women. In terms of year level, 174 were freshmen, 146 were sophomores, 87
were juniors, and 40 were seniors. Regarding age, 35.0% were aged 18 years or younger, 60.7%
were aged 19–22 years, and 4.3% were aged over 22 years. In terms of academic performance, as
rated via self‐report, 10.0% achieved excellent scores, 46.4% had good scores, 35.7% had average
scores, 5.4% had pass scores, and 2.5% had fail scores.

Measures
Items were rated on a 7‐point Likert scale ﴾1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree﴿, and were
translated from English into Chinese using a back‐translation procedure. Prior to data collection,
we interviewed 10 students in a pilot test to assess item clarity.

Humble Teaching Style

Humble teaching style was measured with a nine‐item scale ﴾Owens et al., 2013﴿ that we
adapted to the teaching context. A sample item is“My teacher often praises students’strengths.”
Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .93.

Perceived Trust

Perceived trust was measured using a 10‐item scale adapted from Gillespie ﴾2003﴿, which we
revised to fit the classroom context. A sample item is“My teacher is willing to share their mood
and classroom feelings with students.”Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .86.

Active Classroom Learning Behavior

Active classroom learning behavior was measured using an eight‐item scale ﴾Parker & Collins,
2010﴿, adapted to the student context. A sample item is“Providing suggestions for teachers in
classroom teaching.”Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .95.

Proactive Personality

Proactive personality was measured using an 11‐item unidimensional scale ﴾Seibert et al., 1999﴿.
A sample item is“If I see others in trouble, I will try my best to help them.”Cronbach’s alpha in
this study was .94.

Control Variables

To rule out possible alternative explanations for the findings, we controlled for the demographic
variables of gender, age, academic year, and academic performance.
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Data Analysis
We conducted statistical analysis of the data using SPSS 27.0 and Mplus 8.0.

Results

Measurement Validity
To evaluate item performance in the Chinese context, we conducted two preliminary analyses.
First, item–total correlations for humble teaching, perceived trust, active learning, and proactive
personality ranged from .75 to .82, indicating strong internal consistency. Second, comparisons
between high‐ and low‐scoring groups ﴾top and bottom 27%﴿ showed significant differences
across all items ﴾p < .001; see Table 1﴿, confirming adequate item differentiation.

Table 1. Results of Independent‐Samples t Tests

Common Method Bias Test
The standardized loadings from a confirmatory factor analysis further supported the measures’
construct validity ﴾see Table 2﴿. Harman’s single‐factor test extracted six factors with eigenvalues
greater than 1, with the first factor accounting for 38.45% of the variance. This is below the 40%
threshold, indicating no serious common method bias ﴾Podsakoff et al., 2003﴿. Common method
bias was further evaluated using the unmeasured latent method factor approach ﴾Richardson et
al., 2009﴿. Comparison of base and control models ﴾see Table 2﴿ showed negligible changes in
fit indices and a nonsignificant chi‐square difference, confirming that common method bias was
not a serious problem.

Table 2. Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA = root‐mean‐square error of
approximation; SRMR = standardized root‐mean‐square error of approximation.
a Humble teaching style, Perceived trust, Active classroom learning behavior, Proactive personality
+ potential method factor ﴾control model﴿; b Humble teaching style + Perceived trust + Active
classroom learning behavior + Proactive personality.
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Correlation Analysis
Correlation analysis results ﴾see Table 3﴿ showed that a humble teaching style was positively
associated with perceived trust and active classroom learning behavior, and that perceived trust
was positively associated with active classroom learning behavior. This provided preliminary
support for subsequent hypothesis testing.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables

Note. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are shown in parentheses on the diagonal. Gender: 1 = male,
2 = female; Age: 1 = ≤ 18 years, 2 = 19 years, 3 = 20 years, 4 = 21 years, 5 = ≥ 22 years; Academic
year: 1 = freshman, 2 = sophomore, 3 = junior, 4 = senior; Academic performance: 1 = fail ﴾< 60﴿,
2 = pass ﴾60–69﴿, 3 = average ﴾70–79﴿, 4 = good ﴾80–89﴿, 5 = excellent ﴾90+﴿.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.

Hypothesis Testing
Main and Mediation Effect Testing
The results of regression analysis ﴾see Table 4﴿ showed that a humble teaching style significantly
predicted active classroom learning behavior ﴾Model 5﴿, and was positively related to perceived
trust ﴾Model 2﴿, supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2. After controlling for humble teaching style,
perceived trust positively predicted active classroom learning behavior ﴾Model 6﴿, and the
positive relationship between humble teaching style and classroom active learning behavior was
significant ﴾Model 6﴿. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Moderation and Moderated Mediation Effect Testing
Table 4 shows that the interaction between humble teaching style and proactive personality
significantly predicted perceived trust ﴾Model 3﴿. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported. We
conducted a simple slope analysis ﴾see Figure 2﴿ for high and low levels of proactive personality.
The results indicated that a humble teaching style was positively related to perceived trust at
both high ﴾M + 1 SD﴿, β = .51, 95% confidence interval ﴾CI﴿ [0.46, 0.59], and low ﴾M − 1 SD﴿, β =
.26, 95% CI [0.23, 0.30], levels of proactive personality, further supporting Hypothesis 4.
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Table 4. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Note. † p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

Figure 2. Moderating Effect of Proactive Personality on the Relationship Between Humble Teaching
Style and Perceived Trust

Table 5 shows that the indirect path of teacher’s humble teaching style on active classroom
learning behavior via perceived trust differed according to the level of proactive personality,
thereby supporting Hypothesis 5.

Table 5. Moderating Effects Analysis

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
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Discussion

Theoretical Implications
First, we found that a humble teaching style positively predicted students’active classroom
learning behavior, extending the application of humility theory beyond leadership contexts.
Previous research has primarily focused on humble leadership in organizations, which can be
seen as either an innate trait or a bottom‐up behavioral style granting autonomy and performance
opportunities ﴾Cho et al., 2021; Morris et al., 2005﴿. Moreover, we conceptualized active learning
behavior as students’proactive engagement that enhances classroom and team dynamics,
adapting a workplace concept to the educational context ﴾Griffin et al., 2007﴿.

Second, our results showed that students’perceived trust mediated the effect of a humble
teaching style on active in‐class learning. This extends the concept of perceived trust to the
education field and aligns with the focus in social exchange theory on reciprocal relationships
﴾Khoreva et al., 2017﴿, as students who sense trust through teachers’reliance and open
communication are motivated to reciprocate with proactive classroom participation ﴾Jones et
al., 2018﴿.

Third, students’proactive personality was found to positively moderate the effect of humble
teaching style on perceived trust, with a stronger relationship being observed for those with a
highly proactive personality ﴾Zhang & Chi, 2025; Zou & Chen, 2025﴿. Furthermore, the indirect
effect of humble teaching on active classroom learning behavior via perceived trust was stronger
for students with a higher level of proactive personality, highlighting the moderating role of
individual traits within social exchange theory, rather than trust being a stable and automatic
driver of positive behavior ﴾S. W. Wang et al., 2015﴿. This finding expands understanding of the
boundary conditions for humble teaching and emphasizes the bridging role of personality traits
in educational interactions, offering theoretical support for examining individual differences in
classroom settings.

Practical Implications
First, teachers should adopt a humble teaching style, moving away from traditional
authoritarian roles to prioritize student engagement, respectful and approachable teacher–
student relationships, constructive feedback, and active listening ﴾Owens & Hekman, 2012﴿.
Second, teachers should consider students’individual traits, especially proactive personality,
when applying humble teaching practices. Students with higher, compared to lower, proactive
personality perceive and respond more effectively to teachers’trust signals ﴾Cho et al.,
2021; Khoreva et al., 2017﴿. Moreover, teachers should provide feedback and maintain open
communication, as affirmation and timely responses help students feel valued and trusted, which
can promote active classroom learning behavior.

Limitations and Future Research
First, this study relied solely on questionnaires for data collection. Future research could adopt
a mixed‐methods approach, such as using interviews, observations, or objective metrics ﴾e.g.,
academic performance﴿. Second, the sample was limited to university students. Expanding the
sample to include other age groups or grade levels could improve the generalizability of the
results. Third, future studies could examine the effects of diverse teaching or leadership styles
﴾i.e., authoritative or collaborative﴿ on students’active learning.
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