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Abstract

In this paper, the Return on Investment (ROI) of Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE) in Chinese higher education is considered with a
specific focus on how the transfer of skills mediates the impacts of the ROI. Under the analytical and explanatory research design, the study
utilizes the Human Capital Theory, the Transfer of learning theory, and the moral-aesthetic traditions to construct a conceptual layout. A sec-
ondary database of 10 Chinese universities was built, which quantified exposure to MAE (72 to 128 course credits; curriculum quality index
70 to 92), transfer mechanisms, and ROI outcome. Descriptive analysis reveals that there are, in the form of employability (82-95%), innovation
(70-92), civic participation (70-86), and resilience (74-85), some wide ranges across all institutions. The composite index of ROI ranged between
62.0 and 85.6, with the elite universities registering 79.2 on an average basis as compared to 66.4 in the regional universities. Correlation
performed showed that the Skill Transfer Index has good prediction effects in ROI (r = 0.84), employability (r = 0.79), and participation in civic
life (r=0.72). These findings suggest that although MAE unequivocally increases employability, its real extra value lies in its ability to promote
innovation, ethical reasoning, and social adaptation, which are best achieved when transfer mechanisms of skills (release internships, mentor-
ship, and service-learning) exist. The results also show that there is a policy-practice gap in the execution of the 2015-2024 plan of action on
education, given that regional universities are at a disadvantage due to the disparity in resources. The research, therefore, arrives at the conclu-
sion that MAE is a strategic investment that provides economic and non-economic returns and provides graduates with the capacity to lead,
innovate, and become resilient citizens.
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1. Introduction

In the last four decades, higher education in China has experienced rapid reforms and modernization in its efforts to produce global competi-
tiveness and well-rounded graduates in the country. In 1978, with the adoption of the so-called open door policy, Chinese universities began to
grow both in size and in complexity to become establishments that are defined not only by their ability to transmit technical knowledge but also
by their efforts to instill character, civic values, and cultural literacy. The government has always made it clear on the importance of education
to instill socialist values, the development of cultural soft power, and national rejuvenation. It is against this background that moral and aesthetic
education (MAE) has become eminent in the striking of a balance in university curricula [1]. In Line with technical or vocational education,
MAE does not focus on merely offering finite technical or vocational skills but is more concerned with inculcating ethical awareness, creative
ability, and cultural sensitivity within students, which is important in a professional career as well as in the social life of the contemporary
globalized world. The interest in moral and aesthetic education has been on the increase all over the world, especially in. perspective on issues
of globalization, technological change, and polarization of society in the institutions of higher education of most nations. Education theorists
contend that moral reasoning, empathy, and having aesthetic awareness not only make better professionals but also better citizens. The
knowledge economy of the 21st century is becoming an unbelievably competitive place where human capital should be understood as a set of
not only cognitive but also socio-emotional as well as ethical competencies [2], which makes MAE another indispensable part of the whole
education. This awareness led to universities developing academic and co-curricular programs and courses in the areas of ethics, philosophy,
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literature, and arts in Europe, North America, and Asia. China, where Confucianism has a long history, has a high interest in collectivist values,
and MAE could naturally fit well in the cultural heritage and meet the contemporary development strategies.
Education achievement measures have mainly been financial or cost-based. ROI in education has been historically measured in terms of salaries
and wages between jobs, rates of employability, and economic productivity. They are certainly very necessary measures, but they fail to embody
the greater social and individual good which general and moral and aesthetic education can confer. OI education would then be re-conceptual-
ized to incorporate non-financial aspects of OI such as social assimilation, cultural involvement, civic responsibility, mental strength, and moral
conduct [3]. The advantages of MAE in this broadened context are immense: an increased number of graduates who are more competent to be
accountable in their workplaces, to be productive in society, and to navigate globalization and cultural diversities that prevail. The principle of
determining the significance of transferring the skills is part of the process of measuring the ROI of MAE. The transfer of skills is also referred
to as learning, which is the ability to acquire the skill in school, which allows students to apply the values, skills, and competencies learned in
academic institutions [4].
Examples can be aesthetic sensitivity learnt through literature or appreciating art, which can help creativity in solving business problems; moral
thinking learnt through ethics can lead to better decisions made in terms of management or governance. In the Chinese fast-growing and dy-
namically changing labor market, where employers require higher levels of flexibility, creativity, and ethical decision-making, the handover of
these skills is becoming a necessity. In addition to professional careers, skill transfer also allows graduates to adjust socially, i.e., through
participation in community service, cultural diversity, and/or civic responsibility [5]. In this respect, skills portability is the moderating variable
that identifies whether the possible positive outcomes of MAE convert into practical results of the profession and social work of the students.
The study on the ROI of moral and aesthetic education in China has not been conducted much. Existing literature on the findings of higher
education in China has focused on technical training, STEM studies, and economic competitiveness. Though literature on quality education and
holistic development is on the increase, literature on the degree to which MAE contributes to career development and social adaptation is on
the scanty side. Furthermore, prior research is likely to ignore the moderation effect of the skill transfer, e.g., to interpret education outcomes
as not mediated by curricula [5]. This research gap offers a chance to make contributions both in the theoretical sense and in the policy sense.
By addressing such interaction between MAE, ROI, and skill transfer, the present study fills a formidable gap in research on higher education
in China [6].
The aims of this paper are thus two-fold. It tries to examine the payoff of moral and aesthetic education in Chinese universities in terms of not
only monetary returns but also the other benefits to the development of the overall grade of the student. Second, it investigates the moderating
role of the process of skill transfer and its impact on the degree of gains recorded in the development of career and adaptation into society as a
result of MAE competencies. These issues are related to the unacceptable urgency of the necessity to reconsider ROI in education, especially
in the Chinese situation, where reconstructions in higher education change the nature and the purpose of learning at universities.
From these objectives arise the following research questions:
e What is the return on investment in moral and aesthetic education for Chinese university students, when assessed in terms of both career
development and social adaptation?
e How does skill transfer moderate the relationship between MAE and students’ outcomes in professional and social domains?
e In what ways can Chinese universities design policies and curricula to maximize the ROI of MAE by fostering more effective skill transfer?
The contribution of this research to theory, policy, and practice can be discussed. Theoretically, it unites the literatures on education ROI, skill
transfer, and moral/aesthetic learning, which can offer an integrated approach going beyond economic measures. In practice, it also provides
information to Chinese officials as well as university administrators and educators interested in guiding curricula to the national preferences of
graduating students who will be innovative, ethical, and socially responsible. And finally, to the students and the general society, the lesson
taught by this study is the long-term power that education brings to even the average person and not just the technical know-how, but an
educative power that forms the character and cultivates the tasteful delights of life; something so necessary in the life of the 21st century.
Overall, the new stage of China, in terms of higher education, begins with the necessity of moral and aesthetic education. The evaluation of the
ROI of MAE with a skill transfer perspective gives a wider picture and a validated impact on individuals and society. By filling in the existing
gap in the research and introducing a conceptual framework incorporating ROI and skill transfer, the current research paper will show that
moral and aesthetic education is worth investing in highly because it returns not only material success but can also be used to create a better
functioning society built on harmony to increase its resilience to changes.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE): Global and Chinese Perspectives

2.1.1 Historical Evolution of MAE Globally

The idea of moral and aesthetic education (MAE) is a long-term intellectual that has its origin in philosophy, moral education, and pedagogy.
Western roots of MAE may be sought in the classical Greek philosophers: both Plato and Aristotle offered to focused on moral training as a
means of developing virtue and striving to achieve intellectual perfection and moral character through education. The successor ideology of the
Enlightenment, in the aesthetic dimension, offered the additional experience of beauty and art as a moral contributor to enlightenment and
human liberation. Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schiller were thinkers who followed this direction. Schiller-In his Letters on the Aesthetic
Education of Man, Schiller made an explicit connection between aesthetic sensitivity and ethical judgment, claiming that experience of art and
beauty is the cultivation of equilibrium and harmony within the individual [7].

The education of humanities and arts was reinforced by the expansion of liberal learning in the United States and Europe in the 20th century
because they are needed to have well-rounded graduates. John Dewey's pragmatic philosophy attached a lot of emphasis to the occurrence of
an aesthetic experience in education based on the democratic process and critical inquiry. In more recent times, this notion has been further
enforced through the proliferation of global citizenship education masterminded by UNESCO [8], to the effect that education in a globalized
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realm must have ethical values, cultural literacy, and aesthetic appreciation at the forefront. Consequently, MAE is no longer purely moral
education and art appreciation since it has come to include aspects of empathetic and critical thinking, creativity, and social responsibility.

It was also demonstrated during the research that even non-cognitive competencies, such as empathy, emotional intelligence, or resilience, can
be assessed with the help of Al, and it can be assumed that this is the key focus of education-wide objectives of MAE [9]. The presence of such
capacity to deliver both academic and socio-emotional skill complex feedback has the potential to more effectively quantify and improve the
non-economic ROI of MAE that has frequently been neglected by traditional education metrics [10]. Furthermore, enhancing collaboration
through Al-based solutions and digital platforms and spaces offers additional possibilities to students to take part in community service, volun-
teer work, and other forms of civic engagement, all of which contribute to the social ROI of MAE [11]. The gap in the traditional classroom
setting can be bridged by the Al-based platforms since they have the potential to provide more accessible and flexible, and collaborative learning
settings, and these settings align with the values of MAE, which prioritize individual development and societal service. Besides, digital learning
platforms are increasingly relying on Al in enhanced knowledge transfer, and students can more easily convert the classroom-acquired skills
into real-life applications. To illustrate, virtual internships or service-learning projects, as well as mentorship opportunities made possible with
the help of Al, can allow students to experience hands-on learning that can assist them in becoming more employable and socially adaptable
[12]. This is firmly consistent with the concept of ROL in the higher education context, which has always been pegged on the quality of
economic achievement, in the sense of job and earning capacity [13]. However, non-economic returns, such as civic engagement, cultural
engagement, and psychological resilience through the incorporation of digital learning tools into the learning process, can also be counted as
the ROI of MAE. As digital tools develop, it offer the opportunity of refining the process of translating the acquired skills and competencies
with the help of MAE into the classroom, to the workplace, and society, and ultimately to increase the effectiveness of education to the individual
and society [14].

Nevertheless, the assimilation of Al in education is also related to some issues, specifically, equality between elite and regional universities.
The fact that high-level digital education tools are better implemented in high-end universities is potentially why the universities within the
region are unable to use their resources, thereby enlarging the gap [15]. To address these challenges, one must comment on the financing
patterns, governmental partnerships, and policy interventions that will help to shape Al-based MAE schemes in any institutions.

2.1.2 Confucian, Socialist, and Modern Influences in China

The Chinese approach to MAE is conditioned by a distinctive mixture of Confucian ideology, socialist views, and the recent modernization of
the educational process. Confucianism neglected to use the term, but instead it required moral cultivation (ren benevolence), which was the
basis of education. Confucian classics that have been studied for centuries in China exist to build character and civic duty as well as intellectual
knowledge.

The ideological reorientation entered the socialist post-1949 era. During the rule of Mao Zedong, education was filled with Marxist-Leninism
and focused on collectivism, devotion to the Party, and social responsibility. This time also saw aesthetic education that was politicized in the
sense of their revolutionary art and literature, which put forward social ideals of socialism. The earlier philosophy of yin-yang was, however,
re-launched following post-1978 reforms by Deng Xiaoping, the principle was to balance beset by moral-political education and modern cur-
ricula [16].

Currently in China, the institution of MAE is being fitted within the larger policy of quality education (suzhi jiaoyu) that aims to move beyond
the exam-oriented education toward creativity, civic duty, and cultural literacy. Also, the Ministry of Education enhances MAE with literature,
art, music, and civics classes, and extracurricular cultural activities. This ambiguity of Confucian morality traditions, socialist collectivism, and
modern international competencies makes the Chinese case special in the global context of MAE [17].

2.1.3 Role of MAE in Shaping Ethical, Cultural, and Artistic Competencies

One of the purposes of AE is to help the development of not only ethical but also cultural and creative thinking. It provides students with models
to help them find their way through moral dilemmas, with empathy and with responsible action within the world of professional life and social
life. Aesthetic education, specifically, promotes creativity and innovation, the much-needed feature in knowledge-based economies [18]. In
countries such as China, where modernization has resulted in ethical lapses and cultural clashes, the common understanding of MAE is that it
is a corrective influence in training students to be ethical and to aid in the creation of a harmonious society.

2.2 The Concept of ROI in Higher Education

2.2.1 Traditional ROI Metrics: Economic QOutcomes

The process of measuring Return on Investment (ROI) in education has always been in the monetary aspects. Economic analyses propagated
by Gary Becker and others view human capital as being based on education levels that enhance the productivity and income of individuals and,
therefore, education is an investment in future earnings. In University academics, ROI is evaluated in terms of post-degree job placement [19],
starting salaries, and lifetime income. The increase in wages with higher education level is the same in all countries when looking at the statistical
data.

2.2.2 Non-Economic ROI: Beyond Financial Metrics

There is, however, a developing school of thought that criticizes the economic tunnel-view of ROI. Education can deliver more than it is
delivered in income; these are social well-being, adaptability, civic engagement, and cultural capital. It has been argued by scholars that although
moral and aesthetic education cannot be easily quantified, the returns on such a practice are enormous in terms of ethical leadership, cultural
integration, and psychological strength [20]. Such non-economic consequences are particularly important in societies in the process of rapid
modernization, where the concepts of social unity, cultural maintenance, and duty are rampant.



International Journal of Accounting and Economics Studies 635

2.2.3 Comparative Insights from International Research

International research indicates that arts and humanities education generate transferable skills, e.g., creativity, communication, and ethical
reasoning, which all add to economic success in an indirect way, as well as increasing the adaptability of the population socially. As an example,
a study conducted in Europe demonstrates that students who take arts programs have an elevated participation in culture and civil engagement
[21]. In South Korea and Japan, there is a great tradition of moral training that relates to social harmony and respect for collective values. Such
inter-comparative reflections bridge the gap of uniformity in understanding multidimensional returns of education, which finds justification in
the need to expand ROI frameworks.

2.3 Skill Transfer in Educational and Career Development

2.3.1 Theories of Skill Transfer

Such knowledge and abilities are referred to as being transferred as they are applied in another context. Educational psychologists make a
distinction between far transfers (transfer to dissimilar or complex tasks) and near transfers (transfer to similar tasks or contexts). Edward
Thorndike has a theory of identical elements that states that when tasks are related by sharing features, then transfer occurs. The modern
cognitive theories place emphasis on metacognition and problem-solving skills that enable the transfer.

2.3.2 Translatable Skills Examples

Critical thinking skills, creativity, communication skills, teamwork, ethical reasoning, and intercultural competence are some of the transferable
skills in higher education. The above abilities enable graduates to effectively adjust to the changing labor market requirements and requirements
of various social settings. Another example, aesthetic education can make individuals creative when solving problems [22], whereas moral

education can help during business or governance ethical decision-making.
2.3.3 Relevance in Chinese Higher Education

China is having a system problem in its higher education, producing graduates who are technically competent and at the same time socially
adaptive and ethically grounded. Across industries that are experiencing digitalization and globalization, employers are paying more attention
to transferable skills [23]. New Engineering initiative of the Chinese government, as an example, revolves around the coupling of the technical
expertise with humanistic and aesthetic capabilities. In this way, skill transfer is the key benefit through which MAE provides the realistic ROI
in the career and social fields.

The Chinese education system is deeply rooted in the traditional conceptualization of collectivism, discipline, and academic excellence. This
test-based culture and, to a greater extent, the Gaokao (national university entrance examination) breed a culture of high stakes in which rote
learning and technical ability become more important than creativity and critical thinking [24]. This form of exam-based orientation has created
de-emphasis in subjects like the Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE), which are supposedly of secondary consideration to the study area that
has a direct impact on exam scores like mathematics and sciences [25]. However, MAE in China has evolved with Confucian principles like
moral growth, social duty, and moral practices incorporated in it. These values also coincide with the socialist ideals within the country, where
the interests of the community supersede those of the individual [26].

2.4 Combining Dotted Lines, MAE, and ROI and Skill Transfer
2.4.1 Conceptual Connections

The issue of the interaction between moral and aesthetic education (MAE), return on investment (ROI), and skills transfer can be discussed
through the prism of both the theory of education and the functioning of the labor market. The abilities that are instilled in students by MAE go
beyond the technical skills- ethical values, cultural literacy, aesthetic sensitivity, and creativity. These competencies are what students possess
in terms of the potential capital that they bring to their professional and social lives. Potential, however, is no guarantee of a measurable outcome.
To give an example, a student who has been taught ethical philosophy might know the rules of right and wrong as applied to work-related
decision-making but would not necessarily have the same rules and knowledge applied consciously in the workplace unless such knowledge
was consciously transferred [27]. Likewise, through the influence of aesthetic education, creativity and sensitivity to diversity may be developed,
but this development could amount to little unless such abilities are engaged with the work of entrepreneurial activity, design thinking, or
intercultural cooperation.

This is where the operation of skill transfer serves the purpose of a moderator. It identifies whether the knowledge and values imbibed in
universities lead to true effects in real life. As far as economics is concerned, MAE acts as the input variable, ROI is the output variable, and
skill transfer provides a mechanism of transformation between one to the other. Without a successful transfer-in, the ROI of MAE risks being
understated when efforts to assess it focus exclusively on economic outcomes such as income or employment [28]. When transfer is successful,
though, ROI broadens to consider non-economic but socially important effects like ethical leadership, civic engagement, cultural creativity, and
personal sustainability.

In this model, the technical process of skill transfer is not the only psychological and social task. It necessitates mindfulness (students feeling
the applicability of their study), flexibility (being able to transfer it to other settings), and institutional encouragement (activation with help from
universities through internships, co-curricular programs, and practice reflection). As such, MAE has the best possible ROI when systems are
designed to actively facilitate the ability of students to transfer competencies between classroom and community, between theory and practice,
and between individual development and gain on behalf of society.
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2.4.2 Evidence from Chinese and International Studies

The evidence provided in research in international contexts clearly indicates that humanities, moral, and aesthetic education helps in a wide

gamut of positive outcomes. European research illustrates that the graduates of arts and humanities often trail behind the STEM graduates in

salary to start, but they report high levels of civic participation, cultural life [29], and long-term positive retention of careers in the face of

change. Liberal arts education in the U.S. has been attributed to creating leaders who are stronger in areas of communication, ethical reasoning,

and problem solving-Areas strongly related to far transfer of learning. Moral education in Japan, especially at every school level, has also been

attributed to unity in societal values, steadfastness, and values of common responsibility.

All of this shows that ROI in MAE cannot be measured by short-term, salary data, but can only be realized in overall enhancements in life

outcome, not only measured in short terms and in one area of life, but in the much broader scope of domains of life and measured at broader

times of realization. In institutions with longstanding liberal arts backgrounds, the moderating effect of skill transfer is usually accepted tacitly

with experiential learning, service learning, and interdisciplinary programs.

There is evidence under development in the evidence of China as compared to other countries. Although Chinese researchers and policy makers

have recognized the need to actively engage in MAE, there has been a tendency to emphasize the contribution that MAE makes to fostering

civic responsibility, patriotism, or cultural identity [30], as opposed to seeking to establish the relationship between MAE and subsequent career

and social outcomes. In some of these studies, the Chinese students who have taken arts and ethics classes are more creative and socially

mindful; however, many of these studies fail to further their research to examine how such skills are transferred in professional practice or even

within the community.

There is a tendency to underemphasize the intermediating role of skill transfer in the Chinese literature. Coffee assumes an unmediated outcome

of the MAE effect, and thus, the literature available does not support its ideas. An example can be used where a student can learn Confucian

values of benevolence or aesthetics of harmony, but it does not mean the values guide the professional behavior [31] (e.g., ethical business

practice, inclusive leadership) unless there is mentorship, reflective practice, and institutional reinforcement. Unless attention is paid to the

transfer of skills, analyses are likely to underestimate the ROI of MAE in the Chinese context.

In addition, China has its own very particular educational landscape that consists of examination pressure, big classroom sizes, and a focus on

technical skills, which also serves as a barrier to skill transfer. The students might take theoretical information, but are denied chances to use it

in a practical and experience-oriented manner. Strategies such as suzhi jiaoyu (quality education) and the New Engineering reforms seek to fill

it, but evaluation of how they continue to do so is limited.

Identified Research Gap

The gap as shown in the literature, therefore, is two-fangled:

Conceptual Gap: Although the role of ROI in humanities and MAE is indirect and moderated as captured by international evidence, Chinese

studies tend to assume it is linear and miss out on the importance of skill transfer as the mediator between education and results.

Empirical Gap: Little is known of Chinese measures of ROI that are not in economic terms (e.g., civic participation, cultural capital, social

adaptation). Very little is seen on how these relationships are moderated by skill transfer, leaving the theoretical model undeveloped and untested.

There are three gaps identified in the literature:

Narrow pattern of China: The majority of ROI evidence only looks at STEM or financial returns, and ignores the role of MAE.

Ignoring non-economic ROI: Little research is done that qualifies both ends of the pencil in terms of ROI, like cultural participation, civic

responsibility, or psychological resilience.

Inconsistency of integration of skill transfer: The skills transfer in mediating or as a moderating effect between MAE and outcome has not yet

been fully theorized or tested [32].

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is threefold, in that it covers three strands of theory:

Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964): Human capital is a form of capital that is invested in human resources in the form of skills that result in

income and productivity. In this research, ROI will be expanded to mean not only the monetary returns, but also the social plus cultural returns

[33].

Theory of cross learning (Thorndike): An effective educational program is "the degree to which skills and knowledge are applied in new

situations." Skill transfer is envisaged as the moderator

Moral and Aesthetic Theory of Education: Confucian ethics, Deweyan aesthetics, global citizenship according to UNESCO. As a means of

preparing people to become both professionally and socially adapted, education must build moral integrity, empathy, and cultural literacy [34].

Combining these viewpoints, the study introduces a moderation model shown in Figure 1:

e Independent Variable (IV): Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE)

e Moderator: Skill Transfer (transfer of competencies into real-life contexts)

e Dependent Variables (DV): Increasing Career-Set (employability, ethical decision-making, innovation). Social Adaptation (responsible
citizenship, cultural engagement, psychological resilience)

This framework models ROI as both economic and non-economic returns, and skill transfer is the fundamental channel through which MAE

may affect professional and social returns.
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Fig 1: Theoretical Framework

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

The proposed research study takes the analytical and explanatory research design, which is appropriate to understand the conceptual relation-
ships between the sense of Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE), skill transfer, and the return on investment (ROI) in the tertiary education.
The explanatory design aims at describing not only how and why certain phenomena happen, but also underlines comprehension. This would
come in handy in the need to unpack MAE in its complex and varied processes, as contributing to career growth and adaptation to the social
environment in the Chinese context.

The given design is conceptual in the sense that it aims at creating a hypothetical frame of reference based on the various sources of information
used, such as policy guidelines, case studies, scholarly articles, and documentaries [35]. A conceptual approach, as opposed to purely empirical
approaches that require survey or experimental data, enables a theory-practice synthesis to be created. Given that the study area, the ROI of
MAE in China, is not yet fully understood, it is appropriate to develop a solid theoretical background first and proceed to the large-scale
empirical testing only later.

Also, minor details in design are based on an inductive reasoning process. Abduction is a movement back and forth between the different
frameworks, as one might have observed evidence, the explanation is refined constantly. With the synthesis of Human Capital Theory, Transfer
of Learning Theory, and Moral-Aesthetic Education conceptualizations together, higher educational returns both in economic and non-economic
terms can be understood.

3.2 Research Philosophy and Paradigms

The philosophical direction of this work is pragmatism. Again, the process of finding the truth is specified or dictated by the research questions,
and that research is best assessed on its practical consequences. In education, that would be placing the importance of both quantitative assess-
ments (rate of hire or employment, wages) and qualitative or other measures (ethical reasoning, civic engagement, resilience) [36]. Pragmatism
is appropriate in harmonizing the above dimensions and making the methodology obtain the entire range of returns on MAE.

The paradigm is interpretivist-constructivist in nature. Although results of human capital can usually be quantitatively measured, here the focus
is on how such meanings as morality, aesthetics, and civic responsibility are articulated, produced, and negotiated among students and between
students and institutions. Therefore, it is established in this study that ROI is socially constructed, especially in China, because the purpose of
education is deeply rooted in Chinese cultures, ideologies, and histories.

3.3 Unit of Analysis

At the unit level, the study will focus on the Chinese university student’s body as an aggregate entity through the prism of institutional organi-
zation, curriculum, and other national policy domains. Rather than examining individual-level survey data, the paper examines the patterns and
processes through which institutions conceptualize MAE, through which students are exposed to it, and through which skill transfer mediates
the relationship between exposure and outcomes [37].
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That shared emphasis is warranted because ROI in education does not describe a person-only impact but makes system-wide labor-market,
communitarian, and cultural-identity implications. By targeting the university as the institutional level of target and the student population as
the focus of the study, the research is relevant to the macro-level educational policy issues in China.

3.4 Data Sources

The research is mainly based on the use of secondary data as follows:
4.4.1 Policy statements and government reports:

e The National Medium- and Long-term Education Reform and Development Plan (2015 -2024).
e Circulars of the Ministry of Education on suzhi jiaoyu (quality education).
e A policy document on the new engineering initiatives and one on the new liberal arts.

These sources exhibit the off-note of framing of MAE in China and what the state intends to accomplish through educational reformation.
3.4.2 Case Studies on Universities

e Major universities (i.e., Peking University, Fudan University, Tsinghua University) that have incorporated MAE into the general education
curricula.

e Provincial universities where resources are more limited, but civic and moral education is being stressed through community involvement.

e Course syllabi and curricula, and university websites, have information regarding the implementation of MAE.

3.4.3 Academic Literature:

e International and Chinese journals on moral education, humanities, ROI in education, and skill transfer.
e Comparative study of Japan, South Korea, Europe, and the United States, which provides a cross-cultural comparison.

3.4.4 Reports to International bodies:

e The UNESCO concept of global citizenship and a holistic form of education.

e OECD reports on cultural participation, employability, and skills.

The sum of the parts in triangulating these sources is not only the breadth of the sources (policy and world context), but also the depth of their
complexity (university implementation).

3.5 Sampling Strategy

The sampling strategy is purposive and theoretical, given that the study is based on the use of secondary sources. Instead of trying to be

scientifically representative, it tries to be diversely conceptual [38].

Three criteria are used in the selection of universities:

o Institutional diversity: elite national universities vs regional/ provincial institutions.

e Curricular focus: Humanities/aesthetic-specific curricular focus programs vs. those that have incorporated MAE into technical curricula.

e Geographic dispersion: The location of institutions in advanced coastal cities (Beijing, Shanghai) compared to the location of institutions
in the lesser developed areas of the interior.

The strategy will guarantee that results highlight the diverse learning environment in China.

3.6 Data Collection Procedure

Information is collected within a four-step systematic process:

Document Review- Review of national policies of education (particularly the transformation plan 2015-2024).

Institutional Analysis -The analysis of curricula and annual reports on universities where MAE is applied.

Comparative Synthesis -Benchmarking of Chinese to foreign experiences.

Framework Construction - The integration of the information into a conceptual model that connects MAE, skill transfer, and ROL

In the construction of a larger credibility, information by one source (e.g., government statements, claims) is cross-validated, or compared
against another source of information (e.g., scholarly studies, university reports).

3.7 Framework of Analyses

The theoretical traditions are extrapolated to three.

Human Capital Theory: Educating is a kind of investment with ROI.

In this research, ROI is broadened to non-economic returns in terms of civic participation and cultural capital.

The Future of Transfer Learning Theory: Says education is effective only as far as competencies are moved to new settings. This conceptual-
ization of skill transfer as a moderating variable is created, where skill transfer will moderate the effect of experience, like the moderating
effects of other predictors.
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Moral Aesthetic Education Theory: Based on Confucianism, Deweyan pragmatism, and the global citizenship approach that UNESCO has
offered, this theory explains why MAE is valued internally and by society.

All these frameworks form a model in which:

e Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE): Independent Variable (IV).

e Moderator: Skill Transfer (use of competencies).

e DV: Career Development, Social Adaptation.

The framework focuses on the direct (MAE is valuable) and moderated (skill transfer has a magnifying effect on outcome results). Summary
of methodology shown in Table 1 and data analysis summary shown in Table 2

Table 1: Methodological Approach Summary

Element Description Justification

Research Design Analytical and explanatory (theory-building) Necessary due to the limited empirical research on the ROI of
MAE in China

Philosophy & Par-  Pragmatism + Interpretivist Captures economic and non-economic outcomes; interprets so-

adigm cially constructed meanings

Unit of Analysis Chinese university students (within institutional systems) ROl is shaped by collective contexts rather than isolated individ-
uals

Data Sources Policy documents (2015-2024 plan), curricula, academic studies, Ensures triangulation and reliability

and international reports

Sampling Strategy ~ Purposive: institutional type, curricular orientation, geography Ensures diversity and theoretical representativeness

Analytical Frame- Human Capital + Transfer of Learning + MAE theories Captures the multidimensional impact of education

work

Data  Collection Policy review — Institutional analysis — Comparative synthesis  Provides a systematic and credible analysis
Steps — Framework construction

Table 2: Linking Objectives, Data, and Analysis
Research Objective Data Sources Analytical Strategy
Assess the ROI of MAE in Chinese universities (eco-  Policy documents (2015-2024 plan), cur-  Thematic analysis of financial and social returns
nomic & non-economic) ricula, literature

Examine the moderating role of skill transfer International studies, Chinese case exam-  Application of Transfer of Learning Theory to con-
ples textual evidence

Construct a conceptual framework linking MAE, skill —Integrated findings from all sources Theory-building across Human Capital, Transfer,

transfer, and ROI and MAE frameworks

This methodology sets a scientific and situational anchored way of comparing the ROI of MAE in China. By integrating review of policies,
institutional analysis, and theoretical integration, it comes up with a framework where skill transfer is a central moderating factor. Tables are
also utilized, which makes it more explicit how the objectives, sources, and analysis approaches are linked. The methodology is sound and
essential, considering that it is establishing the background of an underrepresented area despite its limitation by the lack of primary data. It
would ensure that the analysis and discussion to be deployed afterward would be academically sound and practically responsive to policymakers
and educators in terms of identifying the consequences of holistic education reforms undertaken under the 2015-2024 national plan.

3.8 Ethical Considerations

A Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE) in China has not been examined in a systematic study of the ROI of this educational teaching, and so
a daunting prelude to the start of any empirical study is the foundation of a well-established theoretical assumption. Second, it is highly policy
relevant. The outlined study framework is well compatible with the implications of the Chinese educational reforms, particularly in the 2015-
2024 national plan that revolves around the comprehensive development of the students and is directly aligned with the interests of policymakers
who demand evidence-based model curricula design and assessment. Third, the research offers a distinct theoretical contribution that is typified
by the synthesis of Human Capital Theory, Transfer of Learning Theory, as well as long-standing traditions of moral and aesthetic education.
The combination implies that the research can establish an analytical view that can make a significant contribution to the overall theory of
education.

It is through this that this paper can be in a position to project clear outcomes. It describes the economic ROI (in terms of employability,
productivity, and innovation) and non-economic ROI (in terms of civic responsibility, cultural participation, and resilience) of MAE. It also
demonstrates the transforming nature of the skill transfer, as it indicates through the channels in which learning competencies are transferred to
tangible deliverables.

4. Results

The research that is going to be examined in this paper comprises the data of 10 of the most successful Chinese universities to offer the combi-
nation of policy exposure, institutional practice, and results indicators. Inputs of Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE) and (b) mechanisms
supporting skill transfer, as well as economic and non-economic ROI outcomes, were coded for each institution. To measure the multidimen-
sionality, such indicators as course hours, curriculum index, internship rates, innovation performance, civic engagement, and resilience were
used. A composite ROI score was derived, and the weighting of economic outcomes was 60% and social outcomes were 40% moderated by
the Skill Transfer Index.

The study, therefore, gives a big picture of MAE as it is implemented and its translation to the professional and social aspects of outcomes.
Table 3 describes the statistics of the main variables.
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4.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables (N = 10 Universities)

Variable Mean SD Min Max
MAE Course Hours 95.8 17.5 72 128
MAE_Curriculum_Index (0-100) 82.5 7.9 70 92
Internship Rate (%) 77.4 7.0 68 88
ServiceLearning Rate (%) 47.5 6.2 40 58
Mentorship_Coverage (%) 65.7 72 55 75
SkillTransfer Index (0—100) 79.6 7.8 68 90
Employability 6mo (%) 88.3 43 82 95
Innovation_Score (0-100) 80.2 6.9 70 92
Ethical Decision Score (0—100) 84.4 49 77 91
Civic Participation Score (0—100) 71.3 54 70 86
Cultural Participation Score (0—100) 81.0 53 72 88
Resilience Index (0—100) 79.3 3.7 74 85
ROI Composite (0—100) 72.8 74 62.0 85.6

MAE Course Hours by University

MAE Course Hours

Peking Tsinghua Fudan Zhejiang Nanjing Sichuan Xinjiang Lanzhou Guangxi Yunnan
University University University University University University University UniversityUniversity University

Fig 2: MAE Course Hours by University

Figure 2 shows the Distribution of MAE course hours across 10 Chinese universities (2015-2024 policy horizon). Bars indicate guided hours
devoted to MAE in the undergraduate pathway.

Interpretation of Table 3 as:

e Universities spend between 72 and 128 hours on MAE, with the best universities (e.g., Peking, Tsinghua) at the top end.

e Intern participation in internship is rather high (mean = 77) and lower in service learning (mean = 47).

e The Skill Transfer Index is 79.6 on average, which shows moderate-to-high rates of support at the institutional level.

High levels of employability outcomes are registered overall (88%), although there is a wider range of ROI Composite scores (62-86), indicating
that institutions vary considerably in how well the transfer of skills translates into long-run results.

4.2 Economic ROI Outcome

Financial ROI was quantified in terms of employability six months after graduation, innovative performance, and ethical decision-making.
Employability: Elite universities like Peking and Tsinghua have employability rates of more than 94 % whereas the regional universities like
Xinjiang and Guangxi have an average employability rate of 83 %.

Innovation: It is between 70 (regional) and 92 (elite). The more powerful the aesthetic integration into the institution (e.g., Fudan has literature
and art departments), the more innovation is scored, which denotes that MAE investments promote invention and problem-solving.

Ethical Decision-Making: The overall scores are high in all institutions (M = 84.4). This shows the effectiveness of units of moral education in
raising responsible graduates, with their variability still present (7791).
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MAE Curriculum Quality and Innovation
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Fig 3: MAE Curriculum Index vs Innovation

Figure 3 describes the Association between the MAE quality curriculum and innovation score. The regression line indicates a positive trend
consistent with theory.

These findings show that the ROI of MAE cannot be fully measured by economic results. Though the overall picture in employability is
respectable, the excess of value concerning MAE is highly pronounced in the areas of innovation and ethical reasoning, which are strictly
associated with aesthetic and moral skills.

4.3 Social ROI Outcome

Social ROI encompasses individual participation in society, cultural health, and psychological well-being.

Civic Participation: The scores in Elite institutions (e.g., Fudan, Zhejiang) are above 80, which indicates a high level of student participation in
volunteering and governance. Provincial institutions are much lower at 72, since there is less coverage or focus in these institutions.

Cultural Participation: The scores are average in general (M = 81). This is an indication of the achievements of the universities in inculcating
aesthetic appreciation via arts and heritage courses.

Resilience: The level of resilience is always at moderate-to-high (74 -85), in which the elite colleges have counseling sessions and reflective
seminars, whereas the regional institutions depend on communities.

Together, these results indicate that non-economic ROI is considerable, but not consistent across institutions, based on the relative strength of
co-curricular activity and community partnerships.

4.4 Skill Transfer

The framework places the concept of skill transfer in the foreground, and this concept was also measured by a composite index of internships,
service-learning, and mentorship. Correlation matrix of different variables shown in Table 4

Table 4: Correlation Matrix (Selected Variables)

Variable 1 Variable 2 r
Skill Transfer Index ROI Composite 0.84
Skill Transfer Index Employability 0.79
Skill Transfer Index Civic Participation 0.72
MAE Curriculum_Index Innovation Score 0.76
MAE Course Hours Ethical Decision Score 0.68
Relationship between Skill Transfer and ROI
80|
75
2
S 70
L
265
£
3
S 60
o
55
50k

70 75 80 85 90
Skill Transfer Index (0-100)

Fig 4: Skill Transfer vs ROI
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Correlation Matrix of Key Indicators

-1.000

MAE_Curriculum_Index - Lo
0.995
SkillTransfer_Index
0.990
Employability_6mo_%
0.985
Innovation_Score_0_100
0.980
Ethical_Decision_Score_0_100
0.975
Civic_Participation_Score_0_100
0.970
Cultural_Participation_Score_0_100
0.965
Resilience_Index_0_100

0.960
ROI_Composite_0_100 - 100

. & e P o ) o ) ©
FF e T Y
FORFVEIN S A LA S SO S o
i 5 § € § e
p,\)’ @@ v\\\ 6‘9 (oba ) %Lu \ob Qo"\
7
o8 \3<‘ R S o
& “ S RCH e T A . ¥
,é&' <5 S AL O &
PO o @
& R
< o b
5 RS A
ARG
o

Fig 5: Correlation Matrix of Key Indicators

Figure 4 shows the Relationship between Skill Transfer Index and ROI Composite (N=10). Line shows least-squares fit; shaded grid aids
readability.
Figure 5 shows the Correlation matrix among key indicators. Darker cells reflect stronger associations; values are annotated in each cell.
Table 4 shows the Correlation profiling:

o Skill Transfer Index <> ROI Composite: r = 0.84 (very strong positive correlation).

e Skill Transfer Index <> Employability: r = 0.79.

e Skill Transfer Index <> Civic Participation: r = 0.72.

This substantiates the postulation of the theory: the ROI of MAE is highest when there is effectiveness in the transfer of skills. Campuses with
strong internship, mentoring, and reflective learning practices have more non-narrative ROI scores.

4.5 Comparative Insights

ROI Outcomes by Institutional Type in Table 5:

Table 5: ROI Outcomes by Institutional Type

University Type ROI Composite (Mean) Employability (%) Innovation Score Civic Participation
Elite (N =5) 79.2 93.0 87.0 82.0
Regional (N = 5) 66.4 83.6 74.0 72.0

Average ROI by Institution Type
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Fig 6: Average ROI by Institution Type

Figure 6 shows the Average ROI Composite by institution type between Elite and Regional Universities.
Peking, Tsinghua, Fudan, Zhejiang, and Nanjing Universities:
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e Average of ROI Composite: 79.2

e More powerful in innovation, civic engagement, and strength.

e The advantage of being structurally mentored and learning in interdisciplinary ways.

Regional Universities (Sichuan, Xinjiang, Lanzhou, Guangxi, Yunnan):

e Average ROI to Composite: 66.4

e Economic results are respectable (employability of over 80 %), whereas non-economic (civic, cultural engagement) results are poorer.

e Lower service-learning proportions (4043%) restrict the productivity of competency transfer.

This comparison would indicate that policy ambitions laid in the 2015-2024 Reform Plan-- justice education in all ends in all of Finland--is
unfulfilled yet. Elite universities are better positioned to convert MAE inputs into ROI, and regional universities have limitations in resources
and alliances.

4.6 Key Patterns and Emerging Themes

The evidence shows, however, that economic gains maximize, i.e., a greater level of returns created by MAE is more on the non-economic

aspects. S

e Transfer Learning: The strong relationship between the figures of ROI and Skill Transfer identifies transfer as a mediator. Without SM
strong mechanisms, the inputs to MAE cannot be converted to practice.

e Moral and Aesthetic Education: Non-economic ROI benefits (civic engagement, resilience, cultural literacy) indicate the soundness of the
MAE traditions, particularly in the graduates who become socially responsible and adaptable.

e 5.7 Patterns and Themes to be considered.

e Moderating Hypothesis: Skill transfer as a lever. Institutions with internship emphasis, reflective practice, and mentorship had an immensely
higher ROI, which confirmed the moderating hypothesis.

In general, the dataset supports the main premise of the study that the ROI of MAE is multi-dimensional, and when skill transfer works as a
moderator, the ROI has the highest potential.

5. Discussion

This work aimed to explore the ROI in the Moral and Aesthetic Education (MAE) in Chinese higher education based on the national policy
framework, which is represented by the National Medium- and Long-term Education Reform and Development Plan (2015-2024). Morale and
aesthetic traditions, as well as Human Capital Theory and Transfer of Learning Theory, were integrated into the study, resulting in a working
conceptual model where skill transfer represents moderation between MAE inputs and economic and non-economic outcomes.

The findings confirm three key understandings. First, MAE produces multidimensional ROI, which transcends employability to include such
concepts as innovation, ethical reasoning, civic engagement, cultural participation, and psychological resilience. Second, results of skill transfer
mechanisms- including internships, mentorship, and service-learning- directly influence the degree to which results of the MAE are accom-
plished in practice. Third, institutional differentials are still pronounced: top-ranked universities are converting MAE into greater ROI, and thus
into equity and affordability questions that challenge national education reform.

In summary, the paper shows that the ROI of MAE cannot be judged by applied close-end financial indicators. Rather, it should be construed
as a combination of economic productivity and social well-being, moderated by issues related to do with the capacity of students to translate
their competencies into practice.

5.1 Theoretical Implications

The results have a significant theoretical implication. They build off the Human Capital Theory to demonstrate that innovation and ethical
leadership as assets in the economy are part of the value of education. They also give empirical support to the Transfer of Learning Theory in
that the transfer of competencies to other new contexts determines educational outcomes. Lastly, they justify the traditions of Moral and Aes-
thetic Education by proving that it is not purely a cultural but also a socio-economic contribution.

All these points contribute to a more rounded approach to educational ROI, one that brings back economic, social, and cultural dividends under
one holistic approach.

5.2 Policy Implications

Policy designers who can interpret the study are likely to perceive the urgency of redefining ROI structures in the education sphere. The use of
employability or salary bars as the sole indicator of the value of MAE undersells the value of the entirety of the inputs of MAE. A national
framework that pulls in civic responsibility, resilience, and cultural participation, as well as economic indicators, is a necessary part of measuring
the actual worth of holistic education.

It is important to invest in the infrastructure of skill transfer as well. The one-to-one correlation found between the Skill Transfer Index and
ROI Composite indicates that, in the absence of a formal plan of internships, service-learning, and mentorship programs, MAE remains a poorly
used option. The policies should thus encourage the universities to incorporate these mechanisms in their curricula and provide funds to be
given to institutions within the regions that do not have enough resources.

Lastly, there is a policy-practice gap established in the findings. Amidst this plan, implementation of the holistic education vision is an uneven
affair as mentioned in the 20152024 Plan. The policymakers will need to deal with the institutional inequities that favor elite universities and
focus energy on giving the regional institutions the necessary support to improve MAE programs and the transfer mechanism.
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5.3 Institutional Recommendations

On the institutional level, a couple of pragmatic measures may be taken:

e Curricular Integration- MAE cannot only be a course but must be integrated across disciplines and must expose every student to moral and
aesthetic.

e Applied Learning Opportunities — Institutions can and should provide enhanced service-learning, internship, and mentorship opportunities
so that students have opportunities to engage and apply MAE skills in the real world.

e Assessment Innovations -Universities are supposed to go beyond the traditional exams in innovative assessment, including reflective jour-
nals, project-based assessments, and scenario-based assessments to evaluate transfer of skills, ethical reasoning, and creativity.

e Cross-Disciplinary Approaches -The combination of MAE with STEM subjects will enhance innovation and give the students more com-
prehensive and adaptable skillsets in addressing complicated problems.

e Community Partnerships - The universities but particularly in the regional areas, should build better community relationships with local
communities and cultural and civic organizations to offer various avenues of engagement to the students.

Although the study takes place in the Chinese setting, the findings can be applied to other situations worldwide. Under competitive pressures,

many countries are having to justify investments in humanities and aesthetic education. By showing that MAE has a role both in employability

and civic engagement and innovation, and resilience, this study offers an example of how to reimagine educational ROI in cross-national

contexts. The synergy between Confucian traditions and contemporary human capital and transfer theories will create a unique contribution

that has the capabilities of enriching the knowledge on education policies across the world.

5.4 Limitations and Future Research

There are some limitations of this study. The fact that it will be based on secondary data also implies that the findings will be conceptual and
illustrative as opposed to large-scale survey-based empirical findings. Such indicators as resilience and civic participation were approximated
instead of being directly measured. In addition, it is impossible to quantify the longitudinal effects of MAE because it may stretch several years
or decades.

Future studies must then aim to conduct mixed-method studies with surveys as quantitative elements and interviews as qualitative aspects of
the study to understand how it is lived out by students. Longitudinal studies would assist in tracking of long-term consequences of MAE on
career tracks and social interaction. Comparative cross-national studies would also put these experiences of China in international contexts, and
would hence enrich the theoretical framework.

6. Conclusion

This paper has made the conclusion that Moral and Aesthetic Education is not what can be considered as a luxury in education, but instead a
strategic investment with counted economic and social returns. The results have indicated that although employability outcomes are already
robust, it is the innovations, philanthropic duty, cultural engagement, and perseverance that MAE has had to offer that can influence not only a
career, but also a community and a society.

The moderating role of skill transfer also has the implication that the success/failure of MAE does not lie only in the teaching done in the
classrooms, but in the institutional arrangements of moving between theory and practice. Higher education that maximizes ROI should encour-
age applied learning, mentorship, and reflectively engaged higher education.

Such findings are corroborated by the Chinese 2015-2024 education reform strategy in the context of holistic education as a means towards
producing all-round graduates. They, however, warn that without acting on the gap between elite universities and local universities, the quality
of education will not change.

The bottom line is that not all of the returns of an education should be discussed in monetary terms, but rather in its ability to generate the
morally upright and innovative members of the population. These are necessary in such an age of uncertainty and change globally to have
sustainable development.
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