International Journal of World Economic Research

ISSN: 3080-9886 (Print), ISSN: 3080-9894 (Online) | Vol. 3, No. 2, 2026

Digital Transformation and Critical Pedagogy:
Reimagining Leadership Curriculum inBusiness

Schools

Dai Yan

Birmingham Business School, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United Kingdom

Abstract: The digital transformation of business organizational operational models has radically transformed how we do
business as well as posing new demands on leadership curriculum reform in business schools. Based on theoretical framework
of critical pedagogy, this paper explores reconstruction of leadership curriculum in business schools under context of digital
transformation, and analyzes key challenges faced by leadership education, including curriculum objectives, teacher -student
relationships, knowledge production and value orientation. In addition, this paper proposes optimization strategies from
perspectives of curriculum objective design, digitally mediated teaching relationships, integration of reflective practice and
experiential learning, and curriculum evaluation system, which aims to promote deep integration of digital technology
empowerment and value education, thereby cultivating future business leaders with digital literacy, critical thinking and strong
sense of social responsibility, while also providing theoretical insights forinnovation ofleadership educationin business schools.
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1. Introduction

Digital technology is developing rapidly, and has
profoundly changed management models of business
organizations and practice of leadership. Emerging
technologies including artificial intelligence (Al), big data
and platform-based economies continue to reshape business
environment, while meanwhile posing new requirements for
talent cultivation in business schools. Traditionally,
leadership courses mainly emphasized transmission of
management knowledge and cultivation of performance-
oriented competencies, however under background of digital
transformation, such courses increasingly face challenges,
including instrumentalization of educational objectives,
marginalization of value education and insufficiency of
critical consciousness cultivation, thereby making them
insufficient to prepare business leaders to cope with
complexity of digital era. Emphasis on learner agency,
dialogic engagement, critical reflection and social
responsibility as part of critical pedagogical approach offersa
useful lens towards re-thinking leadership education in
business schools. This paperutilizes theoretical framework of
critical pedagogy, discusses challenges faced by leadership
courses in business schools in era of digital transformation
and proposes strategy for curriculumreconstruction that aims
at providing theoretical insights for innovation of leadership
education in digital era.

2. Theoretical Perspectives on
Leadership Education in Business
Schools under Digital
Transformation

2.1. Digital Transformation Reshaping the
Talent Development Requirements for
Business Leadership

The digital transformation has changed organizational

structure, management model and leadership practice
profoundly, pushing forward business leadership education
objectives from traditional management capabilities towards
comprehensive capabilities (digital literacy, systems thinking
and social responsibility). In light of the wide application of
artificial intelligence, big data and platform economy, modem
leaders require not just mastery in digital technology and data
analysis, but also possess cross-disciplinary integration
capability, complex problem solving ability and
organizational change management abilities; problems
brought by digital technology such as algorithm governance,
data ethics, privacy protection and social equity require future
leaders to go beyond the efficiency-oriented thinking mode,
evaluating digital transformation from perspective of ethical
judgment and public responsibility [1], therefore, business
school leadership education cannot limit itself to knowledge
transmission and skill cultivation anymore, but should meet
the ever-changing needs of digital era, cultivate leaders who
have comprehensive capabilities and critical thinking,
provide solid foundation for curriculum reconstruction.

2.2. Value Reconstruction of Leadership
Education from the Perspective of Critical
Pedagogy

Digital transformation demands a change in business
school leadership education away from the traditional
competency-based paradigm to value-oriented education and
holistic personal development. By advocating cultivating
critical consciousness via dialogue and reflection as well as
praxis, critical pedagogies foster learner's agency so future
leaders will navigate the complex relationship between
technological innovation, organizational development and
social responsibility (from which perspective leadership
education should not be restricted only to prepare students for
organizational management and business success) [2], On
contrary, it empowers themto critically consider larger impact
of digital technology such as power, equity, ethics and
sustainability by engaging students in reflective inquiry and



dialogic learning, leadership education cultivates independent
judgment, ethical decision-makingand responsible leadership
in an increasing complex digital environment. It also
encourages students to realize that good leadership goes
beyond achieving organizational goals; it also involves
tackling social challenges and contributing to public interest,
thereby leading leadership education to achieve fundamental
transformation from competency-oriented method toward
value-oriented educational paradigm.The main aspects of
value reconstruction in leadership education from the
perspective of critical pedagogy are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Core Dimensions of Value Reconstruction in Leadership
Education from the Perspective of Critical Pedagogy
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2.3. Theoretical Logic of Integrating Digital
Transformation and Critical Pedagogy

The digital transformation and integration of critical
pedagogy are inherent alignment with technological
advancement and reconstruction ofeducational values; on the
one hand, digital technology profoundly transforms
knowledge acquisition, classroom organization and learning
ecosystem which brings new opportunities for educational
innovation, whereas on the other hand it could reinforce the
approach of efficiency-driven, algorithmic authority and
instrumental rationivity, which poses new challenges to
learner's subjectivity and educational equity [3]. The
theoretical foundation provided by critical pedagogy is
essential for leadership education in digital era through
emphasis on dialogue, critical reflection and praxis that
enable leamners to understand the power structure and social
impact embedded in digital technology, so as to achieve
integration of knowledge construction and value formation,
under such a theoretical framework, business school
leadership courses should not only foster students' digital
capabilities but also develop their critical awareness, ethical
judgment and strong sense of social responsibility, eventually
leading to comprehensive reconstruction of Ileadership
education in era of digital transformation.

3. Challenges Facing Business School
Leadership Curricula in the Context
of Digital Transformation

3.1. The Instrumentalization of Leadership
Education Objectives under the
Dominance of Technological Rationality

The rapid advancement of digital transformation has
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brought about the popularization of various tools like artificial
intelligence and data analysis in business schools; thus,
leadership courses have been emphasizing on digital
capabilities, management efficiency and organizational
performance. Technological rationality is gradually becoming
the dominant logic of curriculum design, leading educational
objectives to focus more on knowledge applications and
capability development while paying little attention to value
judgment, ethical awareness and social responsibility [4].
From perspective of critical pedagogy, education cannot
simply be a human capital production mechanism satisfying
market demands, but rather nurture learners' agency and
critical consciousness, where an over-dominance of
instrumental rationality might undermine educational mission
of leadership development and cause deviation of
curriculum's fundamental purpose of cultivating leaders with
sense of social responsibility.

3.2. Power Imbalances in Teacher—Student
Relationships within Digital Learning
Environments

Despite the great enhancement on educational resources
and diversification of teaching methods by digitalized
learning platforms, this has changed the traditional classroom
interaction model: The role of platform algorithms, learning
analytics and standardized assessment systems is increasing
in being core of teaching management; teachers will be
mainly organizing a leaming process and managing
educational data while students are more like passive
receivers of information based upon platform rules that limit
them from having an equal dialogue orengaging intellectually
[5]. Critical pedagogy believes that education should be built
on foundation of dialogical interaction and knowledge co-
construction between teachers and students, however,
technological control and platform-based governance may
weaken learner agency, which gradually transforms
classroom from dialogical space to task completion space,
thus restricting development of critical consciousness and
leadership thinking.

3.3. The Weakening of Critical Knowledge
Production under Algorithm-Driven
Learning

The influence of artificial intelligence and algorithmic
recommendation systems has changed how people acquire
knowledge and learmn. Students now depend greatly on
platform generated content, Al assisted output, and standard
learning materials when building their knowledge. While
such an algorithm-based approach to knowledge production
increases learning efficiency but can lead to information
homogenization and cognitive path dependence which limits
opportunities forlearners to question the origin of knowledge,
its underlying value position or wider social implication.
According to critical pedagogy, knowledge is a socially
constructed phenomenon emerging from questions, dialogues,
and critical inquiries; however, algorithm driven learning
environment weakens students' problem awareness and
reflective capacity, thus limit the potential of leadership
education to develop independent judgment, creativity, and
innovative thinking.



3.4. Value Tensions between Business
Performance Orientation and the
Cultivation of Social Responsibility

The leadership courses in business schools have always
been focused on achieving organizational performance,
market competitiveness and management efficiency; with the
advancement of digital transformation it enhances data-
driven decision-making for maximizing business value.
However, digitalization has also generated a series of urgent
social problems, including data security, algorithm
discrimination, privacy protection and sustainable
development, which makes merely emphasizing business
success no longer sufficient to prepare leaders for complexity
of contemporary society. Critical pedagogy advocates that
education should promote equity, democracy and social
justice, while encouraging learners to undertake broader
public responsibilities, thereby achieving appropriate balance

between business performance and cultivation of social
responsibility, which has become one of most significant
value-oriented challenges that leadership courses of business
schools must address in era of digital transformation.

4. Strategies for Reconstructing

Business School Leadership
Curricula from the Perspective of
Critical Pedagogy

In response to these challenges, we propose a framework
for reconstructing business school leadership curricula
through the lens of critical pedagogy. The framework is
composed of four interrelated strategic dimensions (Figure 1)
that together promote the development ofdigitally competent,
critically conscious, and socially responsible business leaders.

Strategies for Reconstructing Business School

Leadership Curricula from the Perspective of Critical Pedagogy
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Figure 1. Framework of Business School Leadership Curriculum Reconstruction

4.1. Constructing a Curriculum Objective
System Centered on the Cultivation of
Critical Consciousness

In response to the evolving needs of digital transformation
for business leadership development, leadership courses
offered by business schools need to incorporate critical
pedagogy as a guiding theory behind them. In addition to
traditional knowledge transmission and competency-based
training focus, course objectives should be revised to include
both digital literacy and critical thinking and social
responsibility so that students can adapt to the rapidly
changing digital business environment and make ethical and
socially responsible leadership decisions in increasingly
complex technological and organizational contexts. Firstly, it
is necessary to cultivate critical consciousness when setting
up course objectives; leadership education encourages
students to critically analyze and reflect upon digital
technology, algorithmic governance, platform economies and
organization's power structure beyond a purely instrumental
perspective, so that students can have deeper understanding
about value orientation, interest distribution and social
consequences embedded in digital transformation, enhancing
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their independent thinking and ethical judgment capabilities.
Secondly, digital competence needs to be developed
alongside value education: although courses need to stress
professional skills like artificial intelligence application, data
analyticsand digital management, we must integrate business
ethics, social responsibility and sustainable development into
learning objectives, an integrated approach allows students to
improve digital leadership capability along with keeping
committed to fairness, justice and responsible decision-
making, ensuring coordinated development of professional
competence and value literacy. Finally, leadership education
establishes comprehensive objective system oriented towards
future leadership development, whereas leadership courses do
not just focus on performance outcome, but rather make
systems thinking, cross-cultural communication,
collaborative innovation, civic engagement and lifelong
learning as fundamental educational objectives, continuously
reflecting and participating in practice, students are capable
of strengthening self-development capabilities and becoming
future business leaders with digital competence, critical
consciousness and strong sense of social responsibility,
providing solid foundation for high-quality development of
leadership education in digital era.



4.2. Establishing a Dialogue-Oriented Digital
Teaching Relationship

The development of digitalized learning environment
cannot simply involve adopting technological tools or digital
platforms; underthe guidance of critical pedagogy principles,
we need to rebuild teacher-student relationship based on equal
dialogue, promote collaboration in knowledge construction,
joint reflection and mutual growth so that digital technology

could really empower leamers' agency instead of
technological control and unidirectional knowledge
transmission. Firstly, we establish dialogic teaching

mechanism encouraging active participation of both teachers
and students: transform teachers from traditional knowledge
transmitters into learning facilitators and dialogue organizers,
guide students to have open discussion about contemporary
topics like digital economy, AI ethics and platform
governance which will encourage students to share their
views, challenge existing assumptions and participate in
collaborative inquiry for promoting knowledge construction
and intellectual development, while secondly strengthen
active participation of students in digital classroom. Course
design should utilize interactive potential of digital platforms,
by integrating case-based discussions, collaborative projects,
online debates and reflective journals to enhance autonomous
learning and cooperative learning, which enables students to
transcend role of passive knowledge recipients, become
creators of knowledge and active contributors to classroom
interaction, thus cultivating inclusive and equal learning
community. Third, optimize the teaching of ecology through
digital technology; teachers use artificial intelligence and
digital platforms in a pedagogical way without over-reliance

on standardized assessments or algorithmic recommendations.

Encourage students to question process of technology
application and its social impacts so as to achieve an organic
integration between technological empowerment and
educational values and cultivate open, democratic and
critically engaged digital learning environment.

4.3. Strengthening the Integration of Reflective
Practice and Experiential Learning in
Leadership Development

The idea of critical pedagogy suggests that true learning
comes from a constant interplay of reflection and practice;
hence, business schools' leadership courses need to move
beyond conventional knowledge-centered teaching models so
as to embed critical reflection throughout the whole learning
process, which allows students to acquire leadership skills
and value-based qualities by analyzing real-world problems,
reflecting upon practical experiences, and continually
improving actions. Firstly, we should establish a problem-
oriented reflective learning mechanism: leadership courses
should focus on current topics including digital management,
artificial intelligence application, data ethics, and corporate
social responsibility, which encourages students to analyze
causes of these problems, interests of stakeholders, and social
impact from different perspectives, whereby students are
capable of cultivating critical thinking and independent
judgment ability through continuous process of questioning,
analyzing and reflecting. Secondly, we should combine
reflective learning with practical experience, and teachers
should employ various teaching methods (scenario-based
discussion, project-based learning, role-playing simulation,
and reflective activities), connecting theoretical knowledge
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with real business context, and through continuous practice,
students can assess their own assumption, revise their
understanding, and gradually refine leadership concepts and
decision-making ability, thus integrating theoretical learning
and practical development. Finally, we should foster
sustainable reflective culture: leadership courses should
promote students to form long-term reflective habits via
learning journal, peer assessment, and regular self-evaluation,
whereby students are capable of deepening and broadening
their leadership development through continuously
examining their own learning process, leadership behavior,
and value choices, participate in collaborative dialogue,
eventually becoming future business leaders who have critical
consciousness and are committed to lifelong learning.

4.4. Improving a Curriculum Evaluation
System that Promotes the Development of
Social Responsibility

Evaluation of courses is an important means of assessing
learning outcomes; at the same time, it serves a crucial role in
forming students' values and their learning behavior. In light
of the critical pedagogy, leadership courses in business
schools need to go beyond traditional evaluation models
focused solely on knowledge acquisition and performance
results, establishing a multi-dimensional assessment system
including learning process, critical capabilities, ethical
awareness, and cultivating social responsibility so that
assessments could genuinely contribute to student's
development and formation of values. Firstly, create a multi-
dimensional evaluation framework: apart from evaluating
disciplinary knowledge and digital capabilities, we should
evaluate critical thinking, ethical judgment, social
responsibility, teamwork, and civic engagement, encouraging
students to understand wider social impact brought by
business decisions, balance between developing capabilities
and value-oriented education; Secondly, build a
comprehensive process-oriented evaluation mechanism:
Leadership courses do not rely on summative assessment but
emphasize formative evaluation via incorporating classroom
discussions, project presentations, reflective journals,
learning portfolios, and regular feedback so that educators can
track students' intellectual growth, problem analysis
capabilities, and value development, thereby leading to
parallel enhancement of learning process and leadership
capabilities. Finally, adopt a collaborative multi-stakeholder
evaluation model, through integration of teacher assessment,
self-assessment, peer evaluation, and practice-based feedback,
leadership courses will have an open, diverse, and interactive
evaluation system, enhance students' active participation in
assessment and reflective learning, and encourage continuous
improvement through constructive feedback. Ultimately it
leads to the development of leadership capabilities, social
responsibility, and lifelong learming abilities, making course
assessment a developmental and leamer-centered process
instead of merely focusing on results.

5. Conclusion

Digital transformation has profoundly changed
organization's development of business as well as brought
new demands for leadership education in business schools.
Drawing from theoretical framework of critical pedagogy,
this article analyzes main challenges that are facing leadership
curriculum in digital era such as instrumentalization of



educational objectives and power imbalance between
teachers and students, weakened critical knowledge
production, and tension in value orientations. In response, this
article suggests strategies to reconstruct curriculum via
redesigning curriculum objectives, establishing dialogic
teaching relationship, integrating reflective practice with
experiential learning, and improving curriculum assessment
system. For future direction, leadership education in business
schools needs to achieve balanced integration of technology
empowerment and value education through embedding
critical consciousness, ethical responsibility and social
commitment throughout entire curriculum so as to cultivate
new generation of business leaders with digital capabilities,
critical thinking and strong sense of social responsibility
which can provide educational support for development of
high-quality talents in digital economy.
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