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Abstract: The study assessed the school innovation culture and teachers' research competence in selected higher education 
institutions in Hunan, China. It assessed the culture of school innovation using the sub-variables strategy, support mechanism, 
structure, and creative behavior. To assess research competence, the study used the sub-variables research methodology, ethics, 
and utilization of research. The study also determined the predictive role of innovation culture on teachers' research competence. 
The study involved 305 teacher respondents selected randomly from a total population of 1460 teachers. The researcher 
developed the instrument used for data gathering. It was validated, pilot tested, and showed acceptable reliability results. The 
findings revealed a weak innovation culture in the schools investigated. The respondents assessed innovation culture as weak in 
all its sub-variables. It implies a lack of organized effort to foster an innovation culture in the investigated schools. The findings 
also showed poor research competence among the respondents. They have poor competence in research methodology, ethics, 
and utilization. Based on the results of the multiple linear regression analysis, the study concluded that school innovation culture 
has a predictive influence on teachers' research competence. This implies that a weak school innovation culture has a negative 
impact on the research competence of teachers. The study highlights the need to strengthen innovation culture to increase school 
research productivity. 
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1. Introduction 
China's development of world-class higher education 

institutions emphasizes the quality of research over quantity. 
In the past, Chinese colleges and universities focused solely 
on the number of research publications without considering 
their potential to solve crucial societal problems. To return to 
the original intention of research, the Chinese government 
implemented the 2020 policy reform. The 2020 reform 
emphasizes pursuing major original studies that can 
contribute to humanity and science [1]. China's Ministry of 
Education has also vowed to pursue basic research vigorously. 
The ministry will accelerate the improvement of 
organizational support to basic research [2]. It will promote 
basic researches that have strategic importance, frontier-
oriented, and market-oriented. The policy direction is logical 
and practical, but it once more puts to light the readiness of 
Chinese faculty members to conduct research. Studies have 
shown that teachers lack research competence in some 
academic fields in China. For example, Gong et al. [3] 
reported that PE teachers lack collaborative research skills for 
outside partnerships. Wen [4] says Chinese language teachers 
have low research capacity. Furthermore, Feng et al [5] also 
reported low research capacities of rural Chinese teachers. 
Despite having several studies about Chinese teachers' 
research competence already, Han et al. [6] claim that there is 
still a need for exploration and measurement of research 
capability among university teachers.  

The assessment of teacher research competence usually 
revolves around knowledge and skills related to the different 
stages in the research process. Gacrama and Baptista [7] used 
the parameters of conceptualizing the research problem, the 
research design, and scholarly writing.  Marrs et al. [8] 
developed and validated a scale by reviewing the state of 
research, methodological skills, reflecting findings, 

communication skills, and content knowledge as measures. 
The developed and validated scale of Swank and Lambie [9] 
is straightforward with the following sub-domains: research 
methodology, research ethics, and dissemination of research.  

Assessing the research competence of teachers is the first 
step toward its enhancement. Assessments can reveal the 
strong and weak points of teachers' ability to do research, 
paving the way for an informed intervention. Improving 
teachers' research competence is important because it means 
better career growth. Guberman and Mcclossi [10] claim that 
research has become the main route for teachers' development. 
Research conducted by teachers also benefits the students. It 
also drives innovation [11], making professional learning 
activities related to research popular among teachers in 
different countries [12], [13]. Given the importance of 
research to the school, teachers, students, and the community, 
school leaders must exhaust every possible way to enhance it. 
Aside from the usual strategies like training, collaboration, 
and professional learning communities, school leaders must 
also look into the school's attributes that predict research 
competence. One of the possible school attributes that has the 
potential to predict teachers’ research competence is 
innovation culture. So far, no study has determined the 
association between these two variables.  

The idea of school innovation culture being a predictor of 
teachers’ competence stems from the close association 
between the fundamental concepts of research and innovation. 
According to Gianni et al. [15], innovation is a process or a 
product often derived from research. Thus, research institutes 
enable innovations [15]. Innovation, however, is a much more 
significant concept when placed in the context of an 
educational organization. It becomes a deliberate, 
systematized, and planned [16] organizational adaptation of 
something new that improves current education practices and 
enhances student learning. It includes the teachers’ adaptation 
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and updating of their instructional processes and materials 
[17]. 

School innovation is globally recognized as a key to 
educational advancement and reform [18]. It is at the heart of 
contemporary education [19]. It is the centerpiece through 
which school processes must revolve to produce a new 
educational approach [16]. According to the OECD [20], 
innovation is the cornerstone of quality outcomes 
improvement in all schools. A school innovation culture is 
vital for educational change [21]; thus, school innovation is 
becoming an international trend, with students' development 
becoming more dependent on its design and implementation 
[22]. For organizations to compete globally, innovation is 
necessary [23].  

Innovation should be a collaboration between teachers and 
leaders [24]. Notably, there is an established link between 
leadership and innovative performance [25], and innovation 
in teaching is contingent on leadership behaviors [26]. When 
school leaders are rushing innovation, it puts pressure on 
teachers. This situation is evident in China, where higher 
educational institutions, vying for high global rankings, are 
into multiyear reforms again [27]. Teachers are pressured by 
high demands, few incentives, and competition in the 
workplace [28]. Moreover, Chinese teachers nowadays face 
stressors like family responsibility, task overload, dynamic 
pedagogy, curriculum reforms, and information explosion 
[29]. Given the top-down approach to reforms in Chinese 
schools and the challenges teachers face, it is essential to 
know the status of their innovation culture.    

A strong innovation culture is necessary to sustain 
organizational innovativeness [30]. Therefore, it is logical to 
know the status of innovation culture first before designing 
innovation strategies. Recognizing this need, the researcher 
also delved into assessing the school innovation culture of 
selected higher education institutions in China. According to 
Fuad et al. [31], studies on school innovation culture remain 
scarce. Studies are still needed to establish an innovation 
culture from the perspective of educational institutions [32]. 

Moreover, assessing school innovation culture requires 
clear parameters because it is a contextualized concept 
considering social dynamics, diversity, institutional values, 
and the community [16]. School innovation culture has a 
broad extent but needs more operationalization [33]. 
According to Xie et al. [34], it is both an environment and a 
culture. It is also characterized by participation, growth, and 
enhancement in performance [35]. In developing a scale for 
school innovation culture, Fuad et al. [18] validated four 
components: strategy, support mechanism, structure, and 
innovative behavior.   

The study assessed school innovation culture using a model 
with four factors: strategy, support mechanism, structure, and 
creative behavior. This model is based mainly on Fuad et al. 
[18] concept of innovation culture. As a component of school 
innovation culture, strategy points to the collaborative effort, 
which drives innovativeness, according to Owusu-Agyeman 
[36]. It also represents teamwork, which frequently appears 
in studies about innovation, such as those of Zhang et al. [37] 
and Soleas & Bolden [25]. On the other hand, the structure 
demonstrates the school's strategic priority in innovation. The 
third component, the support mechanism, centers on the 
material and human aspects of cultivating innovation. 
Providing proper sources for innovation will hasten its impact 
[38]. It will also motivate educators to innovate [25]. Lastly, 
creative behavior as a component of school innovation culture 

demonstrates teachers' capability to find a novel way to do 
their work. Teachers will continuously look for innovative 
strategies to meet challenges, especially those related to 
students' academic progress [39].  

The study also involved the assessment of research 
competence, which factors are research methodology, 
research ethics, and utilization of research. It based the 
research competence measure on the model Swank and 
Lambie [9] developed. Research methodology competence 
refers to the knowledge and skills of the entire inquiry process, 
from conceptualizing research problems, designing 
methodology, reviewing literature, data gathering and 
treatment, and reporting results. On the other hand, research 
ethics refers to the knowledge of standards in conducting 
studies and the ability to adhere to them. Lastly, the utilization 
of research deals with the scholarly writing skills of teachers 
and their capabilities to publish and present their research.  

Research competencies are cognitive learnable abilities 
[40]. As posited by Vygotsky's Cognitive Development 
Theory, mental skills such as research competencies are 
socially guided and constructed.  As such, culture has a role 
in forming and developing competencies such as research 
methodology, ethics, and utilization. School innovation 
culture may be a relevant influence on the teachers' research 
competence. A strong school innovation culture will engage 
teachers in research to generate new knowledge within the 
organizational limits, providing the school with internal 
information. Researchers can also collaborate with outside 
partners, opening the school to the inflow of external ideas 
and good practices. The school as an organization can foster 
an innovation culture according to the Open Innovation 
Theory developed by Henry Chesbrough in 2006. The theory 
posits that firms develop innovations through internal and 
external flows of ideas [41]. It shows that fostering an 
innovation culture is the duty of the organization. China also 
recognizes this notion [29]. 

2. Methodology 
This study was conducted in the first semester of SY 2024-

2025 at three selected colleges in Hunan, China. These 
middle-ranking schools provided a context that is most likely 
true for average higher education institutions in the area. The 
respondents were 300 teachers randomly selected from a 
population of 1460 teachers. The researcher gathered data 
through an online survey. The research instrument used was 
developed by the researcher and validated by experts. The 
instrument was pilot-tested and showed an acceptable level of 
reliability. Multiple linear regression analysis was used to test 
the hypothesis.         

3. Results and Discussion  
Table 1. School Innovation Culture  

Domain Mean SD Interpretation

Strategy 2.35 0.90 Weak Culture
Support Mechanism 2.35 0.90 Weak Culture

Structure 2.43 0.90 Weak Culture
Creative Behavior 2.36 0.89 Weak Culture

Overall 2.37 0.70 Weak Culture

 
Table 1 shows a weak overall innovation culture (x̅=2.37). 

All its domains imply that the involved schools have a limited 
capacity for innovation. Strategy, which got a mean of 2.35, 
shows that the schools have poor collaboration for innovation. 
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Teachers’ involvement in innovative activities is limited. The 
support mechanism for innovation is also weak (x̅=2.35). The 
schools can only provide little support to the innovation needs 
of teachers and staff. In addition, the vision, goals, and 
policies for innovation are not formulated clearly, as shown 
in the weak culture in terms of structure (x̅=2.43). The 
teachers' low creative behavior (x̅=2.36) can be seen as a 
consequence of the school administrators' neglect of 
innovation. It is also possible that there is a lack of resources 
for innovation, given that the involved schools were public 
institutions in a less developed region.   

The findings about innovation culture contradict many 
studies on teacher collaboration in China. De Jong et al. [42] 
revealed that collaboration in Chinese schools was evident 
through teacher communities. Hao [43] and Ao [44] also 
reported good levels of cooperation between Chinese teachers.  
The weak support mechanism for innovation differs from 
studies in Chinese schools. According to Lv et al. [45], 
Chinese schools fund innovative thinking and entrepreneurial 
ideas. There is a reward and recognition for Chinese teachers 
who work on curriculum innovations in public higher 
vocational education institutions [46]. In contrast to the 
current finding, Cheng et al. [47] reported that Chinese 
teachers are creative in problem-solving. Zhu et al. [48] and 
Li & Zhu [19] found that Chinese teachers practice innovative 
teaching and learning. In addition, Dongxiao et al. [49] found 
that Chinese teachers generate creative ideas and find 
solutions to problems using new techniques. 
 

Table 2. Teachers’ Research Competence  
Domain Mean SD Interpretation 

Research Methodology 2.35 0.95 Poor Competence
Research Ethics 2.39 0.92 Poor Competence

Utilization of Research 2.32 0.93 Poor Competence

   Overall 2.35 0.76 Poor Competence

 
Table 2 shows the overall teachers’ research competence 

(x̅=2.43) as poor. The low level of research competence is also 
evident in all the domains. The mean of 2.35 for research 
methodology indicates that the respondents have limited 
research capability. With poor competence in research ethics 
(x̅=2.39), it can be said that the respondents have limited 
capacity to conduct studies within ethical standards. There is 
also a need for the respondents to improve their research 
utilization (x̅=2.32). The poor competence of the respondents 
indicates low prioritization of research in the involved schools.   
 

Table 3. Predictor Model   
Domain R2 Beta Sig 

Strategy 0.554 0.256 .000 
Support Mechanism  0.224 .000 

Structure  0.170 .000 
Creative Behavior  0.180 .000 

 
The finding is partly similar to what Li and Xu [50] 

revealed in their study.  Their study showed that Chinese 
EFL teachers have an unsatisfactory level of conducting 
research individually or collaboratively. Zhang & Wang [51] 
report that unethical research practices are prevalent in China. 
Research misconduct has led to the retraction of significant 
numbers of articles by Chinese researchers [52]. According to 
Zhang & Wang [51], pressure from schools to do research, the 
lax implementation of ethical standards, and tolerance among 

fellow researchers are the primary reasons for unethical 
practices. 

Table 3 shows the multiple regression model featuring all 
the domains of innovation culture as predictors of research 
competence. This means that the combination of the four 
domains significantly influences the respondents' ability to do 
research. This is evidenced by the p values (sig), which are 
all .000. With an R2 of 0.554, the model explains 55.4% of the 
variance of research competence. A unit change in strategy 
can result in a 0.256 change in research competence (Beta 
=0.256), while a support mechanism can lead to a change of 
0.224 (Beta= 0.244). Likewise, a unit variation in creative 
behavior can result in a shift in research competence. With a 
Beta of 0.180, creative behavior can predict a factor change 
of 0.180 on research competence. The least predictive power 
belongs to the domain structure, whose beta is 0.170. A unit 
structure change can result in a 0.170 change in research 
competence. Given the predictive influence of innovation 
culture, improving it can also translate to research 
competence enhancement. 

The finding is partly similar to the study of Obliopas and 
Borines [53]. Their investigation showed that working 
conditions predict the research competence of Filipino 
secondary teachers. Innovation culture can be a part of the 
teachers' working conditions. The presence or absence of 
support mechanisms can also influence the teachers’ research 
activities.  

4. Conclusion 
The study highlighted the need to improve the innovation 

culture of the selected schools. It also showed the need to 
enhance the teachers' research competence. The weak school 
innovation culture and the poor teachers' research competence 
are not a mere coincidence. The study showed that innovation 
culture has a predictive influence on teachers' research 
capabilities. The teachers' research competencies were likely 
constrained by the weak innovation culture in the schools. 
With low collaboration among stakeholders, limited support 
mechanisms, and a weak structure for innovation, teachers 
will not be motivated to do research. Their skills will stagnate 
or even decline. The school must also improve its innovation 
culture for the sustainable development of research 
competence. 
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