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博学之，审问之，慎思之，明辨之，笃行之。 

《礼记·中庸》 

Learn extensively, inquire thoroughly, ponder prudently,  

discriminate clearly, and practice devotedly.  

The Book of Rites, Zhong Yong,  

one of Five Classics of the Confucian canon 

 

 

 

 

 

不闻不若闻之，闻之不若见之，见之不若知之，知之不若行之。 

学至于行之而止矣。 

荀子《儒效》 

Tell me and I will forget; show me and I will remember; involve me 

and I will understand. 

Ru Xiao, No. 8,  

by Xun Zi (B. C. 313−238), a Chinese philosopher 
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Learner support for distance learners: 
A study of six cases of ICT-based distance education institutions in China 

Shuting Gao 

Abstract 

This thesis focuses on learner support in Chinese distance education. It draws a picture 

of Chinese modern distance education, covering the major issues in the field of learner 

support, and small group work as peer support. The aim of the study is to find out 

whether or not the learner support, that distance students at university level obtained, 

has the tendency to support students’ deep learning. The aim has been achieved by 

examining learner support in six institutions of ICT-based distance education in China. 

Three other sources of learner support are investigated. The main objectives of the study 

are: 1) to describe the distance students’ characteristics; 2) to examine their learning 

habits, learning organizations, and their interactions; 3) to investigate the student 

support provided by the institutions; family support; societal support; and peer support 

in the form of small group work. The purpose of this study is to define current practices 

of learner support in the six distance education institutions, determining the extent of 

similarities and differences on learner support services among these institutions. 

The study is applying a case-study approach, using qualitative and quantitative 

methods to investigate the six Chinese distance education institutions. During the first 

stage, several field visits were conducted in different research sites with on-site 

participant observation, non-participant observation and interviews for obtaining 

knowledge of Chinese distance education. In the second stage, a survey with a student 

questionnaire was distributed to students present and others online, in total 587. In 

addition, semi-structured interviews with staff members (administrators, instructors and 

tutors), individual students, and student focus groups were performed. The present 

research is one of the few in-depth case studies that focus on the relation between 

learner support system and different approaches to learning. On the basis of these 

research findings, the importance of a well-designed learner support system for the 

distance learner, a system for fostering creative, critical or independent thinking skills, 

or deep learning, in line with Chinese cultural and social conditions, is underlined. 

Keywords: Learner support, student support, support services, peer support, learner 
center, collaborative learning, interaction, motivation, critical thinking, creative 
thinking, deep learning, higher order learning, group learning, small group work, 
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Chapter One  
Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

This chapter presents an overall introduction of the study. It describes the 

background and rationale of the study, its aims and objectives, the research 

methods, limitations and significance of the research, and the organization of 

the whole thesis.  

1.1 Background and rationale of the study 

With a global impact of Information and Communicative Technologies (ICT), 

the development of higher education has been overtly bounded with hyper-

modernization of the knowledge economy (Moller, Robison and Huett, 2012). 

The traditional higher education models have to undertake changes or reforms 

to respond to the postindustrial turn (Cleveland-Innes and Garrison, 2012: 

223). Trends such as globalization, internationalization, diversification, 

decentralization, deinstitutionalization, massification and privatization have 

been visible in higher education in most developed and some developing 

countries in recent decades (Rossi, 2010). A transition, as Barnett (1994: 200) 

predicted in 1994, from an emancipatory conception of higher education into a 

higher education that emphasizes professional education and professional 

practice, and a shift in orientations, aims and policies of higher education 

(Ljunggren and Öst, 2008) have appeared. Moreover, higher education 

institutions in the mainstream have attempted to integrate new learning 

technologies into students‘ learning environments via blending face-to-face and 

online learning (Cleveland-Innes and Garrison, 2012). In addition, an online 

learning approach has become an attractive alternative for working adults who 

are not able to participate in a full-time study at the campus of conventional 

university. It is interesting to see that modern distance education, ―once 

considered a last option for learners‖, is now a viable opportunity for both 

file:///C:/Users/gaoshuting/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/Shuting's%20files/1_Dissertations/2012-06/Chapters/References.docx%22%20/l%20%22Rossi%22%20/o%20%22Rossi
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educational providers and working adult learners in higher education (Moller, 

Robison and Huett, 2012: 2).  

1.1.1 Modern Distance Education 

A few years ago, the third generation of distance education was still at the stage 

featured with ―Internet-based courses, discussion, and chat‖. Nowadays, 

distance education has been updated into ―technology-enabled learning 

environments‖, where e-Learning scenarios, ubiquitous technologies, Cloud 

Computing, simulation, gaming, and personal learning environments have 

become the mainstream (Morley, 2012; Robison and Huett, 2012: 3). However, 

in this new and complex circumstance, advanced ICT itself cannot naturally 

bring about quality learning process or directly lead to good achievement of 

students‘ learning. For students to have quality learning process and good 

achievement, ICT has to be well integrated into various learning procedures 

(e.g. course instruction, learner support and assessment). Further, the ―learner 

experiences with robust interactions between learners and content in the design 

of the learning process‖ should be carefully designed in the ―technology-

enabled learning environments‖ (ibid.). 

As commonly acknowledged and demanded for conventional higher 

education, one of the vital goals of higher education is for students to achieve 

higher order, deep and meaningful learning. Naturally, this goal should also be 

the same for distance higher education (Garrison, 2000; Garrison and Arbaugh, 

2007, Morrison and Anglin, 2012). However, this demand for distance higher 

education has not been widely highlighted and implemented. In the 

technology-enabled learning environments, the situation is complicated and 

many conditions are needed in order for distance learners to achieve the 

learning outcomes of higher order, deep and meaningful learning. Therefore, 

this requires many broad and in-depth studies. 

Several studies have indicated that the perception of interpersonal 

connections with other online learners is an important factor in the success of 

online learning (Mays, 2006, Richardson et al., 2012: 99). A learning 

community, which embeds various interpersonal connections and promotes 

collaborative constructivism, has the possibility of leading to deep learning 

(Richardson et al., 2012). In other words, it provides students with the 

conditions for actively participating in collaborative learning processes with 
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peers (Jahng, Nielsen and Chan, 2010: 40), e.g. via small group work with other 

learners. Besides promoting interaction between learners in learning, it could 

also help distance learners by providing mutual affectional support, 

psychological support and meta-cognitive support, and especially for those 

lonely, isolated distance students. 

The role of group-based learning or small group work promoting students‘ 

interaction for learning in the classroom settings has been for a long time the 

focus of research in various levels, subjects and disciplines of education (Hiltz 

and Turoff, 2002; Williams, Duray and Reddy, 2006). However, in technology-

enabled learning environments of distance education, how to achieve good 

quality of interaction (that is, learner-learner and learner-contents) that 

promotes deep meaningful learning is less widely researched. Not all learner-

learner interactions will definitely lead to deep meaningful learning, e.g. in 

Rourke and Kanuka‘s (2009) analysis of over 250 studies on Community of 

Inquiry (CoI), they failed to find support for the deep meaningful learning as a 

result of the online learner-learner interactions (Morrison and Anglin, 2012: 

241). Overall, for achieving deep meaningful learning in distance education, 

some suitable conditions are needed, where well-designed learner support plays 

a crucial role. 

In recent decades, learner support in distance education draws more and 

more attention, and is regarded as ―a theme of core importance to open and 

distance learning at the present time‖ (Tait and Mills, 2003: 1). The function of 

learner support services in reducing rate of dropout, increasing retention and 

improving the quality of learning has been recognized. In technology-enabled 

learning environments, learner support retains the importance ensuring the 

success of distance education students and an integrated part to effective 

distance education (Gaskell, 2012; Mays, 2002; Nash, 2005). Moreover, learner 

support is considered as ―a cost-effective way of retaining students as well as an 

essential humanizing element of any distance learning system‖ (Simpson, 2002; 

cited in Holmberg et al., 2005: 100-101).  

In ICT-based or technology-enabled learning environments of distance 

education, there are extensive range of digital media (e.g. voice boards, 

interactive websites and forums, open educational resources) and some other 

educational tools that would provide a range of new opportunities for 

supporting better learning. However, some prominent aspects of learner 
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support for successful distance education remain unchanged, such as student 

engagement, interaction, tutor support, and affectional support (Gaskell, 2012). 

Learner support for structured learning activities and further for promoting 

deep meaningful learning and better opportunities for socialization is still under 

investigation. 

1.1.2 Chinese Modern Distance Education 

The mainstream of Chinese distance education consists of two kinds of 

distance education institutions: The Open Universities in China1 (the former 

China Radio and TV Universities) and the Web-based higher-education 

institutions. Gradually established since 1998 until now, there are 68 Web-

based online higher-education institutions authorized by the Ministry of Higher 

Education. These two forms of distance education play an important role in 

adult higher education or continuing (tertiary) education for adults in China. 

Chinese distance education has been upgraded into a new phase nowadays. 

Mass integrations of ICT into distance education, and various kinds of support 

and investments from several Chinese state authorities and conventional 

universities, and comprehensive cooperation with the system of former Radio 

and TV Universities and other sectors in society characterize this development.  

Chinese distance education has had fundamental changes in recent years. 

Two things were milestones for this change from the past. One, China Radio 

and TV Universities were renamed as The Open Universities in China (OUC), the 

other, a new orientation or policy for the development of Chinese modern 

distance education was formulated by the National Outline for Medium and Long-

Term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020). Concerning the development 

of distance education in China for the next 10 years, a state plan for 

constructing Open Universities was made within the Special Plan for Continuing 

Education (2010-2020), based on the outline. The plan also defined the tasks for 

                                                   
1
 Since 2009, the former Central Radio and TV University has changed its name to 

―The Open University of China‖, and former Radio and TV Universities in China 

changed to The Open Universities in China. It resulted from a project Open Education 

Pilot Project and Reform for Training Applied Professionals (Chen and Li, 2008). In this 

thesis, ―Radio and TV University‖ is used for consistency with the survey conducted 

in 2004-2005. 
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distance education: integrating the Chinese distance education system into/with 

the lifelong education scheme of China.  

In the transition from Radio and TV University model to Open University 

model, some aspects of Chinese distance education remain close concerns. For 

example, the aspects of how to integrate effectively in-depth ICT into Chinese 

distance education; further identifying students‘ needs in the Chinese context; 

managing relations between the Central Radio and TV University at central 

level and other Radio and TV Universities at local levels; how to effectively 

share resources among overall higher education in China (Hao, 2011).  

The scale of progress of Chinese distance education has been remarkable, 

especially for the Web-based higher education institutions. According to the 

latest Statistics of Chinese Education Yearbook, in less than ten years, the enrolled 

number of distance learners in the Web-based higher education institutions has 

increased from 32,000 in 1999 to over 4,531,443 in 2010 (MOE, 2012). In the 

Radio and TV Universities, 159,687 higher education students (normal courses 

and short-circle courses) enrolled in 2010 (ibid.). Totally, nearly 5.7 million 

students were studying in various distance education courses or programs by 

the end of 2008 (CRTVU, 2009; MOE, 2009). Moreover, an increasing number 

of prospective adult learners from rural China or from the main workforce in 

society might join in Chinese distance education in the future. Besides, several 

other commercialized distance education enterprises or organizations have 

emerged in the private sector, e.g. the Support Service Center for Open and 

Distance Education (OpenService). ICT-based distance education has also 

been expanded in other levels and disciplines of education such as secondary 

education and on-the-job training, transformed former Correspondence 

Education institutions, and former Continuing and Distance Education 

organizations for adults. The market of distance education has been predicted 

to be profitable in the next decades. 

Though Chinese modern distance education enrolls a great quantity of 

learners and has produced a large number of graduates every year, global 

problems in distance education have also existed in Chinese modern distance 

education. For example, some students lack motivation for participating in 

various learning activities. High rates of dropout in some of the Web-based 

higher education institutions and high rates of passive students (―not-

registered‖ for any course) are also common in the RTVUs (Yu and Zhu, 2007: 
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83; Zhang and Luo, 2006). Above all, the quality of distance education remains 

a big problem for both forms.  

1.2 Research questions 

China has undergone major changes in many areas in the last decades. 

Therefore, educational laws, policies, regulations and so on from the past 

century might need to be updated to suit China‘s development in the 21st 

century. However, it seems that there are many mismatches, e.g. between what 

is advocated in higher education about the tasks for university students and 

what is really practiced by students in distance and open learning (Xu and 

Wang, 2008). The Higher Education Law of the People’s Republic of China was issued 

in 1999. It has not been updated for covering the aspects that are a necessity 

today and for the future development of Chinese higher education. For 

example, the Article 5 of the law abstractly states that the task of higher 

education is ―to train people to become senior specialists imbued with the spirit 

of creativeness and the ability of practice, to develop science, technology and 

culture and to promote the socialist modernization drive‖ (MOE, 1998). 

However, the objectives for students to achieve higher order, deep and 

meaningful learning, with well-trained minds of critical thinking during their 

higher education period (and how to train human resources and all round 

development) have hardly been mentioned and not been clearly illustrated.  

There has been a great demand for a major improvement of China‘s 

education at all levels and disciplines. After a long and thorough discussion and 

examination among many various circles in society, in 2010 the Chinese 

Ministry of Education issued the National Outline for Medium and Long-Term 

Education Reform and Development (2010-2020). It aims to update and upgrade 

overall Chinese education to fit in present and future economic and social 

development. For example, concerning training of human resources, Chapter 

11 in Part 3 points out that  

…. An all round development concept should be fostered, which 

involves training personnel to have strong moral qualities, 

intellectual ability, physical fitness and aesthetic appreciation … 

Inventive, pioneering, discursive, and participatory teaching should 

be encouraged to help students to learn how to learn. Students‘ 
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curiosity should be inspired, their interests and hobbies cultivated, 

and a good environment created for independent thinking and free 

exploration.  

Here, a detailed view of personal development is provided. It is clearly 

stated that ―a good environment‖ should be created for stimulating and 

fostering students‘ ―independent thinking and free exploration‖. The outline 

was formed according to the perceived problems that existed or still exist in the 

Chinese educational system. New laws or new related policies based on this 

outline have not yet been made and fully carried out.  

What is the situation of Chinese distance education in the present context 

of China? What is its role in higher education? Is Chinese distance education a 

second-class higher education? If the aim of higher education in China is also 

the same for Chinese distance higher education, what are the conditions in the 

ICT-based distance education that promote distance students to prepare 

themselves to be ―senior specialists imbued with the spirit of creativeness and 

the ability of practice‖ or that foster students‘ ―independent thinking and free 

exploration‖? What kind of learning environment has been created and what 

kind of support services have been provided for them?  

Creativity or a creative mind is closely related to or is solidly based on a 

well-trained mind of critical thinking or independent thinking. In other words, 

the creative abilities could only be acquired under the condition that one can 

often practice critical thinking or independent thinking. Ability of critical 

thinking or independent thinking is dependent on, among other things, a 

holistic and deep approach to learning. Thus, related to this research context, 

the author‘s question is: Does the present system of distance education in 

China promote students to grasp the minds of creative thinking, critical 

thinking or independent thinking, to achieve a learning outcome of higher 

order, deep and meaningful learning?  

The concrete research questions for this study have been formulated in this 

research on learner support in six distance education institutions in China:  

 What are the characteristics of the students studying in the six distance 

education institutions? 

 What is the situation of students‘ collaborative learning? With whom  

do students interact, how and how often? To what extent do students  

of the six institutions conduct small group-based learning? 
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 What is the situation of learner support provided in the six distance 

education institutions in China? What other sources of support  

can students obtain or expect? 

 Which kind of learning approaches (deep, surface or strategic approach) 

does the present learner support system have the tendencies to support? 

Which kind of learning approaches may the students tend to have? 

 Who are the students among the six institutions that are more satisfied 

with their learner support situation? What special characteristics and 

learning behaviors do they have that have made such difference? 

1.3 Aims and objectives 

The aim of the study is to find out whether or not the learner support, which 

distance students at university level obtained, has the tendency to support 

students‘ deep learning. The aim will be achieved by examining learner support 

in six institutions of ICT-based distance education in China. Three other 

sources of learner support (peer, family and societal support) are also 

investigated, with a focus on peer support in the form of small group work.  

More specifically, the main objectives of the study are:  

1. to describe distance students‘ characteristics; 

2. to examine their learning habits, learning organizations, and  

their interactions, especially their small group work; 

3. to investigate the student support services provided by the institutions; 

family support; societal support; and peer support in the form of  

small group work. 

The purpose of the study is to define current practices of learner support in 

the six distance-education institutions, determining the extent of similarities 

and differences in learner support services among these institutions. 

1.4 Research methods  

The study has applied a case-study approach. Quantitative and qualitative 

methods have also been used in this study to investigate the six Chinese 

distance education institutions. During the first stage, several field visits were 

conducted in different research sites with on-site participant observation, non-

participant observation and interviews for obtaining the knowledge of Chinese 
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distance education in terms of the direct impressions, contextual information 

from the real educational sites and some first-hand experiences. In the second 

stage, a survey with a student questionnaire was distributed to students present 

and others online, in total 587. In addition, semi-structured interviews with 

staff members (administrators, instructors and tutors), with individual students, 

and with student focus groups were performed. The study has used the SPSS 

program for data processing and data analyses.  

1.5 Significance of the study 

The present research is one of the few in-depth case studies of Chinese 

distance education with a focus on learner support. Besides, it draws a picture 

of Chinese distance education, covers the major issues in the field of learner 

support, and discusses small group work as a form of peer support. The study 

questions the relation between learner support systems and different 

approaches to learning, and further questions how to design a learner support 

system for supporting an engaged, collaborative distance learner and for 

fostering their creative, critical or independent thinking mind. At the same 

time, in the analysis, a consideration is given to the special features of Chinese 

Confucian-heritage Culture (CHC), keeping in mind the present social context 

in China.  

Results from this study can be used to share knowledge and insights about 

learner support issues, based on the case of Chinese distance education, with 

researchers, practitioners and policy makers. These results may also contribute 

to some new knowledge and insights on related issues in the field of learner 

support of distance education, worldwide.  

1.6 Limitation of the study 

In general, doing research in ICT-based distance education is challenged with 

many limitations and problems that can be different from that in conventional 

higher education. For example, it is difficult to reach most of the distance 

students for doing surveys in person. For this study, it has not been possible to 

reach distance learners at OnlinePU, who are spread widely all over China, for 

doing a questionnaire survey. An online questionnaire in an html version, 

instead, had to be employed. One of the consequences of giving an online 
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questionnaire is a low response rate, and the number of the population may be 

unknown. For obtaining more reliable and valid data from the studied case, to 

compensate the rather low response rate from the online survey, a printed 

questionnaire has also been delivered to the OnlinePU students who were 

present at the survey site. In this way, the author could manage and control the 

data collection in person. Furthermore, a mixed method with both qualitative 

and quantitative methods for data collection (questionnaire survey, interview, 

non-participatory observation, documentation, etc.), or we may call it ―a 

triangulation method‖, has been employed for the whole study, in order to 

compensate for the shortcomings of each single method.  

There are a large number of distance education institutions in China and 

they vary in many aspects. In order to obtain a ―mapping‖ result into learner 

support of Chinese distance education, the study was designed to research the 

main models of distance education via the six cases. However, it is difficult to 

meet all the students for doing surveys even in a period of three months, due 

to the lack of scheduled meetings at the learning centers. A random sampling 

method has not been employed for the study; instead, a nonprobability 

sampling was used for the purpose of convenience. However, the study is 

shaped by a case-based, contextual, quantitative approach. 

Concerning the design of variables, the author has not used ―student 

outcomes‖ as one of the dependent variables, because in most cases there were 

no uniform grades or test scores for all students from the study. Otherwise, the 

work would be difficult and huge for a private researcher. For example, it 

would be complicated to identify those respondents from thousands of learners 

at OnlinePU who submitted online questionnaires in order to find out their 

grades or scores.  

The literature concerning ICT-based distance education in China is quite 

abundant, however, high quality research studies and papers on learner support 

issues, conducted by the researchers in China and based on Chinese practices 

of distance education, have been found to be limited. There have been more 

studies focusing on theoretical discussions rather than solid or strict systematic 

empirical research. Therefore, the selection of literature in this area for 

reviewing, relevant or similar to this study, is limited.  

Although there is great change in the field of ICT-based distance education, 

the working culture in the faculties of higher education institutions, somehow, 
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is still hierarchical and bureaucratic. Many of the distance education institutions 

in China are organized as commercial enterprises, and there is delicate 

competition among them. Sometimes, it may also be difficult to access or 

obtain some data and information from an institution that is supposed to be 

for public use. It is also difficult to ensure the reliability or genuineness of some 

data or information. For example, because of not being able to be at the site to 

administrate questionnaire surveys in person, a few cases of questionnaires 

collected through helping personnel have been found to be replicas.  

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

The present study is organized into eight chapters.  

Chapter 1 is an overall presentation of the study in terms of the background 

and the rationale of the study, its aim and objectives, the research methods, the 

significance and limitation of the study.  

Chapter 2 presents the national setting, contextual knowledge and related 

backgrounds of China. Firstly, it reviews the development of Chinese higher 

education, the development of educational informatization in China, and the 

historical development of Chinese distance education. Secondly, it reviews 

some related issues in the field of learner support services in China. Finally, it 

presents a profile for each of the six cases of ICT-based distance education 

institutions. 

Chapter 3 reviews relevant concepts and theories for the study. Main 

concepts such as distance education, small group work and learner support, 

and theories as collaborative learning in distance education context, group 

learning and learner support theories are discussed. Some selected research 

studies on learner support are highlighted in this chapter. A summary of the 

literature review with a conceptual and theoretical framework for this study is 

presented at the end of this chapter.  

Chapter 4 describes the research design and research methods used for the 

study. Research procedures, the design of survey research, questionnaire 

distributions, and interviews are described here. Other methodological issues 

such as sampling methods and weighting procedure are also discussed. Finally, 

it presents an analytical design for the study.  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present the data analyses and findings of the study. 

Chapter 5 describes the findings about students‘ profiles, and their learning 
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characteristics. Chapter 6 is specifically concentrated on the issue of students‘ 

interaction and small group work. Chapter 7 describes and analyzes the situation 

of learner support services provided by the six institutions of higher education, 

and other sources of support for the students. It also presents the findings for 

each institution, with results from both qualitative and quantitative data 

analysis, ending with a matrix chart for presentation of findings from each case.  

Chapter 8 provides an overall conclusion from the study, and presents some 

major recommendations for further research.  

 

 



Chapter Two  
Context and Setting of the Study 

Introduction 

The discussion of education in China cannot be separated from the Confucian 

tradition, Chinese educational history, and the political and social-economic 

contexts of those times. In order to better understand the development of 

distance education in China, some broader and crucial background knowledge 

about China and Chinese higher education needs to be introduced here. This 

chapter also briefly describes the origin and development of Chinese distance 

education, the fast development of ICT in China and its influences on the 

overall structure, policies and reforms in the field of distance higher education 

in recent decades. Then, it introduces two mainstreams and six cases of ICT-

based distance education institutions. Finally, profiles of the six case 

institutions are presented at the end of the chapter.  

2.1 Development of China‘s Higher Education 

The Chinese educational system has been re-constructed, re-adjusted and 

reformed several times since Mao Zedong‘s New China was established in 

1949. For example, the total years for basic education and secondary education 

was shortened from eleven, twelve to nine or ten years in Mao‘s era, and then 

was prolonged again to 12 years in post-Mao‘s time. Now, it will take a student 

at least 21 years to pass through all levels of formal education, from primary 

schooling to doctoral education in China. In Mao‘s era, all levels of public 

education were free of tuition fees and expenses, charging only minor sums for 

learning materials or other expenses. Almost no student was hindered from 

schooling because of economic reasons, especially not in primary and 

secondary education, during those periods.  

Higher education in China has been profoundly shaped by socio-political 

movements in various periods, e.g. by the Soviet model of educational system 

in the Soviet-China friendship period during the late 1950s to early 1960s, the 
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Great Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976, and the Reform and Opening-

up Policy in Deng Xiaoping‘s time. In the post-Mao era since 1977, a series of 

reforms have been conducted in higher education. For example, the National 

Higher-Education Entrance Examination was restored in 1977-1978; the Radio and 

TV University system was restored and re-constructed in 1978; in the 1985 

reform in higher education, many higher education institutions were merged; 

private schools or colleges were allowed to be set up and to operate by the 

private sector. All graduates from conventional higher education or vocational 

education were no longer assigned jobs by various state authorities since 1994. 

Even though the total number of graduates at that time was much smaller 

compared with today‘s, with increasing number of graduates, it would not be 

possible for state authorities to arrange jobs for several million university 

graduates every year any longer.  

With the National Higher-Education Entrance Examination being gradually 

strengthened and now rigidly institutionalized, the notion of studying for 

passing the higher education entrance examination “Gao Kao” 1  became the 

dominant purpose of learning for millions of students of secondary education. 

The operation in Chinese education institutions has also shifted from Mao‘s era 

with politics dominant until nowadays with mass-production and market-

driven provisions. By expanding paid university places, higher education 

institutions have become a profitable industry, getting households to spend, 

which also was designed to function as a stimulus to the Chinese economy. 

When the Asian economic crisis affected job opportunities, China‘s higher 

education institutions expanded rapidly ―as a way to delay entrance into the 

labor market of large numbers of youth‖ (Postiglione, 2011: 795). The 

expansion resulted in a large number of university graduates in the later years, 

and a large majority of them was left alone in the labor market for searching 

jobs by themselves. The unemployment of university graduates rose, and by 

July 2009, ―68 percent of 6.11 million university graduates had found jobs, 

leaving nearly two million still unemployed‖ (Postiglione, 2011: 795).  

The high tuition fees also result in a disparity of accessing higher education 

between the rich and the poor, but because of the strong tradition in China, 

                                                   
1
 ―Gao Kao‖ (高考) is an abbreviation in Chinese for the National Higher-Education 

Entrance Examination (全国高等教育入学考试). 
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Chinese parents value the education for their children highly, and they would 

make great efforts to pay for their child‘s education. Although the Chinese 

government has provided various financial programs (e.g. scholarship, loans or 

subsidies) to assist the poor youths, the scale, amount and overall operation 

could not secure all those who are talented and in need.  

Within higher education institutions, besides the profound issue of quality 

control, many other apparent problems existed due to the rapid expansion in 

previous years, and the shift from higher education for the ―elites‖ to for ―the 

mass‖. Wen Rumin (温儒敏) summarized five severe problems within Chinese 

universities: 1) commercialization; 2) survival strategy in projects; 3) two-

dimensional, without own features (because of mass merging of different 

colleges into one large university); 4) bureaucratization; and 5) too many and 

too frequent reforms (Wen, 2012).  

For solving the above problems and meeting the new demands and 

challenges from educational fields and development in the new era, a National 

Outline of Education Reform and Development (2010-2020) was framed lately in 2011. 

It presented an upgraded plan and more detailed guide for the future 

development of China‘s higher education. In its Chapter 7 On Higher Education, 

items 18, 19, and 20 highlight quality issues that China‘s higher education faces, 

such as quality of talents training, and quality of research in the field. Item No. 

21 Strengthening the Capacity of Higher Education in Serving Society puts forward that 

higher education should provide continuing education for the public. Distance 

education, especially e-Learning for adult higher education, was categorized 

into continuing education for adult learners in the outline. 

2.1.1 Early development of Chinese distance education 

China‘s distance education has experienced three stages, which are more 

overlapped than clear-cut: Correspondence Education, Radio and TV 

University, and Web-based Higher Education. Chinese distance education has 

achieved to this stage and level, to a great extent it is attributed to considerate 

initiatives, huge financial investment and strong support from the government 

and higher education institutions, and close cooperation among various sectors.  

Correspondence Education initially appeared in China in 1930s. From 1949 

to the beginning of the 1990s, it developed into one of two dominant forms of 

distance education, having various disciplines and levels of education at a large 
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scale, with a good reputation (the other form is the Radio and TV University 

system). As early as the beginning of 1960s, in parallel, China also began to 

construct internal educational television networks in Beijing, Shanghai and 

other several major cities, aiming for enlarging the scale of higher education for 

the great needs at that time. However, the whole project was suspended by a 

series of political movements, e.g. the Great Cultural Revolution during 1966-

1976.  

Until 1978, the Ministry of Education decided to restore and rebuild radio- 

and television-based distance education. The establishment of the Radio and 

TV University system (RTVU) has been regarded as one of the most important 

educational improvements for Chinese higher education. Since 1978, it has 

been the dominant form of distance education in China. In 2009, the Radio 

and TV system was upgraded to an open education model. Radio and TV 

Universities were renamed as ―The Open Universities in China‖ (OUC), and 

the Central Radio and TV University (CRTVU) was renamed as ―The Open 

University of China‖1.  

2.1.2 Development of modern distance education 

Information and communication technology (ICT) was booming globally in the 

late 1990s. China caught the tide of developing and expanding ICT usage 

integrating into education. Since 1999, it has been a rational state policy to 

modernize distance education and to promote the development of various 

forms of continuing education. The policy was embedded within the large 

national educational scheme Deepening the Educational Reform (MOE, 2000).  

During the period of former Minister of Education, Mrs. Wei Yu, the 

Ministry of Education issued two important educational policies that had been 

of great significance for modernizing distance education of China and setting a 

blueprint for its further development. They were the Action Scheme for Invigorating 

Education towards the 21st Century, and the Decision on Deepening Educational Reform 

and Promoting the Improvement of the Quality of Education at All Levels (in 1999). The 

first policy asserted that developing modern distance education was one of the 

key missions for the nation. In one of her speeches ―Speeding up the Construction 

                                                   
1
 In this thesis, the older names RTVUs or CRTVU are still used since the RTVU 

system changed its names only in 2009.  
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of Educational Informatization”, she clearly formulated the sequential strategies and 

directions for constructing an advanced educational network all over China 

(MOE, 2000).  

Based on the above policies, a nationwide network of the Internet highway 

was first planned and then constructed, which has later benefited the 

development of Chinese distance education. During this period, distance 

education of China was re-defined as a modern form of education, with 

features such as ICT-based, network-based, flexible learning, e-learning, and 

Web-based learning, open and distance learning, and mobile learning. The 

open, comprehensive network of modern distance education was foreseen in 

the near future to serve all kinds of people with various educational needs, for 

training and for lifelong and life-wide learning. Moreover, the Radio and TV 

Universities have been re-named as the Open Universities in China, which 

indicates that throughout recent years Chinese Radio and TV Universities have 

completed their transformation into open universities, from technologies 

dominated education (instruction via Radio and TV transmission) to 

emphasizing pedagogical ideology: open education for all, facilitated with 

available ICTs. 

In the latest National Outline for Medium and Long-Term Education Reform and 

Development (2010-2020), China‘s distance education was classified under the 

umbrella of continuing education in item No. 25, Chapter 8 Continuing 

Education. The outline formulates continuing education as one important part 

of China‘s lifelong education system. Therefore, distance and open education is 

also under the umbrella of China‘s lifelong education system. Item No. 25 

highlights the need for China to promote the development of distance 

education by constructing a public service platform for distance, open and 

continuing education, which are transmitted cooperatively via satellite network, 

TV network, and the Internet; to provide learners with convenient, flexible and 

individualized learning conditions or environment 1 , to support distance 

education in minorities-populated regions, and to continuously strengthen 

distance education for primary schools and secondary schools in rural areas.  

                                                   
1
 The item was translated from the Chinese text of the outline. See: 

 http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm  

http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm
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2.1.3 Development of educational informatization in China 

China has had the precondition for today‘s development in computer science 

and educational informatization. From the 1960s to the 1980s, China 

developed several generations of ―high-performance computing systems‖, long 

before and ahead of many other countries (Sun, Kahaner and Chen, 2010). 

China was regarded internationally as one of the leading countries in computer 

science during those decades; even the ten-year Great Cultural Revolution had 

not suspended it. 

Financed and administrated by the State Educational Commission, and 

built and maintained by Qinghua University and other nine leading universities, 

the first generation of a nationwide academic computer network, China 

Education and Research Network (CERNET-I), began to be constructed in 1994. 

The network linked up eight major regions in China, and comprises a four-layer 

hierarchy: the nationwide backbone, regional networks, provincial networks 

and campus networks, as shown in Table 2.1.  

Table 2.1 Distribution of a nationwide academic computer network in China 

Region 
Province  
(City/Autonomous Regions) 

Regional Canters or Main Nodes 

North 
Beijing &  
nearby 
areas 

Beijing, Tianjin, 
Hebei 

Qinghua 
University, 
supported by 

Beijing University 

Beijing, Shanxi,  
Inner Mongolia 

Beijing University of Posts 
and Telecommunication 

Northeast Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang Northeast University 

Northwest 
Shaanxi, Gansu, Ningxia, 
Qinghai, Xinjiang 

Xi‘an Jiaotong University 

Southwest 
Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, 
Tibet 

University of Electronic Science and 
Technology 

South 
Guangdong, Guangxi, 
Hainan 

South China University of Technology 

Central Hubei, Hunan, Henan 
Huazhong University of Science and 
Technology 

North 
East 

Jiangsu, Anhui, Shandong Southeast University 

South 
East 

Shanghai, Zhejiang, Jiangxi, 
Fujian 

Shanghai Jiaotong University 

Source: Gao and Li, 1990. 



Context and Setting of the Study   19 

 

CERNET-1 soon could not meet the increasing needs from the Internet 

users and for ICT usage in many disciplines of education. On December 25, 

2004, CNGI-CERNET2, the second generation of CERNET, was formally 

tested for application (CNGI: China Next Generation Internet). CNGI-

CERNET2 has become the largest education and research network in the 

world (Nan, 2005), which can carry out collaboration among three networks: 

the Internet network, satellite digital network, and cable TV network. The three 

network systems have jointly covered most parts of China, connected and used 

by the RTVU system, Web-based higher education institutions and 

conventional universities. CNGI-CERNET2/6IX project (see Figure 2-1), 

developed with native IPv6, is expected to better serve the domestic network 

and the Internet usage, and it is expected to open a new page for IT 

development in education and in other fields.  

 

 

 

Figure 2-1  CNGI-CERNET2 topology 

Source: Li|CERNET@APAN.  

http://soft-brain.blogspot.se/2009_03_01_archive.html 
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The two generations of CERNET have prepared nationwide infrastructure 

and laid the foundation for a comprehensive, massive and fast development of 

ICT in China. According to a series of semi-annual surveys conducted by the 

China Network Information Center (CNNIC, the state-run network information 

center of China), there appears to be a steady increase in terms of number of 

computer hosts, internet users, geographical distribution of Internet users, and 

the improvement in the international bandwidth, quantity of IP addresses, etc. 

Moreover, there has been plenty of room for improvement of the Internet 

usage in rural areas. The number of netizens1 (Internet users) from rural areas 

reached 84.6 million by the end of 2008, with an increasing rate of over 60 

percent from 31.9 million in 2007 (CNNIC, 2009).  

By the end of December 2011, China has a total number of more than 513 

million Chinese netizens and over 356 million mobile Internet users, and out of 

all the netizens, 73.4 percent of them are equipped with desktops while 69.3 

percent use mobile devices, according to the 29th Statistical Report on Internet 

Development by CNNIC (2012 January).  

The National Outline for Education Reform and Development (2010-2020) also 

draws a blueprint for China‘s educational informatization. As mentioned in 

Chapter 19, narrowing down the gap of digitalization between urban and rural 

areas and improving the infrastructure of informatization in rural areas will be 

one of the focuses in the development in the near future. The outline calls for 

the necessity of continuously promoting distance education in rural primary 

schools and lower secondary schools, so that teachers and students in rural 

areas could share high-quality educational resources.  

Moreover, it also highlights developing online learning courseware, 

constructing digital libraries and virtual labs, establishing open and flexible 

public service platform of educational resources, and enhancing sharing and 

spreading of good quality educational resources all over China. Based on the 

outline, the Ten-Year Development Plan for Educational Informatization (2011-2020) 

that was released recently in March 2012 provides a strategic picture for 

China‘s educational informatization development for the next ten years. For 

example, China will support the construction of a public service system for 

                                                   
1
 Netizen was defined by CNNIC as ―any Chinese citizen aged six and above who has 

used the Internet in the past half a year‖ (CNNIC, 2006).  
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lifelong learning; to further improve the building of a public information 

platform for the management and services of continuing education; to establish 

national educational ―Cloud Service Models‖ for integrated use of educational 

services and resources (MOE, 2012). 

2.2 Overall situation of Chinese distance education  

China has both state-run public higher education institutions and private higher 

education institutions. Among the public higher education institutions, there 

are mainly three types. Each type consists of normal courses (4-5 years, 

normally called ―university education‖) and short-cycle courses (2-3 years, 

normally called ―college education‖). The higher education institutions in China 

consist of:  

1. General higher education institutions: regular or conventional  

higher education institutions 

2. Web-based higher education institutions (they are affiliated  

with conventional universities) 

3. Adult higher education institutions 

a. Radio and TV Universities in China (RTVUs); 

b. Other forms of adult higher education institutions:  

workers‘ colleges; rural colleges; institutes for administration; 

educational colleges; independent correspondence colleges, etc.  

4. Private higher education institutions 

General higher education refers to the conventional, campus-based higher 

education, recruiting only or almost all those students who pass through the 

National Higher-Education Entrance Examination with certain scores. Web-based 

higher education is a new form, recruiting part-time students, mainly working 

adults. The Web-based higher education institutions are not allowed to run full-

time courses for their learners. The adult higher education institutions, such as 

the Radio and TV Universities and other forms of adult higher education as 

listed above, also recruit working adults, and less and less accept students 

directly graduating from secondary education. Most of the higher education 

institutions are public, however, there are also a certain number of private 

higher education institutions, and many of them give general, short or normal 

courses. In addition, they provide some net-based distance education courses.  
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Table 2.2 and Table 2.3 show the scale and development of conventional, 

Web-based and adult higher education institutions in China from 1949 to 

recent years. Table 2.2 shows that the total number of conventional HEIs has 

continued to increase in recent years. The total number of Web-based HEIs is 

controlled at 68; and in 2005, the total number of private higher education 

institutions had reached its peak. Due to hard competition and other reasons, 

the total number of private higher education institutions has declined sharply, 

and only increased slightly in recent years.  

Apart from the above types, people also have other alternatives for gaining 

their higher education diploma or certificates: the Higher Education Examination 

for Self-Learning 1 and the Higher Education Examination for Certificates or Diplomas. 

People normally do self-learning first and then take a series of exams, in order 

to gain the certificates or diplomas finally. The authorities for running these 

two examinations are owned by the Ministry of Education. The exams are 

organized by the state and the diplomas or certificates are officially 

acknowledged. 

2.2.1 The scale of distance higher education in China  

Table 2.3 shows the expansion of regular higher education institutions since 

2000. The number of new entrants in 2008 has been almost tripled compared 

to in 2000. There has been a decline in numbers of adult higher education 

institutions (from 773 in 2000 to 400 in 2008); however, the number of 

enrolment of students in adult higher education institution has increased nearly 

two million from 2000 to 2008. Although the number of the Web-based higher 

education institutions has remained at 68, with no change since 2005, the 

number of new entrants has increased nearly half a million, and the total 

number of enrolments has increased nearly one million, from 2005 to 2008. 

The increasing rate of entrants and enrolments for the Web-based higher 

education institutions has been higher than that for adult higher education 

institutions. Table 2.4 shows the difference between RTVU and Web-based 

higher education institutions regarding graduation, entrants, and enrolment in 

2008.

                                                   
1
 The Higher Education Examination for Self-learning was established in 1980. A great 

number of students take this exam in China. 
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Table 2.2 Number of higher education institutions (HEIs) by type 

 1949 1965 1978 1980 1985 2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Regular HEIs 205 434 598 685 1,016 1,041 1,792 1,868 1,908 2,263 2,305 2,358 

Web-based HEIs      15 68 68 68 68 68 68 

Adult HEIs 1 964 10,395 2,775 1,216 772 481 444 413 400 384 365 

Non-state/private HEIs       1,077 994 906 866   

Source: MOE (2009). The original table has been edited. More data (year 2009 and 2010) from MOE (2012) is added to the original table. 

Table 2.3 Number of undergraduates in higher education institutions by type 

Undergraduates 1949 1965 1978 1980 1985 2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Regular HEIs 
Entrants 30.6 164.2 401.5 281.2 619.2 2,206.1 5,044.6  5,460.5  5,659.2  6,076.6 

Enrolment 116.5 684.4 856.3 1,143.7 1,703.1 5,560.9 15,617.8 17,388.4 18,849 20,210.2 

Web-based HEIs 
Entrants       891  1,132.5  1,234.4  1,472.2 

Enrolment       2,652.7 2,792.9 3,104.8 3,559 

Adult HEIs 
Entrants       787.8 1,561.5 1,930.3  1,844.4  1,911.1  2,025.6 

Enrolment 00.1 413 1,408 1,554 1,725 3,536.4 4,360.7 5,248.8 5,241.6 5,482.9 

Source: MOE, 2009. Unit: in Thousand (The original unit is 10,000). 

Table 2.4 Number of students in RTVU and Web-based HEIs in China (2008) 

 
Graduates Entrants Enrolment 

Total UE CE Total UE CE Total UE CE 

RTVU 63,929 913 63,016 63,330 1,395 61,935 161,585 3,585 158,000 

Web-based HEIs 901,522 403,824 497,698 1,472,194 535,914 936,280 3,558,950 1,446,709 2,112,241 

Total 1,690,944 684,506 1,006,438 2,025,552 831,362 1,194,190 5,482,949 2,352,832 3,130,117 

Source: MOE, 2009. Unit: in person.  
Notes: UE: Undergraduate Education with normal courses; CE: College Education with short-cycle courses.  
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There were higher numbers of graduates, entrants, and enrolments in Web-

based higher education institutions than in RTVU. There were more students 

in Web-based HEIs with normal courses (UE) than in RTVU. The scales of 

college education with short-cycle courses (CE) are larger than that of 

undergraduate education in both RTVU and Web-based HEIs. The number of 

college graduates in RTVU was seven times larger than that of university 

graduates in 2008. It seems that students went to RTVU for completing their 

CE, while students went to the Web-based higher education institutions for 

completing their UE.  

Figure 2-2 demonstrates the hard competition among various ICT-based 

DE institutions via the number of enrolled students in these institutions from 

1999 to 2007. The RTVU (Open), the Program of Open Education in RTVU, 

shows minor increases since 2005. The number of students enrolled in Web-

based higher education institutions (E-colleges, in the original text) in China 

has increased considerably from 2006 to 2007. While the number of the RTVU 

online students has sharply declined since the establishment of Web-based 

higher education institutions, partially because the prospective students had 

more choices for learning at distance. After 2001, more and more distance 

learners chose to learn at the Web-based higher education institutions instead 

of RTVU online or RTVU (open).  

 

 
Source: Ding et al., 2010: 586. These numbers are measured in thousand. 

Figure 2-2 Number of students enrolled in ICT-based DE institutions 
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2.2.2 The Radio and TV University system  

The state-owned Radio and TV University system (RTVU) has had a history of 

over 30 years. For a long time, it has targeted grassroots populations in cities, 

counties, remote areas, and in ethnic regions. According to Statistical Bulletin on 

the Status of the CRTVUs in 2010 (CRTVU, 2011), the RTVU system consisted 

of: 

 The Central Radio and TV University (CRTVU); 

 44 provincial Radio and TV universities (PRTVUs) (referring to the Radio 

and TV universities established in: a. provinces, autonomous regions, 

municipalities directly under the central government; b. other cities with 

economic planning directly supervised by the State Council; and other 

independently established RTVUs);  

 1103 branch schools of Radio and TV universities at the prefecture and 

city level (referring to 926 branch schools and 177 working stations  

under the direct administration of the PRTVUs); and  

 1,853 working stations at county-level of RTVUs (referring to the working 

stations under the direct administration of the branch schools). 

Because of the impact of ICT and globalization in the 1990s, reforming the 

system was called for. Since April 1999, a Pilot Program of Reforming the Mode of 

Talent Cultivation and Open Education (1999-2007) has been carried out in 38 

provincial Radio and TV universities in seven subjects (CRTVU, 2010). Based 

on the results of the project, decisions were made that ―open education‖ 

program should be provided, with principles of ―open or flexible entry but with 

a strict-control for completion (graduation)‖. The duration for gaining a 

bachelor degree can be extended to eight years.  

The administrative structure and transmission system of the RTVU can be 

seen from Figure 2-3 and Figure 2-4. The left and middle blocks in Figure 2-3 

show hierarchical relations of administration and academic supervision among 

various levels. The ends of all relations direct to teaching venues.  
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Figure 2-3  Diagram of academic management of RTVU 
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Source: CRTVU, 2010. http://en.crtvu.edu.cn/about/structure 

Figure 2-4  Transmission diagrams of teaching resources of the RTVU system 

Source: CRTVU, 2010. http://en.crtvu.edu.cn/about/structure 
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Figure 2-4 shows how educational resources are transmitted via satellite 

transmission network, digital data circulates from CERNET/CHINANET to 

China CRTVU digital learning platforms and delivers to provincial level and 

other levels of local branches, and also to the end users in the system. The data 

from the end users is also collected and assembled in CERNET. Three 

networks, the satellite transmission network plus the Internet and internal 

network, provide a functional transmission system for the operation of RTVU. 

2.2.3 The Mega-University−CRTVU1 

CRTVU is the center and headquarter for the whole RTVU system in China. It 

consists of six academic faculties: Faculty of Arts and Law, Faculty of 

Economics and Management, Faculty of Engineering, Faculty of Teacher 

Education, Faculty of Foreign Languages, and Faculty of Agro-forestry and 

Medicine. It has the following duties and features (Deng, 2004):  

 To offer nationwide unified programs for degree and non-degree 

education;  

 To produce and store a large quantity of teaching and learning materials: 

printed, audio-visual materials and CAI courseware through selecting 

and inviting eminent professors, specialists and scholars throughout  

the country as main writers and lecturers of courses;  

 To design end-of-term examinations and build up examination databank 

for courses; 

 To be responsible for overall planning and operation at different levels, 

while putting both central and local initiatives into consideration;  

 To be responsible for the teaching management for the China  

TV Teachers College, Specialized Secondary School of CRTVU  

and the China Liaoyuan Radio and TV School; 

 To provide supervision and training to teaching, technical, managerial 

and administrative staff, and other teaching service for Radio  

and Television Universities throughout the country; 

                                                   
1 The Radio and TV Universities changed its name to ―The Open Universities in 

China‖, and the Central Radio and TV University (CRTVU) in Beijing changed its 
name to the Open University of China (OUC). 
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 To play a key role in research and evaluation in the distance education 

field; 

 To offer a wide variety of vocational training and continuing education 

courses at different levels for ―openly registered students‖ and especially 

responsible for quality control of ―Bachelor Degree courses‖; and 

 To be responsible for transmitting multi-media instructions in large scale 

through modern communication technologies system, via both 

microwave network and satellite, provided by the Chinese government.  

The goal of RTVU is targeting grassroots or populations who live in 

remote areas. Although its graduates were not many in the past years 

comparing with the graduates from present conventional universities, it has 

been quite popular and well known in China. It has functioned as an important 

alternative in China for expanding tertiary education and in training personnel 

for agriculture. For example, some of the projects are ongoing in CRTVU with 

such characteristics. 

Two important projects are going on in Faculty of Agroforestry and 

Medicine: Liaoyuan Educational Program and One College Student for One Village 

Initiative. They target populations in rural China. Since April of 1990, China 

Liaoyuan Radio and TV School was established for carrying out Liaoyuan 

Educational program. It is an open, non-degree distance education program for 

rural youths, for them to learn mainly agricultural science and farming 

technologies. It has been expected, by this means, to train local agricultural 

human resources with skills and qualities, in order to narrow down the gaps 

between urban and rural areas in the aspect of economic development 

(CRTVU, 20101). 

Started in 2004, the One College Student for One Village program intended to 

select one youth from each of many selected villages or counties in the western 

provinces of China, through distance education charging reduced tuitions, to 

provide the rural youths with formal higher education and practical training. 

They learn, among others, how to apply technologies into their agricultural 

productions. In 2010, 38,000 students graduated with a certificate from the 

program, and 62,900 students were enrolled in the program. Among nearly 27 

                                                   
1
 CRTVU. Retrieved on 2011-09-23, from 

http://en.crtvu.edu.cn/academics/agroforestry-a-medicine- 
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million active students registered in the RTVU open education program, there 

are 169,900 active students for this program (CRTVU, 2011).  

The common impression about the 30-year development of RTVU system 

is that it has produced qualified professional graduates who have played 

significant roles in society and are part of the important national workforce in 

China (Rumble, 1989, cited in Berman, 2008; and Hodes, 1995). Three aspects 

that RTVU has been recognized for its contribution to Chinese higher 

education are: expanding the scale of higher education, and adjusting the 

disciplines for higher education and improving the imbalance in the 

geographical distribution of higher education in China (Deng, 2004: 35). Table 

2.5 shows as an example the development of RTVU system in terms of the 

numbers of students from 1999-2009. Some of the students were registered in 

the system but not taking any courses. Therefore, not all registered students are 

active students. Both numbers of enrolments and active students increased 

every year.  

Table 2.5 Number of students in RTVU system, 1999-2009  

 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Graduates    0.237 1.171 2.629 4.504 5.924 5.538 5.242 5.434 

Enrolment 0.306 1.630 2.790 3.882 5.528 6.042 6.055 7.090 7.421 8.612 9.438 

Active 0.306 1.961 4.751 7.788 12.065 16.037 18.304 18.673 19.863 22.497 26.635 

Source: CRTVU, 2009. Unit: million. 

2.2.4 Web-based higher education institutions 

It has been argued that the inception of open universities is often the state-led, 

highly political interventions. The reason for that is the inadequacy of the 

higher education sector to meet the challenge of modernity in a country (Tait, 

2008: 92). Chinese modern distance education is a good example of strong 

state-led interventions and investment for meeting educational and social 

needs. The RTVU was resumed after the ten-year Great Cultural Revolution of 

China, when there was a great need for recovering and extending the scale of 

higher education. So has been the case of establishing Web-based higher 

education institutions (Web-based HEIs) in China. From the start, it was four 

key universities and the Ministry of Higher Education that initiated to construct 

Web-based higher education institutions, for expanding the quite small scale of 

Chinese higher education, by integrating ICT technologies in higher education. 

http://en.crtvu.edu.cn/about/annual-report/2009?start=3
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On 25th of March 1999, the Ministry of Education authorized the first four 

universities (Hunan University, Qinghua University, Zhejiang University, and Beijing 

University of Posts and Telecommunications) for piloting Web-based higher education 

institutions. These online education institutions enrolled 32,000 learners by the 

end of 1999, and over 90 percent were working adults (Jiang and Zhang, 2002). 

By 2003, the Ministry of Education has accredited some 68 leading 

conventional universities to establish their own Web-based higher education 

institutions (Deng, 2004) and remained at this number. 

With expansion of scales of Web-based higher education institutions, more 

off-campus learning centers were established, and more issues and problems 

appeared. Yang (2008) examined and summarized the issues and problems in 

China‘s Web-based online learning in the following six aspects: 1) The 

competitive actions among online education institutions have caused a 

replication and a waste of highly limited resources when developing educational 

infrastructure and learning resources; 2) Lack of technological standardization 

for constructing infrastructure and learning resources; 3) Ineffective 

management, profit- and market-driven and commercialized expansion in some 

learning centers have resulted in inferior quality in technical and administrative 

services to learners; 4) On-campus classroom teaching and studying under the 

name of online distance learning, without actual online learning, was carried 

out and not for the convenience of distance students; 5) Inadequately using 

ICT in developing learning resources, course design and delivery; 6) 

Constructivism theory was not fully considered for being applied in developing 

learning resources and in course design. The results shown by CNNIC (2006), 

in terms of e.g. satisfaction with Web-based higher education service, were not 

so positive. The overall degrees of satisfaction with online education service 

vary significantly from few dissatisfied; nearly half was neutral, to a high 

satisfaction.  

2.2.5  Instruction models in Chinese Modern Distance Education 

People used to be able to identify two instruction models within modern 

distance education of China: distance teaching model and distance self-learning 

model (Huang et al., 2006). Normally, the distance-teaching model demands 

more advanced technologies to operate than the distance self-learning model 

does.  
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The distance-teaching model (or distributed-learning-classroom model) has 

been widely used in the system of RTVU for many years. For example, a 

RTVU broadcasts a teacher‘s teaching lesson live through Television Intranet, 

nowadays also by educational satellite transmission system. Assembled distance 

students watch a teacher‘s real-time synchronous lecture or the recorded 

teaching lesson on a projection screen. Then, they discuss the lecture or lesson 

with the guidance and explanation of a local teacher. In addition, two-way 

interactions can also be available between teachers and learners through 

communication devices, e.g. satellites or Internet, ―net-meeting‖ system, or 

mobile phone, etc. Besides this, an online platform was created for assisting 

students to do self-learning, online discussions, posting up questions in forums 

and so on (Deng, 2004).  

Most of Web-based higher education institutions in China adopt distance 

self-learning model. Web-based higher education institutions create online-

learning platforms for embedding with studying support objects, such as 

courseware, online discussion and forums, and online and offline tutoring, etc. 

Web-based higher education institutions record a teacher‘s lecture and make it 

into audio-visual courseware of various versions, and then distributed them to 

local learning centers or directly posted to students‘ homes. Students may come 

to their learning centers to study or study at home via the Internet. Students 

with this mode are expected to learn themselves by using the courseware and 

online learning material (Huang et al., 2006).  

Moreover, in order to increase quality of online education, the Committee 

of Higher Education of China established the National Education Resource 

Warehouse of Distance Education with the support from universities and 

educational institutions nationwide. In 2003, it further launched a project To 

Reform Higher Education and to Improve Instruction Quality (2003-2007). In 2004, 151 

best-designed course objects had been assessed and selected from a 

competition of 1500 courseware, submitted by 83 universities in China. These 

151 best course-objects can be freely accessed online. By the end of 2005, the 

New Century Online Courses (Web-based materials and resource databases of case 

studies and exam questions) invested by the Ministry of Education of China 

had reached 300, and 450 national best-designed courseware were selected 

from nearly 20,000 courses (Chen et al., 2010). The new strategies for 

providing the service of learning resources have been discussed in the National 



32   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

Outline (2010-2020), e.g. to build ―Cloud Service‖ (similar to iCloud) all over 

China.  

2.3 Learner support in Chinese distance higher education 

Li and Yang (2009) have reviewed 130 Chinese articles concerning learner 

support issues between 1999 and June 2008, published in authorized Chinese 

journals and CSSCI articles. They find that Chinese researchers have not yet 

done systematic research on ―learner support‖ in China. Many researchers in 

the field of distance education use frequently terms such as ―learning support‖ 

or ―studying support‖, instead of ―learner support‖ or ―student support‖. 

Learning center or off-campus learning center is most often used in discourse. 

Off-campus learning center is functioned as an intermediate for people to 

conduct their distance learning. People can go directly to a nearby off-campus 

learning center to apply for distance courses from RTVU or from Web-based 

higher education institutions.  

The RTVUs emphasized learning support services from the beginning of 

its Piloting Program for Open Education Model. They have improved their support 

services to students through several solutions: e.g. creating and enriching 

teaching and learning resources; special policies, regulations, strategies or 

methods were made for securing an effective and efficient system of learning 

support (Shang, Xu, and Niu, 2005; Liao and Zhang, 2004; Tian, 2003). 

Because most of the RTVUs have been well constructed and facilitated, in 

order to fully use them, RTVUs cooperate with many other institutions, 

working places in a way of sharing some functions of the facilities in local 

colleges, local stations or learning centers with some of the Web-based higher 

education institutions for them to use as off-campus learning centers. 

The administrative hierarchy for a Web-based higher education institution 

is simple with only two levels: headquarter of a Web-based higher education 

institution and its off-campus learning center, compared with the RTVU that 

has four or five levels. The simple administrative structure makes mutual 

communication between students and teaching staff more efficient and 

effective, at the same time, and it reduces the chances of losing some contents 

in information transmission (Ding, 2003).  
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2.3.1  Off-campus learning centers of Web-based higher education institutions 

Chinese distance higher education has developed its own styles in organization 

and management system. Firstly, it has well utilized the existing well-equipped 

infrastructure and other facilities in the RTVU system, whose network is 

already built all over China, for further development of the modern ICT-based 

distance education. For example, a new ―public service system‖ was created by 

the RTVU system to serve for distance educational institutions and their 

learning centers in China.  

Secondly, it has been commercialized, verified by the Ministry of Education 

of China. As Chen et al. (2010: 128) assert that ―[i]n fact, distance education in 

China is becoming increasingly commercialized, changing the way in which it is 

managed‖. By the end of 2003, 41 percent of China‘s Web-based higher 

education institutions cooperated with the business community for collecting 

funding for their ICT infrastructure (ibid.). 

Thirdly, it collaborates with various parties in the society. In order to 

reduce cost and investment in personnel and administration, also for a profit 

gaining from the huge e-learning market of China, collaboration among various 

stakeholders, shareholders and other social resources is common in the 

operation of a Web-based higher education institution. A collaborated joint 

venture is the common approach between a Web-based higher education 

institution and other stakeholders, such as organizations, institutions, 

enterprises, private sectors, etc. All parties are regulated by legal agreements 

and contracts, and their duties, rights and benefits are legally shared or clearly 

distributed (Jia, 2007).  

For example, a Web-based higher education institution is responsible for 

design and production of courseware and learning materials, and for teaching 

and partly tutoring; another shareholder is responsible for administrative works 

of learning center(s), partly tutoring, delivering learning materials to students, 

organizing students‘ learning, examinations, etc. Still another shareholder is 

responsible for maintaining the smooth operation of IT infrastructure.  

Learning centers generally refer to off-campus learning centers, while an 

on-campus learning center, normally, is headquarter of a Web-based higher 

education institution, which supervised or administrated its off-campus 

learning centers. With Web-based distance education expanding in China, more 

and more off-campus learning centers were established. By 2005, over 6000 



34   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

off-campus learning centers had been established all over China (Chen et al., 

2010). By 2007, after ten years of development, 5,034 off-campus learning 

centers were built by China‘s Web-based distance education institutions, and 

1,247 centers were located in the Western provinces in China (Ding et al., 2010: 

590). By 2012, there are more than 9,000 off-campus learning centers all over 

China, with one-fourth located in the remote western part of China, and RTVU 

has established 3290 teaching stations1.  

Fourth, multi-shareholders and multifunction are the features of learning 

centers. Ding (2003) had predicted earlier in 2003 that the system of learner 

support service in China would be developed with two characteristics: multi-

shareholders and multifunction. Multi-shareholders mean that a learning center may 

cooperate with local educational organizations and with enterprises or 

companies at different levels or from various disciplines. Multifunction refers to 

that it may at the same time serve different organizations for various purposes, 

such as for Web-based higher education institutions as well as for the RTVUs. 

In recent years, many learning centers attached to the RTVUs add on another 

dimension, to serve for community education, which has various forms of 

learning and social activities under the umbrella of lifelong learning. Besides 

cognitive support, it is expected to provide, e.g. affectional support, more 

comprehensive support to distance learners, emphasizing on humanitarian 

concerns.  

According to Ding et al. (2010: 586-587), off-campus learning centers 

constitute two-dimensional models approved by the Ministry of Education of 

China: used and built by Web-based higher education institutions and by public 

service system. PRCEDU Technology Limited and China Cyber Learning Co., Ltd. 

are the two players in constructing joint pilot projects of public service system 

for modern distance education, in cooperation with related Web-based higher 

education institutions. Six kinds of learning centers have been built by: 1) 

conventional universities; 2) RTVU; 3) colleges for adults; 4) private colleges; 5) 

enterprises, and 6) others.  

                                                   
1
 The data was retrieved on 2012-03-03,  

from http://www.gdjiaoyu.com/Html/yuancheng_news/2011-3/20/0320699.html.  

Also from the journal Distance Education in China (2012), retrieved from 

http://news.xuexigang.com/2012/05/15201557293.html.  

http://www.gdjiaoyu.com/Html/yuancheng_news/2011-3/20/0320699.html
http://news.xuexigang.com/2012/05/15201557293.html
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Figure 2-5 shows an example in Guangdong province of the proportion of 

numbers of learning centers using facilities or infrastructures from cooperation 

with various organizations, institutions, enterprises or training centers, etc. 

Among them, the number of learning centers attaching to building units from 

conventional universities occupies second large proportion of the total. 

 

 

2.3.2 Problems in some learning centers 

However, ―inadequate control and non-standardized management exist in off-

campus learning centers‖ (Ding et al., 2010: 591). Several off-campus learning 

centers had even been out of control without a strict control with standardized 

support services. In some of these learning centers, the only thing associated 

with Web-based education was one-evening online tutoring for one course, 

replying students‘ questions. Some of these learning centers became detached 

from their affiliated Web-based higher education institutions: only using their 

names to maintain their students and attract potential students. ―Disorderly and 

sometimes vicious competition has developed between some institutions for 

student enrolments, their learning centers have failed to realize the benefits of 

sharing resources, and wasteful duplication of effort has resulted‖ (Chen et al., 

2010: 131). Recently, there happened that local students were not allowed to 

apply for education from other Web-based higher education institutions in 
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36   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

other provinces. Furthermore, unqualified local teachers were collected to give 

lectures to the students, instead of studying and discussing the learning 

materials (the courseware, etc.) assigned by Web-based higher education 

institutions. Among OpenService‘s official documents issued by CRTVU in 

recent years, several documents concerned closing down particular learning 

centers affiliated to OpenService because of their inferior quality (OpenService, 

2009).  

A nationwide evaluation on the quality of learning and support services 

among off-campus learning centers was conducted in 2003. It resulted in 

closing down several problematic learning centers, and suspending certificates 

for operating Web-based higher education institutions of five pilot universities. 

The evaluation also resulted in new regulations for the Web-based higher 

education institutions. Thereafter, the Ministry of Education of China issued a 

series of documents including the Proposal about Improving Education Quality of 

Modern Distance Education by Enhancing Administration (2002), and the Tentative 

Measures on Managing Off-campus Learning Centers (2003) (Chen et al., 2010). In 

2004, the Quality Control System for Web-based Distance Education Institutions was 

created for statistical control and quality control among these institutions. 

Some other Web-based HEIs also adopt ISO or ISO9000 for quality control. 

Further in 2007, the Ministry of Education of China issued another document 

the Notice of Further Strengthening Administration of Adult Higher Education and 

Continuing Education. According to this regulation, the Web-based higher 

education institutions were not allowed to recruit students directly graduated 

from secondary education since autumn 2007. In addition, a new regulation 

given by the Ministry of Education of China in 2010 emphasized that it was 

not allowed to accept any form for full-time learners to be enrolled in Web-

based distance education institutions, but only part-time distance learners.  

2.3.3 Students’ collaborative learning 

Traditionally, classroom-based lecturing has been a common format in 

secondary education in China. When students continue their distance higher 

education, they were not accustomed to be organized into small group or 

teamwork for online learning. Learners may lack of a transition period for 

changing their learning habits from classroom-based lecturing to learning to be 

accustomed to group-based online learning with emphasis on self-directed 
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independent learning. Especially after the start of the Pilot Project of Open 

Education Model in RTVU, collaborative or cooperative learning in groups has 

been suggested and advocated. CRTVU enacted the Tentative Regulations on 

Administration of Teaching Processions (2006) to standardize an instruction 

procession in Open Education programs. That is, a course should consist of six 

steps: (1) Overall course planning; 2) student blended learning; 3) teaching or 

tutoring to students; 4) facilitating students‘ learning; 5) practical learning; 6) 

assessment and evaluations (formative evaluation and summative evaluation) 

(CRTVU, 2006). On the second step, blended learning and collaborative 

learning have been mentioned. According to its illustration, students should 

conduct autonomous learning under teachers‘ guidance. It consists of three 

models: independent learning, collaborative learning and collective learning. On 

collaborative learning, it suggests that students should organize themselves on 

their own will into study communities, according to their subjects, programs, 

regions, working field, working occupations, and interests, possibility of 

helping each other, etc., to share their learning results and improving their 

learning effects.  

Generally, Web-based higher education institutions deliver courseware or 

learning materials to students through networks; students get online 

instructions of how and what to learn; students learn courseware and learning 

materials that are online, on CDs or DVDs, etc. individually, rather than in 

groups. Students in China‘s distance education are not accustomed to how to 

do group learning, how to enrich its forms, and how to manage its activities 

(Zhou, 2005).  

2.4  Profiles of the six ICT-based distance education institutions 

2.4.1 Beijing Radio and TV University  

Beijing Radio and TV University (RTVU_BJ), one of the earliest Radio and TV 

Universities in China, was established in 1960. It was suspended of its 

operation during the Great Cultural Revolution and resumed in 1979. At 

present, it is affiliated to the Chinese Central Radio and TV University 

(CCRTVU) and has 53 branches in different districts and rural areas of Beijing. 

Among which 20 are branches and 33 are workstations or learning centers. The 

scale of its development has been in 1966 from over 6000 graduates in five 
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subjects: Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Chinese and English, to so far, over 

125,000 graduates in bachelor degree or associate diploma, over 120,000 in 

vocational education. The number of enrolled students at present is more than 

80,000 in higher education. Beijing Radio and TV University has 111 full-time 

teachers; at the same time, it employs a great number of part-time teachers. It 

often invites experts, professionals, or famous professors to give lectures, 

lessons, or being the consultants. It has three colleges and three centers: the 

College of Open Education, the College of Continuing Education, the College 

of Technology and Management; and Chinese Center (Chinese for Foreign 

Students), Technology Support Services Center, and Lab and Equipment 

Center (RTVU_Bj1).  

RTVU_BJ has a variety of subjects: science, economics, literature, law, 

foreign language, art and education. It had degree programs such as bachelor 

degree or associate diploma, and non-degree programs, such as vocational 

training, courses for exam preparation, technological training, and different 

courses for the pensioners (or senior citizens) for 650,000 students (RTVU_BJ, 

2011). Overall, it offers various forms of education in the field of 

undergraduate, associate‘s degree, high school diploma, open education, adult 

education, and vocational training, featured with ―multi-form, multi-level, 

multi-function‖ (ibid.). Beijing Radio and TV University specialized in network-

based modern distance education. It has been well equipped with many kinds 

of modern technologies for delivering distance education and open learning for 

its learners, such as in a three-level network system: the online platform, 

satellite and electronic network. They use radio, television, computer network, 

textbook, and audio-video materials in delivering instructions (RTVU_Bj). It 

conducted the Project of Talent-Training Reform and Open Education Experiment in 

1999, a nationwide influential project, operated by the CRTVU. Since then, the 

College of Open Education has been one direct affiliation to RTVU_BJ. 

Students registered in the College of Open Education would enjoy more 

flexibility in completion of their Bachelor studies within eight years. In 

addition, students from various educational qualifications could apply for 

college or university studies.  

                                                   
1
 Please see: http://www.btvu.org/xxjj.asp 
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Xicheng District College of Beijing Radio and TV University, one of the 

college branches of Beijing Radio and TV University, was the focus of this 

survey. It resumed its construction in 1979, and now has 12 majors. A majority 

of the students was from the College. The student group from the studies 

consisted of 119 students from the College of Open Education of RTVU_BJ, 

studying for their bachelor degree or associate diploma. The remaining 54 

students were from several different district colleges of RTVU_Bj. Many 

students who studied at the College of Open Education had their base in 

Xicheng District College of Beijing Radio and TV University (BTVU, 2008). 

2.4.2 Liaocheng Radio and TV University 

Liaocheng Radio and TV University (RTVU_Lc) was originally established in 

1978 in Liaocheng, a prefectural city in the western area of Shandong Province, 

with a population of about five million. Liaocheng, existed already 2500 years 

ago, is a city rich in cultural heritage. It had been an important harbor from the 

late 14th century to the middle of 19th century because the Grand Canal of 

China goes through the city. The Grand Canal had been an important water 

transportation route connecting north and south of China at that time. 

Moreover, it is closer to Confucius‘ hometown Qufu city. As with some other 

cities and areas of Shandong province, it has a long history of strong influences 

of Confucian culture and traditions on local politics, administrations, and 

people‘s attitudes towards education. For example, education has been highly 

valued by the local people; it is one of the provinces that the average ―Gao Kao‖ 

scores of graduates from secondary education are much higher than that of 

other provinces.  

A document about Liaocheng Radio and TV University ―the Basic Status of 

Teaching Center of Liaocheng Radio and TV University of Shandong Province‖ was 

collected during the survey. It showed that a working agreement was signed 

between Jinan Radio and TV University and RTVU_Lc. Jinan Radio and TV 

University, the provincial RTVU of Shandong Province under the supervision 

of CRTVU, would again supervise RTVU_Lc. RTVU_Lc also administrates 

several local branches or schools in Liaocheng‘s suburban areas. It was certified 

by CRTVU in July 1999 as a college to organize instruction. It was also 

approved in 1999 to organize examination for students at university or college 

level in RTVU_Lc. According to the document, there had not occurred any 
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incidents of serious administrative misconduct during examinations in the past 

years in its record, e.g. massive deception.  

Nowadays, RTVU_Lc is only one part of the Liaocheng Vocational 

Technical College, which came into being by merging three colleges and one 

institution in 2000. By the time when the survey was conducted, its degree 

programs at university level covered five subjects/programs and nine subjects. 

The five subjects/programs at college level with short courses were Law, 

Nursing Training, Educational Management, Executive Management, and 

Gardening; and nine subjects were Finance, Law, English for education and for 

business, Chinese Linguistics and Literature, Mathematics and Applied 

Mathematics, Machinery Design and Autonomy, Computer Science and 

Technology, Construction Engineering, Economics, Hydrogen and Public 

Management, and Educational Management.  

The number of enrolments for undergraduate education was 586, and for 

education for associate diploma there were 607. It had 55 full-time teaching 

staff, 46 tutors and 14 consulting teachers, 5 executive staff, 3 technicians and 

other 7 service staff. Its campus covers a total area of 607,000 m2. It had been 

well equipped with modern transmission technologies (satellite transmission, 

Internet and intranet) and technical facilities for teaching and learning. It had 

1800 computers in 17 computer rooms, 196 TV sets, 15 language-labs, 17 TV 

sets with big screen, 20 other kinds of labs or workshops, a library with over 

240,000 books and over 14000 CDs or DVDs, etc.  

The student group from RTVU_Lc consisted of 155 students, mainly 

studying for their bachelor degree or associate diploma. There were two main 

groups: students studying at RTVU_Lc at Liaocheng city and at its branch 

schools in two counties of Liaocheng. A small portion of the students was 

primary school teachers who had on-job training through distance education, 

financed by the Ministry of Education. The state-supported a 2-3 years long 

program is to provide teacher-training program for primary teachers in the 

nearby counties of Liaocheng area. Mostly their working and studying were in a 

blended program: having face-to-face sessions for several periods between 

online learning, such as weeks or months during their summer or winter 

vocations.  
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2.4.3 OnlinePU 

The Online Education Institution of People‘s University of China (OnlinePU) 

is one of the Web-based education institutions, approved by the Ministry of 

Higher Education in 1998, and established by their conventional universities. 

OnlinePU was established by People‘s University of China (It changed its name 

to Renmin University of China), one of the first four pilot universities in China 

that launched a Web-based higher education institution with instruction and 

student learning entirely online (e-Learning). Most of such institutions organize 

distance programs with pure online learning or blended learning. For example, 

in some offline sessions, students were instructed by the local teachers or 

teachers assigned from the headquarter office. OnlinePU is the very example 

that has the highest proportion of online courses among the Web-based higher 

education institutions. The courses provided by OnlinePU were over 200 and 

its degree programs covered ten subjects: Accounting, Marketing, Business 

Administration, Finance and Banking, International Economics and Trade, 

Cameralistics (Public Finance), Public Service Administration (PSA), Law, 

Chinese Linguistic Literature, Human Resources Management. It established 

159 learning centers in over 90 cities (OnlinePU, 2011). It enrolled more than 

56,000 students in its junior college programs and undergraduate university 

programs, with graduates over 40,000. The total number of staff members was 

more than 150. Most of its teaching staff or instructors were employed from 

various institutes or departments of People‘s University of China; and a small 

proportion of expert teachers are selected from other colleges or universities. 

Moreover, OnlinePU conducted research about online instruction and created 

many online courseware, some of which later was awarded for their quality. In 

2007, for example, its online courseware Western Economics was awarded as a 

national excellent course. On its homepages1 ―Introduction to OnlinePU‖, it 

depicted itself that after ten years‘ efforts, ―the educational operation of 

OnlinePU has been in leading position in China, in terms of capabilities and 

quality. It has been one of the most influential Web-based Higher-Education 

Institutions in China‖ (ibid.).  

                                                   
1
  Please see: Introduction to OnlinePU at: 

http://www.cmr.com.cn/distance/rucintro/xyjs.htm 

file://win.su.se/dfs/afs/home/g/a/gaoshuting/2011_02/2011_03_31/Introduction%20to%20OnlinePU_2011.docx
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The learners enrolled in OnlinePU at least held a qualification or certificate 

of senior secondary education, which is required for studying at junior college 

level, or at least holding junior college certificate for studying at Bachelor 

Degree level, or at least holding one Bachelor Degree for pursuing second 

degree. The OnlinePU students were Web-based independent learners, who 

rarely had physical meetings for lessons, except for administrative purposes or 

examinations, when this survey was conducted. On examinations, some 

students registered at the same time but not everyone in the same group would 

schedule their examinations on the same dates, due to inability to complete a 

course, missing the registration date to an exam, absence because of business 

trip, etc. Occasionally they participated in organized social activities, organized 

by students themselves from their own initiatives, encouraged and advocated 

by their tutors or the Institute.  

In terms of learner support services, apart from the services of 

teachers/tutors answering online questions and online forums for discussions, 

there existed other services, such as services to inquiring, introduction to 

distance learning, services to learning materials, library services, reminding 

service, and providing individualized instructions. Further, the OnlinePU also 

promotes and organizes its learners to have online or offline cultural life and 

students‘ activities, for improving their skills and capabilities of self-learning, 

using computer, writing, collaboration, and social communications.  

When the survey was conducted in 2004-2005, students registered in 

courses and accumulated credits from each course in degree programs or non-

degree programs, paid for each credit that they studied. They were arranged 

into groups according to their registered time and course, each with a unique 

code. They took the exams only through printed copies of the exam (nowadays 

they can choose to take an exam online or on printed exam-papers). From 

Beijing headquarter of OnlinePU, an inspecting teacher was sent to local 

learning centers for inspecting and instructing examination operation, which 

had been the case at its Liaocheng learning center. The number of the students 

from OnlinePU is 85. All of their data were collected from their online filled 

questionnaires. They came mostly from the Beijing area, and some others came 

from other cities or provinces of China. There were no students from the 

Liaocheng area.  
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2.4.4 OnlinePU_Lc 

The Liaocheng student service center of OnlinePU (OnlinePU_Lc) is located at 

Liaocheng Radio and TV University for being able to share the educational 

resources of RTVU_Lc, in terms of computer facilities, labs, administrative 

staff, teaching staff, tutors, etc. OnlinePU_Lc recruited their first year students 

in 2001.  

Local staff at the learning center took care of registration; handed out 

learning materials, etc. The students studying OnlinePU_Lc came to RTVU_Lc 

to use the facilities (the Internet and computers) and other services, served by 

the same set of administrative staff as RTVU_Lc. The students conducted 

most of the online learning activities independently. When they had scheduled 

examinations, the teachers from the OnlinePU headquarter came down to give 

inspection on the overall administration of examinations. Students did their 

examination on paper sheets.  

A group of 38 distance learners was from the learning center of OnlinePU 

in Liaocheng branch (RTVU_Lc). They were mainly from the metropolis area 

of Liaocheng, learning for their bachelor degree or associate diploma. In the 

field visit to this center, the students were taking a three-day examination. The 

survey questionnaires were distributed to the students who came for exams. An 

inspector from the OnlinePU headquarter in Beijing, together with local staff, 

administrated the whole examinations procedures for the students in a local 

school. The whole examination event was operated smoothly while the survey 

was conducted. 

2.4.5 OpenService 

The Services Center for Open and Distance Education (OpenService), 

established on December 30, 2001, is a joint venture between CRTVU and the 

business community. It is under the academic inspection and supervision of 

CRTVU and financed by private companies for facilities and technical support. 

The System of Public Support Services for Modern Distance Education was initiated and 

carried out within RTVU. In April 2005, the Ministry of Education of China 

approved the ―Public Service System for Modern Distance Education‖ 

(OpenService) and ratified CRTVU to operate and supervise it.  

Distance learners studied in degree programs can register themselves in a 

Web-based HEI via OpenService, as long as the Web-based HEI had signed a 
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contract for collaboration with OpenService. OpenService provided service 

packages for its partner institutions or companies in the area of administration 

and management. It provides distance learners a flexible learning approach in 

terms of learning time, place, pace, etc. For example, at an OpenService‘s 

learning center, OpenService provides general services such as student 

registration, orientation courses, organized instruction of a course, consultancy 

or tutorial, organizing exams, 24-hour telephone services and a free-call line. Its 

partner-institutions were mainly responsible for course design, curriculum, 

evaluation, and academic tutorials (OpenService, 2010).  

Today OpenService collaborates with 34 universities (OpenService, 2012), 

including the Online Education Institution of Beijing University, OnlinePU, 

etc. In addition, it also collaborates with over 300 other institutions and 

companies in training programs, e.g. for gaining vocational qualification or 

certificate (OpenService, 2010). It covers nine faculties and 189 subjects or 

programs. The total number of students‘ enrollment reached to over 300,000 

of different kinds and levels, and the number of its learning centers reached to 

1483 in 2009 in 31 provinces, autonomous regions or direct-controlled 

municipalities in China (OpenService, 2009).  

The introduction to OpenService on its websites presents its goals and 

policies of management. It depicts itself as the largest online ―education 

supermarket‖ in China, providing degree education or training in 

―supermarket-style‖ to meet the increasing societal needs. The goal of its 

operation is to provide administrative and management services for Web-based 

higher education institutions, and for some other organizations or enterprises. 

The present target is to become the largest ―supermarket of online courses‖ in 

China, where students can get their diplomas, certificates, training, or simply a 

place to go and study something. Its future mission will be to provide 

―edutainment study life‖ for its students, as its logo shows ―Open Edutainment‖ 1 

(OpenService, 2010). 

The 78 sampled students for this survey came mainly from Beijing 

metropolis area, studying at Dazhongsi learning center of OpenService, located 

on the campus of Beijing Radio and TV University.  

                                                   
1
 Most of the data for OpenService (including Open Edutainment) was retrieved in 

2010, 2011, from www.open.com.cn. 

http://www.open.com.cn/
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2.4.6 The Institute of Distance and Continuing Education  

The College of Distance and Continuing Education (ContEd), established in 

2001, was affiliated to the Graduate School of Chinese Academy of Sciences. 

Initially, ContEd provided distance courses only for its internal postgraduate 

students. It had been developed into a distance education institution providing 

online and face-to-face blended courses until 2007.  

In 2007, it was renamed and merged with the College of Engineering of 

Graduate School of Chinese Academy of Sciences, which only recruits students 

at master or doctoral level, either part-time (on-the-job) or full-time. Their 

subject areas cover Industrial Engineering and Project Management, Project 

Management, Logistics Project, Biological Engineering, and Environmental 

Engineering, etc. It formally employs 68 teachers, 56 of whom are from higher 

education institutions, and 12 from industry. It has three missions: research, 

teaching and application, with an emphasis on applying learning and knowledge 

into practice. The goal of the college is to cultivate professionals at high level in 

the field of engineering management. That is, to train talents who are of first-

class, practice-oriented, with high professional qualification, and have profound 

inter-disciplinary knowledge (College of Engineering 1 , 2011). Besides, the 

college has long-term cooperation with some internal or external universities or 

enterprises, e.g. with some foreign universities in the U.S. and Australia. 

When the research was conducted in 2004-2005, ContEd was authorized to 

provide Master Degree in Project Management of Engineering (shortened as 

MPM) by China‘s Academic Degree Commission of the State Council. It 

organized both face-to-face lessons and online learning, integrated ICTs in 

online instruction and students‘ online learning. At that time, the students at 

ContEd could take face-to-face lessons in the evenings, weekends if they lived 

closer to Beijing, and take online learning approach in ordinary time, being 

assembled a few times a year for concentrated instructions at local centers.  

The 58 sampled students were selected from part-time employed students 

in Project Management in the former College of Distance and Continuing 

Education of Graduate School of Chinese Academy of Sciences. On average, 

their educational backgrounds were the best among the student population in 

                                                   
1 College of Engineering. Retrieved from 

http://coe.gucas.ac.cn/templates/T_Content/index.aspx?nodeid=15 
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this survey. In their Project Management programs, all of them were requested 

to have at least a Bachelor Degree in the related fields, plus three years of 

working experiences.  

2.5 Summary 

The chapter has briefly described the context and setting of the study. It 

reviewed the development and present situation of ICT-based distance 

education of China, and relevant issues in the field of learner support. A short 

introduction for each of the six institutions was presented at the end of the 

chapter.  

Overall, Chinese ICT-based modern distance education was developed 

from earlier Correspondent Education and the RTVUs. It was the result of 

strong national support, cooperation among several authorities and sectors, and 

of being speeded up by fast development of ICT in China. Nowadays it is one 

of the important forms of higher education in China with increasing scale and 

potentials. ―Distance education institutions are of various modes or varieties: 

single mode, dual mode, mixed mode, consortium institutions and institutions 

offering distance education through correspondence or through collaboration 

arrangement‖ (Syomwene and Kitainge, 2010: 61-62). The 68 Web-based HEIs 

such as OnlinePU could be seen as dual mode; RTVU system is single mode. 

OpenService could be regarded as a consortium institution, or an institution 

offering distance education through collaboration arrangement among several 

stakeholders. Finally, a short presentation of the six institutions of ICT-based 

distance education gives the background information for further study of them 

in the following chapters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Chapter Three  
Literature Review and Theoretical Discussion 

Introduction 

In this chapter, concepts and theories related to this study are discussed and 

some selected research studies relevant to this study reviewed. Issues mainly in 

three areas: distance education, learning and learner support in the context of ICT-

based distance higher education are discussed. Firstly, definitions, concepts and 

theories related to distance education, its aims and learning outcomes are 

presented and discussed. Secondly, issues about learning in the context of ICT-

based distance higher education are discussed. The chapter focuses on two 

issues: the concept of approaches to learning, especially, the deep approach to 

learning in the context of distance education; and, concepts and theories about 

interaction, collaboration, and group work in learning processes. Thirdly, 

learner support issues are brought up and related studies about learner support 

are reviewed. Finally, a conceptual framework for the study is presented.  

In China, distance education like in many countries shows post-

industrialization characteristics, providing commercialized services. In this 

context, the following questions are raised:  

 Which are the aims and the role of present distance education  

in higher education? 

 Which kind of learning success will an institutional support system  

help a learner to achieve? 

 What kinds of learners will a learner support system try to foster?  

 What are the theories of teaching, learning and assessment,  

and based on that, the design and planning of a learner support system?  

 Which learning approaches will a learner support system promote?  
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3.1 Issues on distance education 

3.1.1 The concept of distance education for this study 

There are many definitions of distance education given by researchers from 

various perspectives, purposes, period and contexts. For example, a recent 

definition would be suitable to pure online learning or e-learning: distance 

education is ―as a permanent (primarily) separation of the student and teacher 

in time and geographical location using electronic tools for communication and 

enrolled in a course offered by a formal institution‖ (Morrison and Anglin, 

2012: 237). It should be noted that it was during 2004 and 2005 that the six 

Chinese distance education institutions were studied. At that time, not all of the 

six cases of ICT-based distance education institutions had pure online learning. 

Some of them had permanent (primarily) separation of the student and teacher 

in time and geographical location, some of them not. One relevant definition 

borrowed and fit for the context of this study is a perspective adopted from 

Holmberg (1986: 26): ―[d]istance education includes the various forms of study 

at all levels which are not under the continuous, immediate supervision of 

tutors present with their students in lecture rooms or on the same premises, 

but which, nevertheless, benefit from the planning, guidance and tuition of a 

tutorial organization‖. Among the six cases of ICT-based distance education 

institutions in the present study, the students from the system of RTVU and at 

ContEd were not always under continuous and immediate supervision. At 

OnlinePU, OnlinePU_Lc and OpenService, the students had rare chances of 

immediate supervision from tutors.  

3.1.2 The theoretical development of distance education 

In the theoretical development of distance education, around five major 

historical approaches could be identified. The first one is the concept of 

independent learning from the 1960s and 1970s, represented by Moore (1973) 

and Wedemeyer (1977). They point out that the independent learning of a 

learner is the essential component of distance learning, featured with self-

directed learning and self-regulation. Garrison (2000: 5) perceives that the 

attention to the pedagogical assumptions of independent study is a positive 

shift from the world of correspondence study dominated by organizational and 
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administrative concerns, to the focusing on educational issues concerning 

learning at a distance.  

The second approach is the industrial production model of distance 

education, raised by Otto Peters (1971). His model views distance education as 

an industrialized form of delivering and organizing the educational process, in 

order to reach a certain scale of economies. Later, he predicts that it would 

develop into a post-industrial style, in which students are treated as ―clients‖ 

and provided with the commercialized services. This organizational model for 

distance education does not treat teaching and learning issues as of central 

relevance, therefore, he himself did not advocate this approach for all of 

distance education. According to his ideal, distance education should be ―an 

independent, self-study, enhanced with social intercourse‖, within ―a non-

formal and individually controlled manner‖ (Garrison, 2000: 7).  

The third one is the concept of ―guided didactic conversation‖, Holmberg‘s 

theory of distance education practice. He underlines in that theory the views 

that distance education should be embedded in ―friendly conversation [fostered 

by] well-developed self-instructional materials [resulting in] feelings of personal 

relation ... intellectual pleasure [and] study motivation‖ (Holmberg, 1989: 43). 

The conversation refers to both real and simulated conversations. For 

achieving simulated conversations, the course developers should produce well-

written materials for creating the simulated conversation. On this topic, 

Garrison argues that ―the organizational assumptions and principles of the 

industrial model and the dependence upon written communication seriously 

constrain and limit the role of conversation and the full emergence of a 

transactional perspective‖ (Garrison, 2000: 8).  

The fourth is Michael Moore‘s (2007) theory of transactional distance. It is 

pedagogical, not geographic, composed of two variables or dimensions: 

structure and dialogue (Moore and Kearsley, 2005). ―Structure reflects the 

course‘s design and is largely a function of the teaching organization and 

communications media employed‖ … ―dialogue is also associated with the 

medium of communication and may include either real two-way 

communication or Holmberg‘s internal didactic conversation‖ (Garrison, 2000: 

8). The degree of the transactional distance is measured by the relation between 

the two variables: the transactional distance is inversely proportional to the 

level of structure and dialogue; that is, the greater the transactional distance the 
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lower the level of structure and dialogue and vice versa. Starting from this, he 

added on another variable or dimension ―learner autonomy‖. In addition, the 

extent of a learner‘s responsibility for his or her own distance learning is in 

proportion to the degree of the transactional distance. 

The fifth one is the theories of interaction and communication formulated 

by Bååth (1982), Daniel and Marquis (1979). Many other theories based on this 

approach were developed. One of the important theories of today is the 

Community of Inquiry Framework. In the complexities of online learning 

environments, the Community of Inquiry Framework, developed by Garrison 

(2000, 2007) and others was used as the broad explanatory base to address the 

importance of collaboration in achieving higher-order learning outcomes in 

virtual learning environments.  

3.1.3 Aims and learning outcomes of distance education in higher education 

Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt (2006: 577) identify two visions of distance 

learning in higher education: the first is that distance education is opportunistic 

learning; the second is that distance education is a substitute for on-campus 

learning. Opportunistic learning would therefore mean that ―learning is sought 

to address specific needs in the context of professional activities‖. According to 

the first vision, distance education is  

an alternative for individuals for whom on-campus learning may be 

unavailable or, more important, undesirable. For example, working 

professionals may require information carefully tailored to their 

occupation and professional interests. By supplying learning 

opportunities without disrupting the flow of everyday activities, 

online distance education benefits from the situatedness of learning 

and help to bridge the gap between work and school (ibid.). 

In the other vision of the role of distance education in higher education, 

the authors argue that distance education is a substitute for on-campus 

learning. Distance education is seen as an important approach to disseminate 

general education through distance along the ideals of the liberal arts tradition. 

The emphasis from this version is twofold: first, on humanistic and scientific 

knowledge; and second, on critical inquiry and questioning. According to this 

vision, ―distance education is crucial in mitigating the traditional elitism of 
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liberal arts education. Yet, its significance stems from the access it provides, 

not from the fit between knowledge and the context of learning. In that sense, 

distance education expands on what is already available and valued in on-site 

education‖ (Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt, 2006: 577). 

Although it is arguable which vision distance education should follow, there 

is no doubt that it is within the sphere of higher education. If so, then distance 

education should share the same aims as conventional higher education, and 

distance students should be expected to obtain the same qualities as other 

undergraduates. Derek Bok (2008) explains that the aims of undergraduate 

education should have the following eight perspectives: the ability to 

communicate; critical thinking; moral reasoning; preparing citizens; living with 

diversity; living in a more global society; a breadth of interests; preparing for a 

career. Moreover, Marples (1999) also asserts that one of the essential aims or 

educational ideals for higher education is to enable students‘ analytical thinking, 

and to foster their critical skills. 

To choose which version of distance education is crucial in designing the 

environment for distance education. As Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt 

(2006: 592) argue, if online distance education is to follow the ideals of liberal 

arts education, instruction should aim to  

introduce students to the deep issues of the disciplines in a way 

that is productive and generative. The design of online 

environments should be primarily dictated by an understanding of 

the epistemic and discursive practices that constitute disciplinary 

communities, and not by pedagogical considerations and 

technologies that short-circuit the engagement of students.  

For the goals and tasks of online distance education, Garrison and Archer 

(2007) in their theory of Communities of Inquiry (CoI) have a clear view. They 

argue that it has been quite a challenge for distance educators to understand 

pedagogically that the ultimate objective for the use of online learning is not for 

enhancing course packages, using e-mail to contact tutors, or putting videos of 

lectures online, etc., but for achieving higher order learning. In other words, 

distance educators should understand first and foremost that online learning 

has unique properties, as learners are not constrained by time and place, which 

make it possible to create a critical community. In addition, they must also be 
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able to develop pedagogical principles and guidelines that will directly facilitate 

deep and meaningful approaches to teaching and learning. Overall, distance 

educators should make sure that they encourage critical thinking online in 

order to produce critical thinkers as in other educational processes.  

As early as 1998, Bullen (1998) in his ―Participation and Critical Thinking in 

Online University Distance Education‖ had already stated his worries about the 

issue of students‘ critical thinking in online distance education. He points out 

that serious consideration should be given by distance educators to online 

conferencing as a way of facilitating interaction and critical thinking in distance 

education.  

There are many studies on what critical thinking is or what exactly critical 

abilities are. Critical thinking (or critical abilities) is not the focus of this 

research. However, we may get an idea of ―critical thinking‖ through Dewey‘s 

(1933) definition. Critical thinking is ―active, persistent, and careful 

consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the 

grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends‖ (Dewey, 

1933: 118). ―Criticism‖ or ―being critical‖ on something or to somebody does 

not necessarily lead to negative evaluation or assessments. ―Critical evaluation 

can lead to positive assessments … The assumption that criticism has to lead to 

a negative evaluation is particularly unfortunate in higher education‖ (Barnett, 

1994: 162). 

To have the habit of ‗being critical‘ is conditioned on the practice of 

internal dialogue: critical dialogue with oneself or critical self-reflection. In 

other words, ―students are able to stand back and place their knowledge and 

accomplishments in a large perspective‖ (Barnett, 1994). Practicing internal 

dialogue is important for carrying out critical self-reflection. Moreover, ―the 

internal dialogue is greatly aided by dialogue with others. This means that the 

student‘s learning has to be an interactive affair, the student working together 

with other students‖ (Barnett, 1994: 172). 

Moore (1993) perceived dialogue as an interaction or series of interactions 

that has (have) positive qualities as purposeful, constructive, and valued by each 

party, which other interactions might not have. A dialogue is important in 

raising awareness, questioning assumptions and developing new approaches 

(Bound et al., 1985, cited in Holmberg, 2005). Lim (2004: 19) argues that 

without dialogue, reflection would be ―limited to the insights of the individual‖ 
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who might not be able to conduct or achieve critical thinking and deep 

approach of learning.  

3.2 The concept of three approaches to learning 

The notion of three approaches of learning with related motives and strategies 

was developed by Marton and Säljö (1976), and later was firmly established by 

Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) and Biggs (1987). The three learning approaches 

are deep, strategic and surface approaches. They found that students have 

stable sets of motives for learning. The surface motive and surface strategy will 

stimulate a surface approach to learning, while the deep motive and deep 

strategy will stimulate a deep approach to learning (Biggs and Moore, 1993: 

311). The strategic approach is to combine both deep and surface approach in 

learning. Concretely, several aspects of deep learning and surface learning can 

be seen from Table 3.1. 

As Lipman (1991) previously asserts, it is essential for the cognitive 

development of the individual, to foster higher level, critical thinking skills. 

One of the important qualities for undergraduates is analytical thinking, and to 

foster, enable or to stimulate students‘ critical thinking and deep learning is one 

of the important aims of higher education (Marples, 1999). However, as Gibbs 

and Jenkins (1992) state, unfortunately, many endeavors in current higher 

education actually encourage the surface learning approach, e.g. an emphasis on 

getting high marks, organizing large class sizes, etc. Therefore, this aim for 

higher education may be contextual. It is questionable whether this is also the 

aim for some of the ICT-based distance education in the Western countries 

and in the Eastern counties. It should also be noticed that there is not complete 

agreement about the importance of deep learning. Not every observer is 

convinced of the concept of the necessity of deep learning in distance 

education (Simpson, 2013).  
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Table 3.1 A comparison of deep and surface approach to learning 

 A deep approach A surface approach 

Nature an intrinsic interest in tasks an external process 

Understanding of 
knowledge  

holistic, deepened by an 
integration of facts to produce 
understanding. 

atomistic, characterized by 
the accumulation of 
disparate facts. 

Pattern of learning 
behaviors 

the acquisition of higher order 
skills, such as analyzing, 
interpreting and evaluating 
information; 

simply amassing, 
reproducing  
and describing 
information.  

More detailed  

endeavoring to understand 
material for themselves; 

interacting vigorously and 
critically with content; 

relating ideas to previous 
knowledge and experience; 

using organizing principles to 
integrate ideas; 

relating evidence to conclusions; 
examining the logic of arguments. 

seeking only to memorize 
and reproduce 
information or skills,  

seeing only the discrete 
‗bits‘, or the isolated 
features or disembodied 
problems, value; 

expecting the educator to 
be in control of their 
learning. 

It is largely affected 
or motivated by  

a motivated context,  
learners‘ activities,  
interaction with teachers and with 

other students, 
a well-structured knowledge base, 

assessment and feedback, and 
opportunity for reflection. 

personal affective involvement in 
learning from real life 
situations, in searching for 
personal meaning and 
understanding;  

seeing the whole picture; 
making a serious attempt to turn 

other people‘s ideas into their 
own personalized structure of 
knowledge. 

a heavy workload;  
relatively high class contact 

hours;  
an excessive amount of 

course material;  
a lack of opportunity to 

pursue subjects in depth;  
a lack of choice of subjects 

and of the method of 
study;  

a threatening and anxiety 
provoking assessment 
system 

an emphasis on getting high 
marks; 

large class sizes  
the external imperative to 

pass an assignment or 
gain their qualification. 

Sources:   Biggs, 1987; Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983; Gibbs and Jenkins, 1992; Marton et al., 
1984; McAllister et al., 1997; Ramsden, 1988, cited in Hill and Woodland, 2002; 
Richardson, 2000; Slack et al., 2003. 
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3.2.1 Conditions for achieving deep learning  

Many factors could influence students to adopt various approaches to learning 

(Barnett, 2008: 8; Bowden and Marton, 2004: 61-62). The approaches to 

learning are firmly associated with opportunity for reflection (Biggs, 1987); external 

motivations and intrinsic interests (or will or inner drive) (Prosser and Trigwell, 

1999); right or positive conception/perception of learning (Richardson, 2000); assessment 

and feedback (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004), or the interactions between students’ own 

characteristics and the teaching and assessment procedures they experience (Entwistle, 

2002). 

Previous studies indicate that affective involvement supported by interaction (Biggs, 

1987), a structured knowledge base (Biggs, 1989) and the stimulation of reflection (Boud 

et al., 1985) are the three most important conditions for achieving deep 

learning. Moreover, the motivations that underpin deep learning are seen as 

being broader than learning purely for exams. Holmberg (1983: 168) also 

emphasizes the essential function of personal motivation ―the strong study 

motivation and the motivation for distance study in particular‖ in the success of distance 

education. Simpson (2007) also reckons that motivation is not only a necessary 

condition but also a sufficient one for the success of distance education.  

3.3 Learner-learner interactions 

The importance of interaction with others in different learning environments 

has been well established in abundant literature. Moore (1989, 1993a) and 

Anderson (2003) identify three general types of interaction that take place: 

between student and learning content; between student and teacher; and 

between student and fellow student. Moore (1993a) argues that meaningful 

learning experiences need only be supported by one of these three high levels 

of interactivity. Similarly, Lim (2004: 19) further categorizes four types of 

dialogues from ―dialogues between individuals‖: 1) instructor-learner(s) 

discussions; 2) instructor‘s guidance and feedback; 3) learner-learner discussion, 

and 4) feedback and guidance from other learners.  

Researchers also found a greater effect for learner-content and learner-

learner interactions than for learner-teacher interactions (Bernard et al., 2009; 

Morrison and Anglin, 2012: 241). Learner-learner interaction is especially 

regarded as one of the three fundamental modes of learning.  
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Moreover, interaction between students is treated as a predicting indicator 

for the success of distance education courses (Kelsey and D‘souza, 2004). It is 

one of the important elements of the overall success of distance education. 

Prior research studies have constantly proven that there is a strong, positive 

correlation between increased interaction and both student achievement and 

student satisfaction (Fulford and Zhang, 1993; Moore, 1989, 1993; Gilbert and 

Moore, 1998; Vrasidas and McIsaac 1999; Yildiz and Chang, 2003; Roblyer and 

Wiencke, 2003; Bryant et al., 2005; O‘Hara, 2008). Particularly in distance 

education and e-learning, researchers note that ―information exchange and 

interaction with others enhances student performance and bolsters high 

satisfaction levels‖ (Sun et al., 2008: 662). Learner-learner interaction has a 

critical function in minimizing ―transactional distance‖. An increased peer 

interaction can promote the rates of active involvement and completion, and 

generate better learning outcomes in distance education courses (Slavin, 1990; 

Springer et al., 1999; Anderson, Annand, and Wark, 2005). 

Learners‘ active participation in learning, supported by interaction with 

each other, has a great possibility of promoting the deep learning approach 

(Biggs, 1987). However, we should note that only having interactivities is not 

enough. Not all interactions promote deep learning. This is because interaction 

is  

not a guarantee that students are cognitively engaged in an 

educationally meaningful manner. High levels of interaction may 

be reflective of group cohesion, but it does not directly create 

cognitive development or facilitate meaningful learning and 

understanding. Interaction directed to cognitive outcomes is 

characterized more by the qualitative nature of the interaction and 

less by quantitative measures. There must be a qualitative 

dimension characterized by interaction that takes the form of 

purposeful and systematic discourse (Garrison and Cleveland-

Innes, 2005: 135). 

3.4 Collaborative learning 

Previous research has indicated that collaborative processes play crucial roles in 

promoting critical thinking and substantive dialogues, which are necessary to 

cultivate students‘ development (Newman et. al., 1992). Dillenbourg and 
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Schneider (1994) argue that several collaborative learning mechanisms directly 

affect students‘ cognitive processes, which are exhibited as conflict or 

disagreement; internalization; and self-reflection. 

Collaborative learning stems from constructivist theory. Roschelle and 

Teasley (1995: 70) defined it as ―a coordinated, synchronous activity that is the 

result of a continued attempt to construct and maintain a shared conception of 

a problem‖. During the process of collaborative learning, a learner becomes 

actively involved in constructing knowledge by applying concepts to problems 

and/or formulating ideas into words, and these ideas are elaborated on through 

reactions and responses of others (Alavi et al., 1995; Bouton and Garth, 1983).  

Hiltz (2004: 29) further elaborates that collaborative learning within a 

discussion environment could reach ―a level of intellectual synthesis, 

understanding and consensus, agreeing to disagree, and/or co-production‖. It 

embeds three processes: idea generating, idea linking, and intellectual 

convergence. In a collaborative learning environment, students will have the 

opportunities for discussion, which means, it would be easier in a safe and 

relaxed environment for them to share their viewpoints, consider, evaluate and 

comment on other perspectives (Bruning, Schraw and Ronning, 1999).  

Chapman et al. (2005: 228) in their research findings also show that ―the 

collaborative nature of the online community facilitates self-reliance within the 

group and reduces reliance on the learning-facilitator/tutor‖.  

3.5 Group learning 

Group-based learning, though it may be seldom practiced in some countries, 

has been well acknowledged in the Western world as an important method of 

learning in the field of higher education (Roberts, 2004a). Learners working 

together in groups could discuss, inquire, and pursue solutions cooperatively. 

Holmberg also noticed long before the special function of group work in 

supporting distance learning in some developing countries: ―Group work plays 

a considerable part in the support services that are offered, particularly in 

Africa‖ (Holmberg, 1995: 155). Reflection may be facilitated through 

interaction with peers or tutors, or alone through writing (McAllister et al., 

1997). This interaction takes place in a social context, e.g. in a group learning, 

that is ―essential for the development of higher level, critical thinking skills 

within the individual‖ (Newman et al., 1995: 60).  
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Strijbos (2000) considers a group as a particular ―learning environment‖, 

and cooperative and collaborative learning are the approaches to ―group-based 

learning‖. He pointed out that group-based learning has to have three 

dimensions: from a high amount of structure to a low amount of structure; 

from a well-structured task (basic concept learning) to an ill-structured task 

(discussion of alternative); from higher-level skills (synthesis) to lower-level 

skills (algorithm).  

In the processes of in-group interactions, three critical and concurrent 

functions are contained: production, member support, and group well-being. In 

terms of production, a task is formally distributed to the group members, for 

solving a problem together or learning a skill or a concept, etc.; the satisfaction 

of individual members is achieved by member support; and an intact social 

structure in the group as an emotional climate is contributing to group well-

being. Further, a group-based learning environment with a nature of higher 

level of collaborative learning is one necessary condition for students to 

interact with each other. Strijbos and Martens (2001: 7) further perceive that a 

well-designed group-based learning is the one that focuses on the combination 

of learning objective(s), task-type, amount of pre-imposed structure and group 

size. They further identify five important characteristics of group-based 

learning (Strijbos and Martens, 2001: 6): 

1. ―Groups are composed of either a minimum of two up to six 

participants‖; 

2. ―Group-based learning is characterized by ‗positive interdependence‘‖; 

3. A genuine group task is needed ― to accomplish this shared task  

with the effort of all group members. 

4. ―Individual accountability‖. Each student‘s individual responsibility for 

a specific aspect of either group process, group performance, or both. 

Individual accountability is enhanced through grading students for their 

individual effort or performance, as well as the group‘s performance. 

5. It requires a shift of the role of the teacher, from ‗teacher-centered‘  

to a coach and with a ‗student-centered‘ approach. 

Furthermore, McCorkle et al. (1999: 108, cited in Volet and Ward, 2006) 

identified six “conventional benefits” of group projects and learning when they 

conducted a literature review of the educational literature on group learning. 

They are: a. comprehensiveness (experiencing multifaceted projects); b. realism 
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(emulates the workplace); c. communication skills gained by students (refining 

oral and written skills); d. group skills (practicing interpersonal and group 

management skills); e. technical skills (learning computer applications); and f. 

interest and motivation (involving students as active learners). 

McCorkle et al. (1999: 108) also identified six problems with group learning 

or projects. They are: 1) free riding or social loafing by some members of 

groups; 2) inadequate rewards (grading does not take into account individual as 

well as group efforts); 3) skills and attitude problems (these vary according to 

the degree of individualism or collectivism values of students); 4) transaction 

cost (greater effort to work in groups); 5) integrative learning problems 

(unequal participation can occur, students may work separately and not 

understand what colleagues have done); and 6) other problems (does not allow 

for individual innovation, not able to pace and structure outputs and students 

do not receive feedback until later in the unit of study). 

Many learning groups do not work well with good quality, especially in the 

changed learning environment, such as an online learning environment, 

―students are not always prepared to engage in critical discourse‖ (Angeli, 

Valanides and Bonk, 2003). As some researchers state that ―[m]ost e-learning 

courses at present lack group coherency and identity…‖ (Sun et al., 2008: 662). 

In addition, if they had some forms of group learning, the online study group 

does require different skills from conventional group collaborations (Alant and 

Dada, 2005: 306). According to Dennis and Valacich (1994), to acquire learning 

and knowledge by means of group interactions involves socio-emotional 

focused processes. For having a better group dynamic and successful group 

work or group learning, it is important to select group members according to 

certain demographic features.  

3.5.1 Small group 

Strijbos and Martens (2001: 7) point to the tendency that the favorite form 

among different group formats is a small group, because small groups increase 

student participation and reduce ‗free-riding‘, and function as an agent of 

collaborative knowledge building. Stahl (2006: 434) argues that a small group 

should not only be perceived as ―a set of physical objects (the bodies of the 

members)‖, rather as ―a shared discourse (where discourse may include gaze, 

physical gesture, body posturing, and intonation or may be computer mediated 
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in a virtual space)‖ (ibid.). Smith (1998) found that among many of the teaching 

and learning methods, the perception from both college students and university 

students of helpfulness of approaches shows high preference for ‗small group 

work‘, just after the normal popular approaches (whole group discussion led by 

the teacher, or lecture).  

Based on the Western context, Davis (1993) also confirms that active 

learning occurring in small groups is the best method of learning. Small groups 

provide students with the opportunities to have ‗dialogues‘ with others (Moore, 

1993) in raising awareness, questioning assumptions and developing new 

approaches, i.e. the ‗critical analysis‘ aspect of reflection (Holmberg et al., 2005: 

21). ―Concerning the educational function of small group activity, learners 

working together in groups could discuss, question, pursue problems 

cooperatively and report. Small group activity provides an opportunity for 

students to synthesize the content and improve their communication skills‖ 

(Lynch, 2002: 90-91).  

Ferris and Godar (2005) believe that the best method of learning is active 

learning in small groups, and student‘s retention in small group learning tends 

to be stronger than through other techniques of instruction and learning.  

In terms of group types and organizations, the concept of ‗base group‘, 

similar to that of the small group, could be the expression for a simple and 

straightforward way to support small learning communities. ‗Base group‘ refers 

to ―long-term, heterogeneous cooperative learning groups with stable 

membership whose primary responsibility is to provide each student the 

support, encouragement, and assistance he or she needs to make academic 

progress‖ (Smith, 2000: 36-37). In order to achieve better effects, base groups 

are purposely organized under the instruction of the teachers, for example, its 

members must be ―carefully chosen, monitored, and often coached‖ (ibid.: 37). 

Base groups, in the same way as small groups, are supposed to have the 

function of reducing teachers‘ heavy burdens of paperwork since students 

complete and submit work in group-folders.  

3.5.2 Size of group 

Several researchers have found that ―the size of group‖ makes a difference for 

group learning. Nicholson et al. (1998: 151) consider that group size is ―one of 

the most fundamental factors that shape group structure and group dynamics‖. 
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Cummings et al. (1974) further point out that group size has an impact on 

various dimensions of group performance, member attitudes, group interaction 

and member‘s satisfaction with support services.  

Strijbos and Martens (2001: 7) argue that ―research on group-based learning 

in higher and distance education should take group size into account as well‖. 

They further point out that ―often no explicit distinction is made between 

dyads, small groups (three to six students) and large groups (seven or more 

students) and research that compares different group sizes is virtually non-

existent‖ (ibid.: 6). In addition, Strijbos (2000) found that  

with increasing of the size of a group, the coordination becomes 

more difficult, attraction to the group, group cohesiveness, and 

moral and member satisfaction tend to decline, and 

communication among group members is more complex and less 

frequent. With decreasing of the number of group members in 

discussions, the motivation among members becomes lower, and 

social loafing increases (cited from Nicholson et al., 1998: 206).  

The most effective and efficient group work is the group size of six. If the 

group size increases over this range, the average participation of group 

members declines. Moreover, Simpson (2000: 106) underlines that ―peer 

support groups can be of any size from two upwards although it is unusual to 

find groups of more than about six‖.  

3.5.3 Communities of Inquiry 

Reusser (2000: 2059) argues that one of the crucial goals of learning is to 

integrate in a community‘s activities and its culture, because a strong 

community more possibly leads to deep learning (Marton and Säljö, 1976; 

Chapman et al., 2005: 217). In a learning community, among its many formats, 

Communities of Inquiry has been regarded as one of the approaches within 

group learning activities. It is a place where  

students listen to one another with respect, build on one another‘s 

ideas, challenge one another to supply reasons for otherwise 

unsupported opinions, assist each other in drawing inferences from 

what has been said, and seek to identify one another‘s assumptions. It 

is also a place where teachers and students transact with the specific 
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purposes of facilitating, constructing, and validating understanding, 

and of developing capabilities that will lead to further learning 

(Garrison and Anderson 2003: 23). 

Weigel (2002) especially emphasizes the importance of ‗Communities of 

Inquiry‘, which he regards as a tool to achieve deep learning, the reason for 

which we can understand from his definition of deep learning: learning that 

promotes the development of ―conditionalized knowledge and meta-cognition‖ 

through ‗communities of inquiry‘ (2002: xiv). Communities of Inquiry is a 

collaborative constructivist model of online learning processes that ―assumes 

that effective online learning requires the development of a learning 

community which supports the meaningful inquiry and deep learning that is the 

hallmark of higher education‖ (Richardson et al., 2012: 98).  

3.6 Social and cultural contexts 

Limón and Mason (2002) confirm that learner beliefs about knowledge and 

learning influence their motivation, achievement goals, and their attitudes 

towards learning, and they could be modified and transformed by cognitive 

changes. However, these changes in individuals could mostly occur in social 

and cultural contexts, such as in collaborative learning environments. The 

theory of collaborative learning could be derived from the constructivist theory 

of learning.  

Limón and Mason (2002: 2058) from the co-constructivist view assert that ―the 

basis of personal development is its co-construction in a social and cultural 

circle, but not the socially isolated construction of knowledge‖. Claxton (1999: 

227) indicates that the learning process has three dimensions from cultural and 

social perspectives:  

learning from people ― how we pick up skills and strategies from 

others; learning through people ― in the assimilation of cultural 

values; and learning with people ― sharing learning, problem 

solving and decision making in groups.  

The Situated Learning Theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991) also emphasizes that 

special socio-cultural contexts have an important role in the learning process 
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because human cognition is not independent from specific socio-cultural 

contexts, but embedded in the contexts.  

Transformation theory (Mezirow, 1991) views learning as ―an interactive 

process among people, dependent on contextual factors ― as the individual 

transforms his/her way of understanding‖ (Wilhelmson, 2002: 182). The social 

perspective views on this learning process is that learning is not something 

constructed solely in the individual‘s mind, but through the interactional 

change that occurs in-between people during interaction. Martin (2004: 29) also 

emphasizes that learning is a matter of ―changing participation in the culturally 

designed settings‖ of daily life. Its long-term goal is to contribute to a 

democratic and open-minded society.  

3.7  Chinese perspectives of group learning  
and critical thinking 

Chinese classical literature on learning in many places mentions the importance 

of having dialogues or discussions with others. In the Chinese learning culture, 

people knew that in order to achieve a comprehensive understanding, or to 

achieve a real and deep learning, one must not be alone in the learning process, 

one should engage in dialogues or discussions with others.  

One of the Confucian Classics Xue Ji (it is also known as ―Record on the 

subject of education‖) records Confucius‘s saying: ―learning alone without 

friends makes one feel solitary and uncultivated, with but little information‖1 

(―独学而无友，则孤陋而寡闻‖2). Ge Hong (A. D. 284-363), a Taoist theorist in 

East Jin Dynasty (A. D. 317-420), states that the purpose for (or the result 

from) meeting and discussing with learning friends is ―for each other to be 

enlightened‖ (东晋道教理论家葛洪认为, ―盖须切磋, 相起明也‖
3
). In ―How to Do 

Well in Studies‖, one of the sections of his book ―the Family Instructions of 

Master Yan‖ (Yanshi jiaxun), Yan Zhitui (A. D. 531–591) described the results 

of learning alone without interacting with others: ―those who do learning alone 

with doors closed, thinking only about self-correctness and neglecting other 

masters‘ ideas/opinions, sitting alone in a crowd and faraway from others, will 

                                                   

 The sources in this section are listed at the end of this chapter.  
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present the wrong ideas and mistakes, or incomplete reasoning (―见有闭门读书，

师心自是，稠人广坐，谬误差失者多矣‖
4
).  

Another Chinese scholar Li Xing (1785-1863) specially emphasized the 

importance of asking questions and discussing with learning-mates: ―teachers 

are for asking questions and solving problems, and learning-friends are for 

analyzing questions and for better understanding questions, thus, teachers and 

learning-friends are fortunes for one‘s learning‖ (―师以质疑，友以析疑，师友者，

学 问 之 资 也 ‖
5
). Other Chinese sayings for reminding a learner to value 

questioning are ―Inquiry is learning. The most valuable learning habit is to 

question‖. ―The more you doubt, the more you learn‖, ―Doubting is a valuable 

element in the process of learning. One who asks a profound question would 

have a huge progress in one‘s learning (after it is solved); one who asks a small 

question would have small progress (after it is solved)‖ (―问即是学,好问即是好学,

善问即是善学‖
6
, ―学贵质疑,小疑则小进,大疑则大进‖

7
).  

Moreover, almost everyone knows the saying in Confucian Analects: 

―Learning without thought is labor lost; thought without learning is perilous‖  

(―学而不思则罔，思而不学则殆”. The Confucian Analects: Wei Zheng8). The 

relation between effective learning and thinking/self-reflection (esp. critical 

thinking) is dialectical and parallel in classical learning understandings or 

theories. Effective learning and effective thinking are both important, and only 

having one without the other would not enable higher learning or deep 

learning; emphasizing only one aspect without the other would achieve poor 

learning results. One cannot work well without the other. 

Some Chinese phrases are also used for describing valuable learning 

behaviors: internal critical thinking and external discussions with others. A 

learner should not only be engaged in thinking over or thinking thoroughly 

(―tui qiao‖ 推敲 and ―zhuo mo‖ 琢磨) in order to fully understand, to find out 

internal or external relations, etc., but learners also need to learn from each 

other by exchanging views; to improve themselves through discussions with 

another (―qie cuo‖ 切磋). In this way, one can do self-clarification, correct 

misunderstanding and obtain broader perspectives of an issue than one‘s own.  

From a social-cultural perspective, on the other hand, many previous 

studies have shown that there exists a cultural difference between the Asian 

Confucian-heritage learners and the Western learners (Zhu, 2011), e.g. in 

learning approaches that were employed by the Chinese distance learners and 
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by the Western distance learners. Collectivist or individualist culture can 

influence people‘s different senses of self, and their cognitive processes 

(Triandis, McCusker, and Hui, 1990; Zhu, 2011). Historically, the Chinese 

culture is perceived as collectivist while the Western culture is perceived as an 

individualist culture (Baron, 1998; Hofstede, 1986). ―In collectivistic cultures, 

people tend to avoid conflict and use more intermediaries‖, and ―are 

encouraged to conform to the societal demands‖; while in individualistic 

cultures, ―individual differences are respected, people are encouraged to stand 

out, be unique and express themselves, and to develop the tendency to 

question and evaluate‖ (Zhu, 2011: 13). 

According to the above, if learners in a Chinese collectivistic culture who 

tend to avoid conflict, do not show individual differences, and do not raise 

their standout opinions or unique points of views, or if distance learners among 

themselves tend not to show their differences on academic learning issues, it 

may not be successful to organize learners into a group work or collective 

learning activities. In the Western individualist culture in contrast, learners may 

have a habit of showing their unique differences on any issue, therefore, it 

would be easy for them to organize collective and group learning.  

Teaching or learning practices have to be interpreted in their cultural context. 

The cultural context in practical teaching and learning should be put into 

consideration. There is a difference in terms of teaching and learning 

approaches and cultural traditions between Asian students and Western 

students. Other research results also show that among Asian students, it seems 

that an intermediate approach exists, which combines memorizing with 

understanding, which is quite common among campus-based students in Hong 

Kong and in Mainland China (Biggs, 1996, cited in Hurd and Xiao, 2006). 

Therefore, research about the use of deep, surface or strategic approaches in 

Chinese distance education should consider and involve the content, the 

context and the perceived demands of the learning task. 

3.8 Understanding learner support 

Learner support as a concept has had various interpretations before and after 

the ICT innovation in distance education. It is necessary to have a thorough 

discussion of the concept given by previous researchers for a better 

understanding of it for the study.  
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Earlier, the emphasis on the crucial importance of learner support in ICT-

based distance education was mostly about reducing the rate of dropout, now it 

is more about improving the quality. It is broadly agreed that learner support 

should be an integral part of effective distance education in distance-learning 

programs (Nash, 2005; Mays, 2002; Rumble, 2000). It is ―a theme of core 

importance‖ to open and distance learning at the present time (Tait and Mills, 

2003: 1). Moreover, learner support is regarded as a ―cost-effective‖ way of 

retaining students as well as keeping ―an essential humanizing element‖ of any 

distance learning system (Simpson, 2002; cited in Holmberg et al., 2005: 100-

101). Globally, many reports have suggested that ―appropriate learner support 

is not only essential to the success of the distance education institutions, but 

also is a key selling point that will establish a distance education institution‘s 

niche in the e-learning market‖ (Draffan et al., 2000). 

The concept of learner support has been discussed from various 

perspectives. Sewart (1993) highlights the socio-cultural nature embedded in a 

learner support system. Sewart observes that any learner support system in an 

institution has unique characteristics; this nature will reflect which kinds of 

students are recruited or targeted on, the packaging of teaching materials it 

offers, its delivery system, and the educational and social culture within which 

the institution operates (cited in Holmberg et al., 2005: 101). He defines learner 

support as ―the means through which learners are enabled to make use of 

institutionalized provision‖ (ibid.). Robinson adds some new contents/goals on 

the list of support services, e.g. providing interactivity and dialogue, 

personalizing a mass system etc. He articulates that, learner support systems in 

open and distance learning could have enormous variation, however, the 

commonalities of them could lie in their similar goals. For instance, they 

provide interactivity and dialogue; personalize a mass system, mediate between 

the materials, the institution and the learners; also, they provide institutional 

responsiveness to individuals, and differentiation of support services according 

to different group and individual needs (Robinson, 1995: 223). Brindly and 

Paul (2004: 6) further argues that ―a central part of the academic mission‖ 

should focus on learner support that offers students the opportunity to ―enjoy 

a supportive learning environment‖ in the educational system, which will guide 

and benefit them for academic success.  
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There have been various arguments and understandings of the concept of 

learner support. Some researchers such as Keegan, Simpson, Garrison, and Tait 

divided or categorized learner support into two or three parts or functions. 

Keegan (2003: 1) defines student support services as ―those parts of a 

distance or electronic learning course which are additional to the provision of 

course content‖. Keegan (2003) regards student support services as either 

‗learner support‘ or ‗learning support‘. Learner support includes all help and 

assistance provided by a distance education or an e-Learning system. It is like a 

learning environment that is almost equal to a face-to-face system that 

facilitates students‘ success. Learning support enhances the supportive 

functions during ―the actual process of learning‖, helping students to act for 

their best. Simpson (2000) divides learner support into academic support and 

non-academic support (such as registration, paying fees, course/examination 

schedules, and other administrative information). Garrison (1989: 29) from 

another point of view considers learner support as ―a range of human and non-

human resources‖ that helps students to finish and pass their ―educational 

transaction‖. Among all resources, in his view, the most important resource is 

the teacher.  

Tait (2000: 233) perceives learner support as ―the range of activities which 

complement the mass-produced materials or learning resources that are 

uniform for all learners, and which are often perceived as the major offering of 

institutions using ODL‖. In this way, he categorizes learner support into 

cognitive, affective and systemic support, according to the primary functions: 

establishing administrative processes and information management systems 

that are effective, transparent and overall student-friendly. He also identifies six 

stages and six categories, and some typical elements that make up student 

support. He argues that there should be boundaries laid between learner 

support and course design and development (Tait, 2000).  

Wiesenberg and Stacey (2005) further identify three inter-related kinds of 

support: simply, teaching support (to the teaching staff), learning support (to 

learners), and administrative support (to both faculty members and students 

during various educational periods of schooling). Potter (1998: 60) argues that 

learner support should have ―a much broader meaning‖ to cover ―many forms 

of assistance‖. Its main function should be to clear up all kinds of learning 

obstacles in front of a student for their academic success, such as ―situational, 

institutional, dispositional, and informational‖ obstacles. He gives an example 
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of these support services: they could be pre-admission counseling, academic 

advising, financial aid, learning skills, instruction, childcare, and so on. Dooley 

(2005: 234) also asserts that learner support should not be confined only to the 

relations between instructors and learners. It should include additional issues 

such as advising, placement, enrolment, financial aid, tutoring, and technology 

assistance. The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) 

clarifies that learner support should go beyond ―simply individual counseling‖, 

―an administrative support‖, or ―an optional extra‖, instead, it should be 

amalgamated in the process of teaching and learning, and be accessible anytime 

for each learner (SAIDE, 2003;  Roberts, 2004). 

3.8.1 Re-conceptualizing learner support in ICT-based distance education 

Some researchers point out that ―computer mediated communication is a tool 

for creating fundamental changes in distance education practices towards 

socio-constructivism and learner-centeredness [more] than ever before‖ 

(Srivastava and Reddy, 2002: 46). Because the new ICTs are widely used in 

online learning, the nature of distance education has been changed. Therefore, 

learner support for the new context of online learning environments needs to 

be redefined and rethought. As we can see, Thorpe (2001: 201) has redefined 

learner support as ―all those elements capable of responding to a known 

learner or group of learners, before, during and after the learning process‖.  

In this new and complex learning environment, it is also necessary to 

highlight the importance of learner support systems for institutions that deliver 

online education. This is in line with the argument of Wiesenberg and Stacey 

(2005: 386) who point out that many institutions have not yet prepared 

themselves ―to appreciate the complex nature‖ of the support system for 

ensuring quality online learning, even if they have already employed many 

online approaches to operate many of their adult learning programs online. 

They also concluded that to develop ―quality integrated institutional support 

systems‖ for faculty members and students is a necessity for the success of 

distance learning (ibid.: 401).  
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Table 3.2  ICT-based learner support 

Technology Type Characteristics Utilization 

World Wide Web 
One-way 
asynchronous 

Hypermedia text, 
graphics, diagrams 
(voice and vision) 
hyperlinks to other 
databases 

General information; 
Course content; 
Library resources; 
Assignments; 
Registration and 

admission; 
Examination 

Electronic mail 
Two-way 
asynchronous 

Text-based 

Counseling and tutoring; 
Submitting assignments; 
Providing feedback on 

assignments; 
Transferring data (text, 

graphics, audio, video 
attachments, etc.) 

Mailing list and 
news groups 

Many to many 
asynchronous 

Text-based 
Group discussion; 
Conferences 

Bulletin Boards  
and List service 

Many to many 
asynchronous 

Text-based 

Lecturing; 
Group discussion; 
Project work; 
Symposiums; 
Tutorials 

Chat 
Many to many 
synchronous 

Text-based 

Group discussion; 
Collaborative learning; 
Debate; 
Brainstorming; 
Project group forum; 
Counseling and tutoring; 

White board 
Many to many 
synchronous 

Used to display 
illustrations, diagrams, 
slides etc. 

Used in chat sessions 
conferencing 

Conferencing 
(Audio/Video) 

Many to many 
synchronous 

Edge over chat 
sessions verbal and 
non-verbal 
communications 
(voice and vision) 

Group discussion; 
Conducting experiments; 
Demonstrations; 
Counseling and tutoring; 
Symposium; 
Panel discussion 

Multi-user 
dimension/Domain 
(MUDs) Multi-user 
Domain Object 
Oriented (MOOs) 

Many to many 
synchronous 

Used to scan  
images and attach a 
movable on screen 
body used for role 
playing 

Role playing games; 
Collaborative learning; 
Tutorials; 
Conferences; 
Project group forums 

Source: Srivastava and Reddy, 2002: 48, cited from Minoli, 1996; Porter, 1997 and Pulist, 2000. 
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Table 3.2 shows the ICT-based learner support under the contexts of using 

various communication technologies. The ICT-based learning environment has 

the possibility of integrating many of the existing communication technologies. 

The variety of ways of communication supported by the different range of 

technologies are designed to fit with various learning needs. All of these should 

be designed to support various learning organizations, or various purposes of 

educational activities. 

There are no mainstream theories of learner support except for several 

researchers‘ theoretical summaries and interpretations about learner support in 

the field. Reid (1995: 268) asserts that institutional support falls within either a 

complementary or a compensatory position. A complementary position views 

student support as an essential integral component of the teaching/learning 

process, where the learner is the central focus; the compensatory position views 

students as having deficits in their learning that need to be fixed.  

Rumble (2000: 223) further identifies a distinction between compensatory 

services and comprehensive services, that is, compensatory services are 

designed to overcome students‘ learning difficulties, and comprehensive 

services are integral or built into the program being delivered. However, 

compensatory services ―tend to be reactive, activated only when the institution 

feels they have to be‖, while comprehensive services, ―tend to be more 

expensive because services are available even for those who do not want or 

need them‖. Overall, Holmberg summarizes that ―the approach and attitude an 

institution adopts and communicates to students will also affect the reception 

of the services and students‘ acceptance of them‖ (Simpson, 2002; cited in 

Holmberg, 2005: 100-101). 

Simpson (2002, 2007) indicates that there are ―loose‖ theories in learner 

support. For most support practitioners, they might find it hard to express their 

consciousness of theories used in learner support. Through exploring the 

relations between learning and motivational psychology, Simpson (2007: 169) 

states that ―combining the three approaches of Self Theory, the Strengths 

Approach and Proactive Support into the one theory of Proactive Motivational 

Support may be more successful in supporting learners for success than 

conventional approaches based on identifying weaknesses and emphasizing the 

development of learning skills‖. 
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Simpson (2000: 106) categorizes the support from other students into two 

types: support from students in the same course or at the same level, and 

mentoring support—support from students who have completed the course or 

are on the same course but have more experience. He argues that peer support 

―is not external to the institution, which, although has little control over it‖. He 

emphasizes that peer support in open and distance education can play a crucial 

role for organizing, encouraging and enhancing students‘ learning.  

McLoughlin and Marshall (2000) present a Scaffolding Model, which ―is 

intended to motivate the learner, reduce task complexity, provide structure and 

reduce learner frustration‖. They define scaffolding as ―a form of assistance 

provided to a learner by a more capable teacher or peer that helps the learners 

perform a task that would normally not be possible to accomplish by working 

independently‖ (ibid.). Their theoretical base is that ―learning involves social 

interaction and dialogue, negotiation and collaboration and that ‗scaffolded‘ or 

assisted learning can increase cognitive growth and understanding‖ (ibid.1). 

Salmon (2004) was one of the pioneers who explored how the teaching 

staff can facilitate students‘ learning in a scaffolding way. She proposes five 

progressive phases for teachers to facilitate online distance learners. The five 

phases are: (1) welcoming and motivating students to access the course; (2) 

providing students with online social skills to build a learning community; (3) 

supporting their use of learning materials; (4) facilitating the knowledge 

construction process, and (5) supporting student independence from the 

teacher and interdependence upon each other in the learning process. 

Besides, other theories, such as Conversational Theory (Laurillard, 2002), 

Self-Organization Theory (Tattersall et al. 2005), were also developed by some 

researchers for understanding learner support. 

3.9 Review of relevant research for this study 

Rada (1998) in his examination of 226 studies concluded that collaborative 

learning undoubtedly has advantages when comparing individual learning. He 

pointed out that peer-peer learning can play a crucial role in collaborative 

distance learning. Peer-peer collaborative work can reduce the workload of the 

teacher and at the same time benefit the students. Through three case studies, 

                                                   
1
 Please see: http://lsn.curtin.edu.au/tlf/tlf2000/mcloughlin2.html 
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he tests whether mechanistic groupware, such as the New Jersey Institute of 

Technology Virtual Classroom™ 1  and the Rensselear Polytechnic Institute 

Studio Course, can improve efficiency and effectiveness in the classroom with 

an online/virtual learning environment. He defines ―efficiency‖ as ―the ratio of 

student-student to student-teacher interaction‖; and ―effectiveness‖ as ―the 

perceived quality of the learning as reflected in student evaluation of the 

course‖ (Rada, 1998: 137-138). Self-critiquing is one of the major 

measurements of the effectiveness of collaborative learning. In one 

experimental study by Miyake (1986), for example, about 80 percent of the self-

critiquing took place during collaborative learning while twenty percent took 

place when students conducted individual learning (learning alone). Teamwork, 

which has an appropriate learning role, may be further introduced with the help 

of the computer, although it may not be easy for a teacher to manipulate. One 

must know well the principles of education and pedagogy, groups and 

technology, so that the educational groupware could be well developed to suit 

the virtual and online collaborative learning environment. 

Although interaction is important, there is research evidence that students 

do not like it. For example, Kelsey and D‘souza (2004: 7) conducted a case 

study of an agricultural college in a land-grant university in the US, which 

delivered a series of graduate level courses. They used the theoretical 

framework of Holmberg‘s guided didactic conversations and Moore‘s multiple 

interactions to measure ―the importance of interaction on the efficacy of distance 

learning‖. Both the original survey instrument and long faculty interviews were 

employed. Their conclusions confirm Holmberg and Moore‘s argument that 

interaction may be a predicting factor for the success of distance education 

courses; however, they also found that ―student-to-student interactions were 

not critical to their success and were the least important form of interaction for 

them‖. 

Anderson, Annand and Wark (2005: 11) researched learner interactions in 

the context of learner paced courses delivered by the Athabasca University. In 

their study, they reviewed relevant literature, interviewed faculty and external 

                                                   
1
 ―The New Jersey Institute of Technology Virtual Classroom™ is a trademarked 

name for special software structures designed to support collaborative learning, 

including structures to force active participation, to allocate unique assignment topics, 

and an electronic grade book‖ (Rada, 1998: 137), also see: Murray (1995). 
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distance education experts, and conducted a survey of 388 students. Their 

findings show that most of their students would rather not participate in 

collaborative activities to learn in the course if they were constrained by the 

collaboration, although they would like to join in and were well informed of the 

result of not attending, which would affect their course marks.  

Why do students dislike participating in collaborative learning activities? 

What factors have influenced them not to participate? Vrasidas and McIsaac 

(1999: 22) made their efforts to discover factors that influence interaction in an 

online graduate telecommunication course. Although their research was based 

on the qualitative analysis of eight students on the graduate level, their results 

showed four major factors that influenced interaction in the online course: 

―structure, class size, feedback, and prior experience with computer-mediated 

communication”. From the participants‘ perspectives, the study informs and 

emphasizes the socially constructed meanings of interactions among students. 

However, the conceptions of deep versus surface approaches to learning 

have become more complex today, while the essential principles remain the 

same. That is, students should adopt a deep approach to learning, even though, 

sometimes, they may adopt different strategies for different subjects, different 

tasks, or under different stages of their studying. As Bowden and Marton 

(2004: 251) have emphasized, only a change among and by a handful of 

―dedicated teaching staff‖ would not make a difference in supporting students‘ 

deep learning. There are many subsystems in a distance education institution, 

such as the learner support system, the teacher support system, the 

administrative system, etc. A comprehensive reform of these subsystems for 

helping students to achieve deep learning would make a real difference.  

Some researchers, through analyzing over 250 related studies, find that the 

Community of Inquiry may not effectively support learners for the deep 

meaningful learning throughout the online learner-learner interactions (Rourke 

and Kanuka 2009). Kirschner et al. (2006) critically consider that the inquiry 

approach was ineffective when compared to a direct instruction approach; 

instead, they propose their approach as ―sequencing of the instruction‖. Their 

approach is that the implementation of the instruction should start with the 

learner-content interactions where the learners first generate new knowledge by 

interacting with the content. Then, learners engage in meaningful, informed 

learner-learner interactions via ―a combination of higher order questions and 
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questions that develop inquiry skills related to the discipline to stimulate 

discussion. The inquiry questions would focus on applying their newly 

constructed knowledge to investigate questions within the discipline‖ 

(Morrison and Anglin, 2012: 245-246). They argue that ―many who practice 

inquiry learning do not make a distinction between doing inquiry in the 

discipline and learning a discipline through inquiry, and those who use an 

inquiry approach for teaching are guilty of the improper use of inquiry as a 

paradigm on which to base an instructional strategy‖ (Kirschner et al., 2006: 

79). At the opposite end of the Community of Inquiry approach, there is self-

directed learning (SDL) which has a long history, rich in experiences, strategies 

and research, and with substantial support in distance education (Morrison and 

Anglin, 2012).  

 The previous research studies show that characteristics and characters of 

distance learners are associated with their successes in distance learning. The 

characteristics of a distance learner are usually a combination of demographic 

and contextual variables, such as gender, age, educational background, marital 

status, employment, and location. A general picture of a distance learner is 

―more likely‖ to be a female, married, fully employed and older than a 

conventional undergraduate student, as summarized by Bryant et al. (2005: 266, 

cited from Gibson and Graff, 1992). Potter (1998: 75) earlier points out that 

due to the above characteristics, their responsibilities in various roles in life, 

and for having been ―lacking of the institution‘s physical presence‖, distance 

learner tended to ―constantly struggle to integrate these two worlds, which their 

personal sphere with that of the institution‖ for keeping up with their distance 

education. Further, Merriam (2001: 5) finds that one of the important 

characteristics of an adult learner is that he or she has ―an independent self-

concept‖ which can carry out his or her own learning with self-instructions. 

Earlier research has proven that not all adult learners‘ learning via a 

distance mode have independent learning capabilities, and been very successful. 

Most dropouts suffer from learning in isolation (Holmberg, 1988), having 

greater problems in coordinating the requirements of their jobs, families and 

study than those who have been successful in their distance study. They are less 

capable of well managing their heavy study workloads, other responsibilities 

such as their job, family, and community demands. 
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Bryant et al. further identify two kinds of distance learners: social learners 

and independent learners. They also indicate that independent learners might 

do better than social learners in a distance education environment because 

social learners tend to be in need of peer support for learning most effectively 

while independent learners do not (Bryant et al., 2005: 262, cited in Watson  

et al., 2003). 

Rekkedal (2003, cited from Bååth, 1982) formulated four categories of 

learners according to their needs of learner support services:  

Learners who neither need nor want them;  

Learners who need but do not want them;  

Learners who do not need but want them; and  

Learners who need and want them. 

Koul (2006: 182) also asserts that learner support services should be 

provided on the basis of ―a thorough understanding of learners‘ circumstance, 

their abilities and requirements‖. Overall, because students‘ personal characters, 

their characteristics, circumstances and true needs vary, a proper consideration 

beforehand of all these factors is necessary if we want to design an effective 

and efficient learner support system.  

Wiesenberg (2001, cited in Cross, 1981), from a different angle, summarizes 

three general categories of barriers that challenge the success of adult students‘ 

distance learning. They are  

situational (such as lack of money, time, or emotional support); 

dispositional (such as lack of self-confidence or confidence in the 

institution‘s willingness to respond to their needs); and institutional 

(such as the unavailability of evening or weekend classes or anti-

adult student biases on the part of faculty and staff) (p. 36). 

As Barnett argues, ―Open learning, distance learning, credit accumulation 

and transferable personal skills are all obliging the academic community to look 

critically at its educational offerings …‖ (Barnett, 1994: 199). For decades, 

many researchers and practitioners have noticed the important functions of 

learner support in various levels and disciplines of education (Draffan et al., 

2000).  

Dillon and Blanchard (1991) examined 107 articles that investigated the 

predictors of successful student support. Their conclusion from these mixed 
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research studies is that a study of students‘ needs for support should put 

institutional characteristics, technology and course content into consideration. 

Some researchers observe that research studies on student support largely 

overlap with the evaluation studies in the field. For example, Potter (1998) 

studied students‘ needs of support service from a student perspective and 

assessed them at three Canadian bi-modal universities (offering degree-credit 

courses both on-campus and through distance education). Overall, the studies 

conducted before modern ICT-based distance education had been, as 

Robinson (1995: 222) summarizes, ―relevant but not scientifically and 

thoroughly researched; and not focusing enough on student support, instead, 

on open and distance education or general aspects of learning”.  

After modern ICTs have been increasingly integrated in distance education, 

some researchers called on re-thinking learner support. As Tait (2000: 287) 

argues, many factors need to be taken into account in the planning of student 

support in open and distance learning systems because ―these factors interact 

in complex ways‖. He also concludes that there can be ―no universal blueprint‖ 

for the design of student support services because of ―the differences faced by 

planners in different settings‖ (ibid.). Brindley and Paul (2004) argue that 

learner support should be integrated into teaching, learning and assessment 

since teaching, administration, and assessment are three important elements in 

distance education systems. 

Johnson et al. (2011: 412) studied library support for e-learners, with a focus 

on e-resources, e-services, and human factors of library support in the new 

online learning environment. They conclude that in the new learning context, 

redefined values and new policies on services for better supporting e-learners 

are needed. At the same time, a closer collaboration between libraries and their 

users and other partners, as well as a creative approach in providing ongoing 

technical, reference, and instructional support to e-learners is required. Kondra 

et al. (2008: 384-386) studied ―call centers‖ and observed that call centers had 

many functions, such as reducing costs, keeping up student retentions, and 

improving student service, which may lead to improving student success. In 

addition, call center as a strategic approach also helps institutions to deal with 

many tricky situations, such as a dramatic growth in student numbers. 

Moisey and Hughes (2008: 437) in their study discussed among others the 

issue of student rights and ombudsman services for supporting online students. 
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They argue that individual students‘ differences and their rights should be 

identified and acknowledged in the design of learner support services, with a 

cluster of resources and a range of diverse services.  

Cain et al. (2003: 42) researched students‘ support needs, experiences and 

expectations by interviewing eight graduate distance learners and conducting 

document analysis. They indicate that learners perceive their peers as 

―important sources of academic and social support‖, however, most of them 

still expected their instructor to be the main source of various support. 

Moreover, online social networks as important sources of social support enable 

learners and instructors to present themselves socially in a virtual environment 

and connect with one another while enabling individuals to engage in 

meaningful learning with others (Lee and McLoughlin, 2010, cited in 

Veletsianos and Navarrete, 2012: 145). 

Chadibe (2002: 9) designed a face-to-face ―Tutorial Support Program‖ in 

their case study of learner support services in the University of South Africa 

(UNISA). He studied how this program has improved the throughput rate of 

the disadvantaged adult learners studying via a network of learning centers in 

urban and semi-rural communities in the university. He observes that learners 

themselves can organize and manage their own study groups entirely, which 

have also greatly assisted students in developing their confidence, learning 

skills, promoting motivation and peer support. 

Sun et al. (2008: 661) also point out that it is quite a delicate task to ―form 

ideal groups in short time‖, at the same time ―to ensure satisfactory 

interaction‖ among students in online environment, since interaction is a 

crucial factor that influences the results of group learning. In their research on 

how to establish effective groups among students, they have tried a method of 

established effective groups ―with rules based on data mining, and then 

facilitating student interaction using a system that monitors members‘ 

communication status‖. They find that groups formed by their method with an 

―interaction monitor‖ show better patterns of interaction and better results in 

terms of satisfaction level, system usage, rate of successful interaction, and 

interaction content (ibid.: 675). 

Many researchers have tried to re-define learner support from a broader 

perspective. However, in formal research, other sources of support, e.g. 

support from society, family and peer groups, have not been much studied and 



78   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

highlighted. To a certain extent, these sources of support also play an 

undeniable role in learning results and are to the benefit of students in the long 

run. For example, family support plays a strong role of ―emotional support‖ in 

distance learning. Together with the support from the distance education 

institution, all these supports are important parts of a comprehensive support 

system in distance education. It could be classified into four main areas to 

support students: institutional support, peer support, family support and 

societal support. 

Not many studies are focused on the associations between support from 

personal networks and academic performance, or support from social networks 

and academic performance. Societal support to learners is mostly perceived 

from the expectations and motivations of others, or from social norms or 

networks that stimulate directly or indirectly a student to be successful. 

Eggens et al. (2007: 555) examine the influence of personal networks and 

social support on study attainment of students in university education. Their 

research was a follow-up study of a longitudinal study in the Netherlands on 

185,000 students. The study was strictly targeted on those students (total 

numbers of their samples were 1451) who finished senior general secondary 

education, and/or pre-university education, and have transferred to university 

education. They find that a personal network may have three kinds of influence 

on students. One is the direct and indirect influence on their performance. 

That is, ―standards and expectations for performance‖ from the students‘ 

network members would motivate them to desire for academic achievement. 

Another one is to ―enhance positive influence‖ (such as self-esteem or self-

worth); the third, it reflects the quality and quantity of the students‘ relationship 

and the structure of their personal networks. They conclude that the integrated 

―norms and demands‖ from a personal network of family members, neighbors 

and/or colleagues tend to stimulate a student to be successful (ibid.). 

Among various other sources of support, family support, in some cultures 

where family ties are tight-knit, is seen by some students as crucial for their 

success. Several research findings from other disciplines confirmed that family 

members play an integral role in the studying process of a learner (Hirumi, 

2002). Anderson (2008: 62, cited from Potter, 1998) finds that the appreciation 

of the support of family and friends is constantly mentioned by students. 

Family members tend to be the ―significant sources of support and assistance‖ 
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to independent study learners. The support of family and friends keeps them 

going. Dooley (2005: 104) further argues that although some activities 

involving family and community members show positive outcomes for student 

learning, however, ―their activities (and resulting outcomes) are not planned as 

an integral part of the formal learning process‖.  

Rekkedal conducted an evaluation study to examine students‘ need for and 

satisfaction with support services. Forty-seven students from the Internet 

College in Norway (NKI) were asked both qualitative and quantitative 

questions via telephone interviews. He concludes that students find all the 

support services supplied as important or very important, the more important 

students perceive the support elements, the more satisfied they are with them. 

However, students consider the interaction with other fellow students as ―less 

important‖ for their learning, therefore, most distance learners in the NKI 

Internet College take advantage of ―their local society and environment 

including family, friends and colleagues‖ as ―their primary social arena‖ for 

their learning, instead of engaging with a group of fellow classmates (Rekkedal, 

2004: 7-9). He argues that in their context there is need to further develop the 

infrastructure of discussion forums for improving the communication, 

discussion and collaboration among peer students. It is noticeable that the 

study investigated 47 students, used ordinal categories for measuring ―degree of 

importance and satisfaction‖, and the result was obtained by comparing mean 

values of variables. Methodologically, the viability of predicting relationships 

between the importance of support services perceived by students and their 

satisfaction with those support services elements is questionable.  

Binns and Otto (2006: 31-34) conducted a case study of a system of ‗the 

culture of care‘ at Kyambogo University, Uganda. With the learner-centered 

approach, they designed the system of the ‗culture of care‘ from a combination 

of formal and informal learner support systems. It was especially made for 

fitting into the difficult contexts of distance learners in Uganda with some 

quality assurance practices. The core of the ‗culture of care‘ is that tutors or 

staff make special efforts to stay in touch with the students. For instance, the 

tutors and support staff were required to be very mobile to deal with any 

learning or personal difficulties which emerge, quickly respond with an 

appropriate solution, and visit students in their various physical learning 

situations, e.g. homes, school, learning groups. The ‗culture of care‘ also 
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encouraged informal contacts from both sides. They conclude that the ‗culture 

of care‘ has been ―a key‖ to the retention of the learners, especially those who 

came to the program with poor academic learning experiences.  

van Rosmalen et al. (2008: 83) propose a model of supporting organized 

learner-related interactions in learning networks. The model is based on the 

assumption that peer learners are capable of assisting each other when 

instructed and assisted carefully, and the knowledge and various experiences of 

the adult learners can be made use of. In the model, they identify two stages of 

selecting and fostering peer tutors: to identify prospective peer tutors and then 

promote them into actual tutors. The identification stage is ―based on a 

combination of workload and competency indicators‖ and the promotion stage 

is ―by empowering them with tools and guidelines for the task‖ (p. 78). They 

conclude that the model has been proven to be an efficient method for meeting 

learner need for receiving personalized, individual feedback, and to keep the 

workload of staff tutors within boundaries. 

In the case of China, Li and Yang (2009) have reviewed 130 Chinese 

articles concerning learner support issues in distance education between 1999 

and June 2008, published in such authorized Chinese databases as the Chinese 

Social Science Citation Index (CSSCI). They find, however, that Chinese 

researchers have not yet done systematic research on learner support in 

Chinese distance education. Many researchers in the field frequently use terms 

such as learning support or studying support, instead of learner support or 

student support.  

Li (2009) studied 236 research articles published in Chinese journals from 

1998 to 2008 about 68 Web-based Higher Education Institutions in China, 

mentioning learner support services. The author used quantitative methods in 

his study, analyzing three aspects: amount of articles, the research contents, and 

organizations or institutions that the authors were from. Li finds out that eight 

percent of 236 papers published in formal journals in China studied learning 

support services, while 49 percent of the total 236 articles is on theories of 

operation, construction and development of Chinese Web-based Higher 

Education Institution. There had been an increase of published research 

articles on studying about learning support services in 2006 and 2007, in 

contrast to 2005 and before (Table 3.3).  
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Table 3.3  Percentage of research themes in papers on Web-based HEIs, 
published between 1998-2007  

Themes of research about Web-based HEIs Percentage 

Theories of operation and development of Web-based HEIs 49 

Resources  18 

Teaching and learning 11 

Quality issues 11 

Learning support services 8 

Policy research 2 

Institution‘s culture and environment 1 

 

Guo et al. (2009) summarize an evaluation of off-campus learning centers 

in Beijing with many important findings and conclusions. The evaluation was 

originally conducted by Beijing Educational Committee in a large scale for the 

purpose of further strengthening administrations and sustainable development 

of learning centers. The target subjects are 42 off-campus learning centers in 

Beijing that are affiliated either to Web-based HEIs, or to a cooperation of 

management between Web-based HEIs and their commercial partners who 

provide support services (such as OpenService, Hongcheng Science 

Technology Development Limited Company, etc.). The evaluation was 

designed to have three clusters of indicators, with 6, 17, and 55 variables 

respectively for each cluster. Among many others, learner support service was 

also one of their focus indicators in the three-phrase evaluation. 

Guo et al. argue that learner support services should be designed to satisfy 

student needs for ―individualized self-learning‖. Since learning has the active, 

constructive and social nature, learning activities are crucial in stimulating 

student motivation for learning. However, in the present Web-based HEIs‘ 

learning organizations, they find out that learning activities, and learning 

tutoring and support are insufficient. There is a lack of guidance of students on 

how to conduct self-directed online learning and a lack of learning activities 

designed for employing various online resources. Therefore, students are found 

to not have utilized learning resources actively and effectively, even if there is 

an ample supply of those, because they do not know how to use these online 

resources for conducting their ―individualized self-learning‖. It is noteworthy 

that some learning centers organize other activities with their own specific 

features. For example, they provide training for the newcomers during their 
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first meeting; or divide students into groups according to their subject at 

registration; or provide social activities for students with teachers for increasing 

their sense of belonging to the Web-based HEIs; or arrange extra sessions for 

tutoring examinations. Moreover, they point out that the design of the present 

distance education system heavily emphasizes the evaluation of the indicators 

of students‘ explicit learning rather than implicit learning, also not much a 

‗problem learning approach‘ is implied in the instruction. This, in return, will 

reduce the opportunities for students to conduct critical thinking and self-

reflection, or to find out the new problems leading to new learning phrases. 

Thus, it would not be surprising to see that the ratio of teacher/students is too 

high (one to dozens of or over hundreds of students), also that the teachers‘ 

tutoring is heavily examination-orientated. Further, there is a lack of academic 

interaction among students (fewer comments relating to academic learning 

contents, studying difficulties/problems, more examination-related or focus on 

administrative issues or clarifications). In addition, they also discovered that the 

qualities of tutors, teachers and administrators are unexpectedly poor, which 

even more results in a traditional way of organizing learning.  

Student satisfaction is one of the popular indicators used for researching 

and examining the quality of distance education (Sloan-C, 2002). Tallman 

(1994) conducted a quantitative study on the connection between support and 

student satisfaction in the context of correspondence education. In the learning 

environment, he points out that satisfaction with correspondence education is 

such a complex matter, it may not be possible to isolate ―specific variables that 

will guarantee student satisfaction‖ (Tallman, 1994: 52). Even so, some 

researchers in the context of distance education have found certain factors that 

influence student satisfaction with distance learning, e.g. the organization of the 

course, flexibility, sense of belonging to their learning community, interactions 

with the instructor, etc.  

Flexibility is a crucial factor that may influence student satisfaction with 

distance education courses. Students show high satisfaction with the 

completion of their assignments and participate in the courses whenever they 

could have flexible control on the time, the way, the pace and so on (Bryant et 

al., 2005). 

The learners‘ sense of belonging to a community also had a strong and 

positive correlation with their overall satisfaction with online learning (Tsai et 
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al., 2007; Ouzts, 2006; Rovai, 2002). Rovai (2002) concludes that a strong sense 

of belonging to a community increases persistence in learning, the exchange of 

information among all members, mutual support, commitment to group tasks, 

and collaboration among members. Smith (2000) further indicates that a sense 

of belonging to a part of a group not only promotes academic development, 

but also enhances personal development and increases satisfaction with self-

learning and with group efforts.  

Analysing student satisfaction and learner support services, Fritsch (2004: 

1) identifies some information that may cause student dissatisfaction: 

information concerning required work hours for study, information about 

making a selection of elective courses, and availability of individual advice for 

it, as well as messages about various costs, advice on requirement for Internet-

based group work. In addition, Tallman (1994: 52) asserts that computer and 

technological problems can cause significant dissatisfaction with the distance 

education courses. In general, a higher quality of technological support services 

will lead to better student satisfaction.  

3.10  Conceptual framework for the study 

The foregoing section of this chapter serves to develop the conceptual 

framework for this study. The conceptual framework for the study is shown in 

Figure 3.1. It is used to guide the research with respect to the design, research 

methodology and data analysis and reporting.  

If we look at the model bottom to up following the arrows, the block 

―learner support‖ is supporting all upper blocks. The block, the learner support 

environment, is the source for the rest of the crucial steps towards the goals of 

distance education. It is the fundamental and essential system for the whole 

system of distance education. In the view of the author, an ideal learner 

support system will lead to the ultimate goal of a liberal arts direction of 

distance education. It should consist of institutional support, which is supposed 

to provide all kinds of support services for student learning, peer support, 

family support and societal support. In the ideal case, the four sources of 

support interweave with each other to a certain degree. Some of the 

institutional support services, for example, might function as enhancing peer 

support ― organizing formal learning groups among students; or leaving it up 

to the students with little control, or treating peer support as an external issue. 
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Moreover, family support and societal support will somehow be involved in 

peer support and/or institutional support. 

 

 

 

Figure 3-1  The conceptual framework for the study 

Learner support 

Institutional  

support 

Family support 

Societal support 

Peer support 

Collaborative and interactive learning 

Holistic conceptions of learning, intrinsic interests, 

internal dialogues and external dialogues, etc. 

Deep approach to learning  

(Higher order learning; meaningful learning) 

Goal of Liberal arts direction  
of distance education 

Distance education system 
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An ideal learner support system is supposed to promote effective 

‗collaborative learning‘ among students, because effective collaborative learning 

activities or an effective learning environment will create the necessary 

conditions or opportunities for students to interact with other people (teachers 

or peers), or interact with ―things‖ (learning materials, etc.). Ideal patterns of 

interaction are important for achieving a broader conception of learning, to 

enhance intrinsic interests, and to stimulate internal or external dialogues. This 

stage (a holistic conception of learning, strong intrinsic interests and active 

internal or external dialogues) is a necessary and sufficient condition with the 

possibility of leading to a deep approach to learning. In other words, with these 

crucial factors embedded in the students‘ distance-learning conditions, it is 

more likely for students to achieve high-order learning, or meaningful learning, 

which is one of the important goals or aims for the liberal arts direction of 

distance education.  

The logic of this conceptual framework is based on the following thinking. 

If distance education is aimed at the liberal arts tradition of learning, as a 

substitute for on-campus learning, then this learning should promote students‘ 

deep learning, or higher-order or meaningful learning. In order to achieve this 

level of learning, the proper conditions must be created: based on broader or 

holistic conception of learning, intrinsic interests for learning, internal and 

external dialogues, etc. These conditions are mostly embedded in a series of 

interactivities in a learning environment. Interaction includes interacting with 

―things‖ and interacting with ―human beings‖. These ―things‖ could be 

learning materials, learning objects, learning contents; computers, learning 

devices or facilities; and the ―human beings‖ includes interacting mostly with 

others (including with self for internal dialogues) for achieving external 

dialogues. Interacting with others in learning could be interpreted as one of the 

learning organizations: collaborative or cooperative learning. In order to 

achieve deep learning, collaborative learning is one of the necessary conditions. 

There is a need to create a collaborative learning environment through the 

system of learner support.  

Learner support services could be divided into several types: institutional 

support, peer support, family support and societal support. Within institutional 

support, we find administrative support services that are designed to remove all 

obstacles and smooth the way for students entering and functioning in the 
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system; learner support services should be designed to be included in the 

teaching process and the students‘ learning activities (assignments, assessments, 

etc.). Peer support in the form of ―small group learning‖ is especially important 

for promoting students‘ collaborative learning via external dialogues. Peer 

support could be formally organized by institutions, or tutors, or informally 

organized by the students themselves.  

Family support and societal support are also two important sources of 

support for students‘ learning, sometimes they play more crucial roles than 

tutors‘ support or peer support. Societal support should cooperate with 

institutions, sometimes with family members. Sometimes institutional support 

functions better through societal support from social networks, national 

policies, associations, and work places.  

Overall, all kinds of support for students should serve the purpose of 

promoting the achievement of holistic learning, and/or critical learning, in 

other words, higher order learning. This learning goal for students, perceived 

both from the perspectives of students themselves and from the institutions, 

should be the aim of the liberal arts direction of distance education: to 

transform a learner through the learning processes. 

In this chapter, some concepts and theories were presented and discussed, 

followed by the review of some related research studies in different countries 

and contexts. The importance of deep approaches to learning in distance 

education, and the conditions for achieving deep learning were examined. The 

reviews of previous studies show that deep learning in an online learning 

environment was especially important for fostering distance learners to acquire 

the ability and skills of critical thinking. Critical thinking as ―opportunity for 

reflection‖ can be promoted in a collaborative interactive learning context, or 

―Community of Inquiry‖. Besides, interaction, positive conceptions of learning 

and positive motivation for learning, assessment, and a well-structured 

knowledge base, etc. are crucial components in promoting students deep 

learning. Group-based learning in a small group work is regarded as one of the 

efficient formats for promoting students‘ collaborative skills and the quality 

interactivities that may lead to deep learning. The concept of learner support 

was discussed through the presentation of various definitions of the term 

―learner support‖, together with the existing theoretical understanding.  
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To conclude, learner support is an integral part of distance education. The 

design and planning of a learner support system should fully consider how the 

conditions necessary for further promoting students‘ deep learning are created. 

Among the various sources of learner support, institutional support is crucial, 

representing the basic condition for students‘ overall satisfaction with their 

distance education. Peer support in the form of small group work is regarded 

as the efficient learning environment for creating better interaction and 

collaboration.  
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Chapter Four  
Research Methods for the Study 

Introduction 

This chapter is about the research methods used for this study. Firstly, the 

research procedures are outlined ― the two stages of the research. Secondly, 

the instruments for the data collection are described. Thirdly, issues related to 

the survey methods used for this study are discussed, such as the survey design, 

the definition of target populations, the sampling method, the questionnaire 

design and the administration of the questionnaires. Finally, the data processing 

and data analysis are described. An analytical framework for the study is 

presented at the end of this chapter.  

As Anderson (2004: 269) argues, ―[t]here is no one correct way to conduct 

research. Each methodology has particular strengths and weaknesses, works 

better with different problems, and better suits the culture and personality of 

different researchers and the context in which they work‖. In order to 

compensate for the specific situation of Chinese distance education, this study 

employed a case-study approach as a research method and a triangulation 

method for data collection ― using mixed instruments such as interviews, 

observations, documentation, and questionnaire surveys in various stages of the 

research (Mertens, 2009), since ―the triangulation made possible by multiple 

data collection methods provides stronger substantiation of constructs and 

hypotheses‖ (Eisenhardt, 1989: 538).  

4.1 Use of case-study research approach 

The aim and objectives of the study indicate the reason for the choice of 

research method to be used. Yin (1984: 23) defines the case study research 

method ―as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are 

used.‖ 
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A case study approach can provide an in-depth understanding of a natural 

and specific context of a phenomenon in social science (Yin, 1984), and allows 

an exploration and a close examination of complex issues at the micro level 

(Zainal, 2007). The aim of this study of Chinese ICT-based distance education 

is to bring about a better or holistic understanding of the complex situation, 

and various paradigms in two geographical areas within Chinese distance higher 

education. A case-study approach can be considered as a robust research 

method for achieving the goals as described in the aim and objectives in 

Chapter One. 

A common criticism of the case study method is ―its dependency on a 

single case exploration making it difficult to reach a generalizing 

conclusion‖….―grounds for establishing reliability and generality are also 

subjected to skepticism when a small sampling is deployed‖ (Zainal, 2007: 5). 

In this survey, a total of 587 questionnaires have been collected from six cases 

of ICT-based distance education institutions in two geographical sites in China. 

In this way, some of the disadvantages and biases in the interpretation of data 

from this case-study research would be diminished.  

This case study of learner support related issues consists of six paradigm 

cases of ICT-based distance education institutions in China, including both 

qualitative and quantitative methods for data collection. The study was divided 

into two stages. Briefly, qualitative approaches were employed mainly at the 

first stage. Several interviews with students, teachers, staff and some other 

relevant persons were conducted for data collection and for in-depth 

understanding of the problems and the reasons behind them; observations 

were conducted at various sites for obtaining genuine impressions, first-hand 

information and practical knowledge of the research sites and research field 

were used.  

At the second stage, quantitative method, the survey technique, used for 

collecting quantitative data from each case has been employed. On the one 

hand, it was possible to investigate students‘ demographic information in 

breadth, such as students‘ gender, age, education attainment, salary, etc. On the 

other hand, it was used to investigate the extent of students‘ attitudes towards 

various aspects of learner support and group learning, and to examine the 

extent of their collaboration in their distance learning.  
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4.2 Research procedures of the study 

ICT-based modern distance education has developed for nearly three decades. 

However, the history of Chinese distance education in a modern sense has not 

been long. There was a need to do an exploratory study of the new field. 

During the first stage of the study, qualitative approaches were mainly 

employed, e.g. literature reviews, field visits, interviews, and observations. The 

period of the exploratory study has benefited the author with practical 

knowledge and experiences, getting first hand materials and reports about 

Chinese modern distance education, and with preparations for the next stage of 

the study. Several field studies at various distance education institutions have 

been conducted. They are: 

1. In November 2000, a 12-day study visit at the Open University  

of Hong Kong (OUHK), interviewing several persons, administrator  

and researchers, from various departments, and observing their 

operations of distance education; 

2. During December 2000, one-month non-participatory observation  

at the College of Continuing Education of Qinghua University, observing 

how students did their ICT-based distance learning: how students learned  

at the central classroom and distributed classrooms, what learner support 

services they could obtain, which problems they had in their learning, etc.; 

interviewing teachers and students.  

3. In October 2003, a field visit at the Central Radio and TV University, 

interviewing two researchers and discussing with them the overall design 

of the study;  

4. In November 2003, a non-participatory observation for one month  

at the College of Continuing Education of Graduate University  

of Chinese Academy of Sciences;  

5. From 2004, working with designing a survey questionnaire for the study; 

testing the questionnaire with students at IIE, Stockholm University and 

the students in one of 68 Web-based HEIs in China; communicating with 

the staff in the six distance education institutions in China for conducting 

the survey at a suitable time; 

6. In December 2004, visiting Liaocheng Radio and TV University the first 

time, interviewing a group of teachers and administrators, and individual 

students, preparing for a survey in next field trip. 
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During the second stage, questionnaire surveys were conducted in six 

distance education institutions from December 2004 to March 2005. The 

quantitative method of using survey techniques for collecting data is discussed 

in the following sections of the chapter.  

4.3 Instruments for data collection 

Overall, this study employed four main instruments for data collection:  

1) documentation and literature review; 2) non-participatory observations;  

3) interviews; and 4) questionnaire survey. 

4.3.1 Documents and literature analysis 

The documents and literature used in this study are of four kinds: a) documents 

or reports collected from field visits in China, original data collected to describe 

the profile or the situation of the case institutions; b) Web information on the 

six distance education institutions retrieved from their homepages, used for 

updating various data or information of the six cases; c) official policy 

documents on Chinese distance education, retrieved online, with the purpose 

of providing the background for an in-depth understanding and analysis of the 

aims, tasks and regulations of Chinese distance education; d) literature on the 

related studies written by both Western and Chinese researchers has been used 

for reviewing previous studies in the field.  

4.3.2 Non-participatory observations 

Non-participatory observations have been conducted at the School of 

Continuing Education, Tsinghua University (December 2000) and at the 

College of Continuing Education, Graduate University, of the Chinese 

Academy of Sciences (November 2003). Direct impressions, first-hand data 

and materials, and some practical knowledge about the research field were 

obtained from the observations. This helped the author to construct and 

formulate research problems and questions for the study.  

At the beginning of the study, it was a beneficiary experience to start with a 

field observation at the School of Continuing Education, Tsinghua University. 

Around the late 1990s, as ―an initiator and pioneer‖, Tsinghua University, 

together with several other universities, played a key role in constructing 

Chinese modern distance education. Later, in 1999, it became one of four 
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universities authorized by the Ministry of Education of China to establish a 

Web-based college. The author has conducted a one-month field study at the 

School of Continuing Education, Tsinghua University to look into its mission, 

its theoretical base, and the practices in management and operation. Many 

observations were made, for example, about how students learned in a central 

classroom and in the distributed classroom, and in the two different teaching 

settings how students and teachers behaved during learning activities.  

Since 2004, the Web-based college of Tsinghua University had been set up 

to offer only graduate education programs, with no programs for 

undergraduate education. It therefore was not selected as one of the cases 

studied for this research, because it is a special case in China, but not typical for 

this study. This period of qualitative research contributed to the further studies 

of the six ICT-based distance education institutions in the next stage, and it 

especially helped to formulate some questions in the questionnaires. 

4.3.3 Interviews 

Several semi-structured or non-structured interviews were conducted during 

the whole study period. In later field visits, interviews for in-depth study on 

related issues were also conducted. Both individuals and focus groups (several 

students and one tutor) were interviewed. 

The following list shows the interviews conducted at the six distance 

education institutions:  

 At Xicheng Branch of Beijing Radio and TV University, several 

interviews were employed. A structured focus-group interview was 

conducted with a group of 20 students and one of their teachers. 

Questions were asked about the situation concerning their learner 

support services and group work. A semi-structured interview was  

also conducted with four female students. An intensive one-on-one  

in-depth interview was done with a monitor of a class. 

 At the College of Continuing Education, Graduate University of  

Chinese Academy of Sciences (GUCAS), two teachers  

and one administrator were interviewed.  

 At the Web-based College of People‘s University of China, one female 

student was interviewed through telephone. Semi-structured interviews  
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were conducted with the president and one researcher  

of the Web-based College.  

 At Liaocheng Radio and TV University, an informal interview was held 

to a group of teachers and administrators at a meeting. They introduced 

the general situation of their University (RTVU_Lc).  

 At OpenService, one female administrator was interviewed  

about the institution‘s operation of group work and student support. 

4.4 Development of research instruments  
– questionnaire survey  

The survey questionnaire was one of the main instruments used for this 

research. It consists of 38 close-ended questions and two open-ended 

questions. The two open-ended questions asked at the end of the questionnaire 

were about students‘ suggestions and opinions on learner support services and 

small group work. 

According to the conceptual framework of the study, three issues were 

logically related with each other. A central question was asked: how do learner 

support services support students‘ interactive learning and promote their 

learning toward ―deep approach of learning‖? The three issues reflected in the 

questionnaire were: 

1. Questions for investigating students‘ learner support services 

(administrative support services, learning support, peer support,  

family support and societal support);  

2.  Questions for investigating students‘ interactions or collaborations 

(whom to discuss with, which kind of learning organizations they had, 

which kind of group learning they had, etc.); 

3. Questions for investigating the tendencies of students‘ learning 

approaches (motivations of learning, perceptions of learning,  

learning habits, and learning behaviors, etc.).  

Questions about students‘ profiles were also necessary and important to 

include in the questionnaire. The study dealt with various learning 

environments and unconventional students, in the large city of Beijing and in a 

medium size city, Liaocheng. To understand students‘ characteristics in each of 

the distance education institutions, it was essential to study learner support 
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issues, students‘ learning styles and approaches, and overall, to better 

accomplish the aim and objectives of the research.  

Some of the questions were modified and revised from existing inventories 

of questionnaires created by others, e.g. from the Distance Education 

Practitioner Questionnaire Results. Some questions in the questionnaire were 

inspired by other researchers, for example, by Richard (1994). According to 

him, the perception of learning is one of the conditions predicting students‘ 

learning approaches. This perception influences students‘ learning behaviors. 

Some of the questions about ‗perception of learning‘ were generated from his 

research. Other questions were developed from the fieldwork in China from 

observations and interviews with various persons. For details, please see 

Appendix 1. 

A major part of the questionnaire was developed during the previous 

participatory and non-participatory observations conducted at Chinese distance 

education institutions, e.g. the College of Distance and Continuing Education 

of Tsinghua University (for one month), ContEd (for over one month), and at 

OpenService (around half a month). The observed environments were mostly 

offices for working staff, partially places or classrooms where students had 

lessons or examinations. Issues observed and encountered in the field at that 

time were mostly of administrative nature.  

In this fieldwork, the author found that the quality of administrative 

support services seems to be quite important. Most of the students‘ questions 

to teachers (through telephone call system or email) were administration-related 

questions, e.g. how to pay fees, issues about selecting courses, course materials 

delivery, exams, etc. It would make students feel less frustrated when they 

could get satisfactory answers or solutions at the beginning or in the middle of 

their studies. The later interviews with students also reflected that they 

mentioned more administrative problems and would have liked to have better 

services in order to pave the way and get rid of problems and difficulties in 

their study. Besides these administrative problems, the issues they also 

complained about were course-related, such as schedule of courses, course 

selections, issues of teachers‘ feedbacks, course contents, etc. Thus, when 

designing the questionnaire, issues related to administrative support services 

obviously formed one important part of the whole questionnaire. 

file://win.su.se/dfs/afs/home/g/a/gaoshuting/2012/Thesis/chapters/2012-05_ThesisWhole/ThesisWhole_2012-05-A.doc
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Both students and teachers or tutors were interviewed about how their 

distance education institutions support students‘ learning. Questions for 

investigating this issue concerned the following aspects: teachers‘ feedbacks to 

students‘ assignments, or academic questions posted at the institution‘s forums, 

tutorials with students (online or offline or face-to-face, schedule of tutoring), 

and how learning was organized by teachers or institutions.  

Peer support for academic interaction is one of the focuses of this study. 

Students and teachers were asked about the students‘ group work, such as 

forms of group work, who organized the group work, how effective it was to 

work in a group, whether students had assignments designed for group work, 

and attitudes towards group work.  

Chinese students are embedded in Confucian culture and traditions that are 

quite different from those in the Western countries. They are accustomed to 

traditional Chinese teaching and learning, which is classroom-based, teacher-

dominated, and with more lectures than independent learning or group 

learning. In ICT-based distance-learning environments, students had external 

dialogues with others and how this was developed is important to investigate, 

as having these dialogues is a crucial condition for achieving ―deep learning, 

critical thinking or higher-order learning‖. The questionnaire helped give an 

understanding on how Chinese students did their distance learning. 

4.4.1 Pre-testing 

After a draft of the questionnaire was made, consultations about the 

questionnaire design were made with supervisors and researchers at the 

Institute of International Education, Stockholm University (IIE). Relevant 

issues about the questionnaire were discussed, e.g. inclusiveness and 

exclusiveness of the given choices, its reliability and validity, plan of pilot 

testing the questionnaire, and approaches to the administration of the 

questionnaires. Researchers and experts in China were also consulted. 

The draft of the questionnaire was tested firstly with three students 

studying at IIE, for examining its length, time for completion, question 

wording, etc. Then, the refined questionnaire was sent via email to a teacher in 

China who taught at a distance education institution (other than the six cases) 

for testing it in the Chinese context. The teacher‘s 30 students answered the 

questionnaires, and returned them as an attached Word file via email. More 
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questions and problems were found from the pilot testing. The questionnaire 

was again refined before it was formally distributed in the six case institutions 

in China.  

4.4.2 Administration of the questionnaires  

The final questionnaire has two versions: paper-and-pencil version1 and html 

version for using online. The paper-and-pencil version questionnaires were 

delivered to those students who were physically present at the college, at their 

learning center, or in the classroom, in Beijing and Liaocheng city. A link to a 

web version questionnaire was created on the homepage of OnlinePU. 

Students studying virtually at the OnlinePU were informed through email 

about the link to the questionnaire. In addition, their teachers reminded them a 

few times to fill in the questionnaire. 

4.5 Indicators, variables and measurement 

This survey was not designed to use ‗student outcomes‘ as one of the 

dependent variables. The students studied various subjects or courses and 

school terms did not have uniform grades or test scores. The fact that some 

students were unidentified would increase the difficulty of obtaining scores. 

For those respondents who filled in the web version of questionnaires online, it 

would have been especially complicated to find grades or scores. 

Many indicators, variables and measurements were developed for this 

study. There are four main indicators to measure the following aspects:  

1. Students‘ characteristics (learners‘ demographics);  

2. Students‘ learning (learning environment or conditions, learning styles, 

learning habits and learning organizations);  

3. Various kinds of support to students, such as institutional support (the 

extent of having these support services, the extent of their satisfaction 

with these support services, etc.); and other sources of support to 

students (peer support, family support, and societal support);  

4. Collaboration issues (discussion issues, forum status  

and small group work).  

                                                   
1 
The electronic version for sending through email was converted from the paper-and-

pencil version. 
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Each indicator was further explained and measured by a number of 

variables. Most of the variables measure the extent of attitudes or degree of 

frequencies and each indicator consists of one or several items. Many items are 

measured with a Likert-type scale. These items are rated in five- or six-point 

categories; values of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 were assigned to express the relative 

weights and their direction, determined by the favorableness or non-

favorableness of these items. That is, lower weights to responses of negative 

items and higher weights to responses of positive items, e.g. strongly disagree 1; 

disagree 2; neutral 3; agree 4; and strongly agree 5. Moreover, because the 

learning organizations among the six cases were not the same, a few questions 

in the uniform questionnaire were designed to have the sixth response 

alternative: ―not applicable or do not know‖ (the number ‗6‘ was assigned to 

represent ―not applicable‖ or ―don‘t know‖). Most of the other questions have 

five response alternatives (Appendixes 1). 

The students were asked to give single-choice responses to most of the 

questions; a few questions that had multiple-choice responses were specially 

marked or were explained. The respondents were asked to tick ―X‖ on the item 

chosen. These answers were then transferred into the categories 1, or 2, or 3, or 

4, 5 or 6. Some interval variables were converted into categorical data for the 

convenience of data processing and analyses, e.g. the variable ‗age‘ was 

converted into several age ranges. 

4.6 Data collection, processing and analysis 

4.6.1 Case selection  

Using a case-study approach, the researcher tried to select various paradigm 

cases of ICT-based distance education institutions with the focus on studying 

their learner support services. It has been the initial design to try to select 

multiple cases for covering all possible models in the field. An ideal survey of 

this topic should include collecting data concerning learner support services 

from each type of distance education institution, rather than merely collecting 

data from several similar or ―famous/model‖ distance education institutions. 

However, the constraints for this study were the limited time and finance for 

conducting such an ideal survey. Therefore, six institutions of paradigm cases 

were chosen as the subjects for this study. For achieving the goal of this study, 
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that is, to investigate the overall situation of Chinese distance education 

institutions in terms of learner support, just to cover one or two type(s) of 

ICT-based distance education institutions would not be adequate. In addition, 

no single type of distance education institution would accurately represent 

other various paradigms of distance education institutions and reflect the 

overall status of learner support services of ICT-based distance education in 

China. Moreover, the purpose of the study is not to find out which case is 

better than the others, instead, it is descriptive ― to describe the current 

situation of learner support in each of the six distance education institutions 

respectively, and to examine the extent of similarities and differences in terms 

of learner support services among them. 

Throughout the first stage of the studies, four key models of Chinese 

distance education institutions were identified. The criteria for selection were 

two: a representative of each model or type of ICT-based distance education 

institution; cases representing different geographical regions ― from a large city 

such as Beijing or a local city such as Liaocheng. The models are: 1) the Radio 

and TV university model; 2) the Web-based distance education institutions 

model; 3) the consortium model, e.g. OpenService; and 4) upgraded form of 

the continuing education institution model, transformed from the old 

department or college of continuing education (for example, the College of 

Continuing Education of Graduate University of Chinese Academy of 

Sciences).  

The geographical location of the six case institutions has also been taken 

into consideration. From these four models and six cases of Chinese distance 

education institutions, two cases from Liaocheng, Shandong province are 

included: Liaocheng Radio and TV University and Liaocheng learning center of 

OnlinePU. OnlinePU has virtual learners from almost all over China. 

RTVU_Bj covers students from the local center and suburbs of Beijing. 

ContEd students are mainly from Beijing and the surrounding area. The 

profiles of the six distance education institutions have been presented in 

Chapter 2, Section 2.4. 

4.6.2 Target population and sampling procedures  

The population studied in this research was defined initially, later it has been 

adjusted over the survey period. The target population in the six institutions 
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was the students: 1) studying at least one year in each of the six institutions1, 2) 

mainly studying Project Management in the MBA program at ContEd, 3) 

studying at the Dazhongsi Learning Service Center in Beijing of OpenService, 

and 4) studying only for a college or university diploma or degree in RTVU_Bj. 

Overall, the target population of the students consisted of students with at least 

one-year experience of learning at a distance education institution; most of 

them had an educational background of a junior (2-3 year) or a senior (3-4 year) 

college diploma or even a university degree 2 . Other kinds of RTVU_Bj 

learners, e.g. on job-related training in single courses, or studying for work-

related qualifications or certificates, were not selected. The information about 

the targeted population from each of the six cases is presented in Table 4.1.  

A non-probability sampling method was used in this study because of the 

complex situation at the research sites. It was not easy to physically access the 

students for conducting a survey at learning centers of OpenService and 

OnlinePU even in a period of three months. Students‘ course schedules at 

RTVU_Bj were complex and students studying in one course might not come 

from the same class group, the same school or learning center, the same 

resident district, or from the same school year.  

A total of 503 out of 700 questionnaires distributed were completed and 

returned from the students in five of the six case institutions. The response rate 

for the paper-copy questionnaires was around 70 percent. From the 40,573 

students at OnlinePU who were located in various cities and provinces of 

China (excluding Liaocheng city), only 85 of the online questionnaires were 

collected during a period of about two months. The response rate for these 

returned questionnaires was rather low, which is not uncommon for online 

surveys. Overall, the numbers of the questionnaires collected from the six cases 

are shown in Table 4.2. 

                                                   
1  

To make it simple, all six cases are called distance education institutions, although 

they are five distance-education institutions and one learning center.  
2
 Students, with junior (two to three year) or senior (three to four year) college 

diploma, would like to be promoted to the level of university degree or diploma; 

while students who already held a university degree or diploma would like to study in 

another major for a university degree or a diploma.  
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Table 4.1  The targeted population studied in this study (during 2004-2005) 

 Population from Students studying for  Total 

OpenService 
Dazhongsi Learning Center  
in Beijing 

College diploma  
or university degree 

834 

ContEd Yuquanlu campus of ContEd 
MBA, Project 
Management  

1,500 

OnlinePU 
OnlinePU all over China (except  
the students from Liaocheng center) 

College diploma  
or university degree 

40,573 

OnlinePU_Lc OnlinePU‘s Liaocheng center 
College diploma  
or university degree 

305 

RTVU_ Bj  
Xicheng District Branch of  
Beijing Radio and TV University 

College diploma  
or university degree 

23,637 

RTVU_ Lc Liaocheng Radio and TV University 
College diploma  
or university degree 

1193 

Total 68042 

Table 4.2  Target population and achieved sample for the study 

Institution Population  
studied 

Achieved  
samples 

%  
of 587 

Version of  
questionnaire 

Response rate 

OpenService 834 78 13.3 

Printed paper  
copies (700) 

503/700=0.71 

ContEd 1,500 58 9.9 

RTVU_Bj 23,637 173 29.5 

RTVU_Lc 1,193 155 26.4 

OnlinePU_Lc 305 38 6.5 

OnlinePU 40,573 85 14.5 Online web version 85/40573=0.002 

Total 68,042 587 100.0   

The survey period lasted from the beginning of December 2004 to the end of 

March of 2005. Seven hundred printed copies of the questionnaire were 

distributed to the students at the sites of five distance education institutions: 

the Learning Center at Dazhongsi of OpenService, RTVU_BJ and the Xicheng 

Branch of RTVU_Bj, ContEd, OnlinePU_Lc, and RTVU_Lc, by the help of 

local teachers and other staff. The respondents were those who showed up at 

meetings, in lessons or during the examination periods, as it was only in these 

situations that it was possible to access them physically or face-to-face. Filling 

in the questionnaires represented an extra effort for the respondents, especially 

after having had several hours of lessons or examinations. 

In most cases, after having distributed the questionnaires to the students, 

the author firstly explained about the questionnaire and then observed them as 

they completed it. The questionnaires were collected from those respondents 
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who were willing to hand it in. One exception was that about one-third of the 

questionnaires from RTVU_Lc were administrated by the teachers of 

RTVU_Lc, instead of being directly controlled by the author. These 

questionnaires were brought and distributed to the students who were studying 

at the local county schools or learning stations of RTVU_Lc, and then, they 

were collected and returned later to the author via post.  

The respondents from RTVU_BJ were also from two systems: the 

traditional system and the new system (the College of Open Education). There 

were 54 respondents registered in the traditional system, studying at the 

Xicheng Branch of RTVU_B, and 119 registered in the new system at the 

College of Open Education, studying at several branches of the College of 

Open Education of the RTVU_BJ. Those branches were located in various 

districts of the city, and suburb counties of Beijing, such as the Shijingshan 

District, the Dongcheng District, etc.  

The OpenService respondents were from the Dazhongsi Learning Center 

in Beijing. The paper-and-pencil version questionnaires were distributed in 

person to the students while they took exams at the center during three to four 

days in December 2004. They registered in programs for undergraduate 

education from nearly 30 various institutions of online education. 

In ContEd, one part of the questionnaires was administrated by the author 

in person while the students one day had face-to-face lesson. Another 38 

questionnaires were obtained from the absent students who, instead, were 

given an electronic version of the questionnaire. They filled in and returned 

them as attachments via email. The respondents were mainly from the MBA 

programs of Project Management.  

4.6.3 The online Web-version of the questionnaire 

It was almost not possible to meet the students studying at OnlinePU in person 

for delivering paper-and-pencil version questionnaires at a large scale. These 

online-learning students, located in various places all over China, seldom 

assembled for having lessons at their learning centers. Before the survey, the 

author learned that some researchers at OnlinePU had the experience to do 

surveys through online Web-version questionnaires. They were familiar with 

this method: to quickly transfer students‘ digital input on questionnaires into 

SPSS files, and then got them processed and analyzed in the SPSS program. 
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Other experiences from the researchers and staff of the OnlinePU were that 

students did not like a questionnaire to be dropped into their email boxes. It 

would result in a low response rate in that case. In addition, most of their 

students did not use the email addresses given to them by OnlinePU; instead, 

they had their own private email addresses used only among their classmates. 

Therefore, an online Web-version questionnaire with the same content was 

linked and uploaded to the OnlinePU homepage (see Appendix 1). The 

OnlinePU students could see the information about the survey on their 

homepage, and they were told to fill in the questionnaire. After a few 

reminders, during nearly three months, 85 respondents answered and returned 

the questionnaires to the author. These questionnaires showed that the 

respondents were distributed in many cities or counties of various provinces in 

China.  

A group of students at the Liaocheng Learning-Service Center of 

OnlinePU assembled for conducting their examinations during a few days at 

Liaocheng Radio and TV University. Questionnaires in the paper-and-pencil 

version were distributed to them. Thirty-eight questionnaires were collected in 

this way.  

In summary, the respondents from OnlinePU consisted of those who were 

from (a) the Liaocheng Learning-Service Center of OnlinePU, and (b) those 

that answered the Web-version questionnaire from other parts of China 

(except the Liaocheng area).  

A mixed method of survey approaches is suggested by Mertens (2009: 203) 

and Dillman (2007) in order to solve the problem of coverage when doing web 

surveys. Researchers are suggested to use methods such as mail, telephone 

surveys or personal interviews to compensate for the shortcomings of web 

surveys. During the survey at OnlinePU, other methods such as a telephone 

interview with a female student, and several interviews with teachers, 

researchers and administrators were implemented.  

Quantitative data collected from questionnaires were recorded manually 

into the SPSS program for data processing and data analysis. Qualitative data 

(interviews) were reviewed and categorized for data analysis. The part of 

qualitative data which was collected from interviews or by other means 

represents a small proportion within the whole amount of data, thus, it was not 

processed with any special program for qualitative data processing, e.g. NVivo. 
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4.6.4 Weighting the sample 

According to the online version of the Encyclopedia of Social Science Research 

Methods (2003), ―[t]he objective of the weighting is to reduce the bias in the 

estimates that might result from having a sample that does not match the 

distribution of the population‖. Because it is less expensive and more realistic 

than doing probability sampling, the sampling method used in the study was 

non-probability or convenience sampling. In order to compensate for the 

shortcoming of the nonprobability sampling method, and to improve validity 

of results of the six cases, it could be still better to conduct weighting 

procedure of the sample to adjust and to balance the population distributions 

for some of the overall analysis (for the detailed weighting procedure, please 

see Appendix 5).  

4.7 Analytical framework of the study 

The data analyses for this study are organized into four parts:  

I. To describe the data in general, mainly univariate analysis is conducted on 

independent variables and dependent variables. An overall picture of various 

aspects of the six distance education institutions is provided. 

II. To present and describe the dependent variables, using cross-tabulation, 

bivariate analyses are conducted on the dependent variables and the dependent 

variables are grouped by the independent variables, such as distance education 

institution, age, years of education. Differences and specialties among some 

variables are identified. 

III. Some correlations among various variables are examined. Correlation 

coefficient analyses are employed in order to identify some relations between 

some variables, such as perceptions of learning and learning behavior.  

IV. Qualitative analysis is employed for analyzing data collected from field 

visits and interviews with various people, such as students, researchers, 

teachers, staff or administrators.  

According to the objectives of the study, the following issues are analyzed 

through conducting univariate analyses, bivariate analyses on independent and 

dependent variables ― issues related to learner‘s characteristics, learning 

environments, learning related issues, student interaction related issues 
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(especially students‘ peer group support, group learning) and learner support 

services.  

These aspects of the study are analyzed and discussed in the following 

chapters.  

1. Student demographics (student‘s gender, age, educational background, 

tuition fees, etc.);  

2. Learning environments (places and means of accessing the Internet, 

means for interaction); 

3. Learning related issues (the reason for choosing the distance education 

institutions, motivation for learning, student‘ learning habits, etc.); 

4. Interaction issues (the status of their peer interaction, the status  

of small group work and discussions, etc.); 

5. The status of learner support services that students obtained,  

and other sources of support such as peer support, societal support 

and family support.  

The analysis procedure of the six cases is presented holistically with both 

qualitative analysis and quantitative analysis of questionnaires. Some relevant 

correlations between or among various variables or factors are examined. 

Findings from each case study are summarized and presented in boxes and in 

matrix in the analysis Chapter 7.  

 

In this chapter, the case study research method employed for this study is 

described, and the main instruments used for data collection and the 

approaches to the data analysis discussed. A case study research has been 

employed in the study that combines qualitative and quantitative methods for 

data collection and data analysis. More specifically, a triangulation method for 

data collection was used, such as personal interviews, focal-group interviews, 

and non-participatory observations, which were conducted during the first 

stage of this study. A questionnaire survey in paper-and-pencil version and in 

online web version was distributed, and in-depth interviews were conducted 

during the second stage. The sampling methods, measurement of variables, 

design of the questionnaire and pre-testing and administration of the 

questionnaire has been described and discussed here. The data collection, data 

processing and data analysis procedures were also presented and described in 
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this chapter. Finally, a framework of the data analyses for this study was 

presented at the end of the chapter. 



 

Chapter Five  
Students‘ Characteristics and Learning 

Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is mainly to describe characteristics of the students 

and examine learning related issues of the students in the six case institutions. 

Firstly, it describes the characteristics of the distance learners of this study. 

Secondly, it explores in which kind of learning environment (their learning 

conditions and facilities for learning, etc.) they have active learning. Thirdly, it 

looks at what kind of learning that the students had, in terms of their 

motivation, perceptions on learning, and learning behaviors, etc.  

It needs to be mentioned here that the word ―institution‖ frequently used 

throughout the following chapters refers to the population from each of the six 

institutions; there is no intention in this study to use the sample from each 

institution to represent its institution as a whole, because of limitation of 

feature of the data (nonprobability sampling method). Therefore, in the 

following analysis, when presenting results for each institution, it will refer to 

the result of the sample population of its institution; it will not represent the 

status for the institution as a whole.  

5.1 Students‘ profiles 

5.1.1 Gender and age compositions  

There are slightly uneven numbers of male and female students in four of the 

six institutions (Figure 5-1). For the ContEd and RTVU_Lc, the difference 

between the numbers in genders is large. This is mostly due to the nature of 

their programs and admission requirements for specific programs. In ContEd, 

the requirements for enrolment in the program Project Management are 

Bachelor Degree or above, plus three to five years of working experience in the 

field of project management. Project Management was a quite new field in 

China when the survey was conducted, therefore, fewer females than males 
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could meet the requirements. In RTVU_Lc, nearly one-third of the 

respondents were identified as primary teachers, who mostly are females. 

The gender difference could also be that more males than females were 

familiar with the Internet and then more capable to conduct online learning. 

This phenomenon could also be confirmed by this study. There was a larger 

number of male than female students in the samples of OpenService and 

OnlinePU. Those two institutions are featured with highly online learning, 

mainly through the Internet. Especially in OnlinePU, the data was collected 

through Web-questionnaire ― students were invited to visit the Web-

questionnaire pages and fill it in voluntarily. For RTVU_Bj, in which there 

were more female respondents than male respondents, the format of its 

distance education was more traditional ― having more face-to-face lessons 

instead of purely online learning.  

 

 
 

 

Figure 5-1  Gender distribution in the six institutions 
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The majority of the 585 respondents 

were between 25 and 40 years old (Figure 5-

2). That means, most of them were young 

adults, not directly from graduation of 

secondary education, and having some years 

of working experiences. In the recent new 

regulations, it has been forbidden to recruit 

graduates directly from secondary 

education, especially for the Web-based 

HEIs. The institutions are allowed to 

organize online learning for working adults 

to study in their spare time, but not for full-

time studying. 

5.1.2 Educational Background 

The majority of the 553 students had rather 

good educational backgrounds: having gone 

through higher education (total of at least 

16 years), or having two to three years of 

junior tertiary education. The rest, around 

13 percent, had less than 12 years of 

schooling (Figure 5-3). Among those who 

had less than 12 years of schooling, there 

were more female than male students from 

Liaocheng, but more male than female 

students from Beijing. Furthermore, there were more students with less than 12 

years of schooling from RTVU_Bj, OnlinePU_Lc and RTVU_Lc than from 

the other three institutions. Among those three institutions, RTVU_Bj had the 

largest number of respondents who had less than twelve years of schooling 

(Figure 5-4).  

 

 

Figure 5-3  Years of education  
of the students 
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5.1.3 Employment and marriage status 

A great majority of the total 567 respondents were employed or had a job. A 

majority of them were married, having or not having a child (Figure 5-5 and 

Figure 5-6). This proportion of the respondents may have to carry more 

responsibilities and pressures than other respondents and play multi-roles in 

life: employee, parent, child of his/her own parents, and above all, distance 

learner. In two aspects, China is different from Western countries: firstly, China 

has carried out the One-Child-Policy1 for over 30 years; secondly, parents are 

traditionally dependent on their children‘s care and support when they become 

older. For Chinese distance learners, besides conducting distance studying, they 

could be challenged by dealing with many issues concurrently: from work, 

family, their parents and child, without the help from any sibling. If both the 

husband and the wife were from one-child families, they would have to take 

care of three families: their own family and their parents‘ families (Liu, 2011: 

153). Therefore, one of the difficulties they would immediately face after they 

enrolled in distance programs would be how to ―juggle‖ in such delicate 

situations. 

                                                   
1
 The ‗One-Child Policy‘ still implemented today in China was started in 1979 (see: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/One-child_policy). Although it has caused great 

controversy, there has been no sign from the state authority to cease it. The ‗One-

Child Policy‘ regulates that each couple is allowed to give birth to one child only. It is 

especially strict to Han Chinese urban residents.  

Figure 5-4  Years of education, by institution (in percentage) 
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 The interviews with a group of RTVU_Bj students also indicated their 

dilemma between job, study and private life, some of them almost could not 

afford it, as one female student from RTVU_BJ complained that the distance 

learning had occupied too much of her time: 

We have too many sessions of face-to-face courses in a week. We have to come to 

the Institution three evenings plus a weekend day every week. Most of us are very 

busy with our jobs; often we have to ask for an earlier leave from job for the 

lessons. Our leaders become very unhappy with it. Can you imagine people like us 

in this stage of life, we have a busy job, we have parents and child to take care of, 

and family errands to deal with, so frequent lessons a week, how could we organize 

our time … Then, the solution for this could only be to be absent for some 

sessions. I cannot come every session. I have no other ways. 

------Respondent A, from RTVU_Bj 

5.1.4 Monthly income and tuition fees 

Among the respondents who reported ‗employed‘, a large majority had a salary 

below 5000 Chinese Yuan1 (Figure 5-7). The respondents from ContEd had a 

much higher salary (over 5000 Yuan), and nearly all students from RTVU_Lc 

had a quite low salary (below 1500 Yuan). The information about monthly 

                                                   
1 
When the survey was conducted in 2005, the currency exchange rate was that 1 US 

dollar ≈ 8.0 Chinese Yuan. 
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Figure 5-5  Employment status 
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income may not accurately reflect the true situation of the students, because the 

issue of income is sensitive, especially for those who work in companies (but 

not in civil service positions). However, several students from RTVU_Lc 

reported that a primary teacher‘s salary was only 800 Yuan a month (in 2005). 

 

 
In general, all distance education institutions in China require tuition fees 

(except for some free training programs organized by the government). The 

amount of the tuition fees required varies, depending on institutions or models 

of institutions. Normally, a fixed fee for each credit is a standard payment 

among Web-based HEIs. The tuition fee for studying at ContEd was the 

highest among the six institutions. It could be over 30,000 Yuan, for a two-year 

package of a MBA program for Project Management. Tuition fees for studying 

in the RTVU system is comparatively lower. Figure 5-7 also shows that there 

was a large variation in salary among students living in Beijing or living in 

Liaocheng, which could be ten times bigger.  

The respondents were inquired about their financial support for distance 

education, i.e. who paid for their distance education. With a salary less than 

5000 CN Yuan, a large majority paid their tuition fees all by themselves. Only a 

few were helped by close relatives, and very few got some financial support 

from their employers. Only five of the total respondents said their tuition fees 

were fully covered by their employers. None got scholarships or support from 

public funding organizations (except for the students at a teacher-training 

program in RTVU_Lc). RTVU did have some free programs for learners from 

8 

91 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
above 7500

5001-7500

2501-5000

1501-2500

under 1500

no income

Figure 5-7  Monthly income of the sampled students 
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rural areas, or with reduced tuition fees, such as the project One Undergraduate for 

One Village, but the beneficial learners were limited. Students studying in 

conventional Chinese higher education were able to obtain financial support 

from the state, in the forms of loans from banks, scholarships or grants from 

their universities or colleges, etc. It has been very unfortunate that these 

policies have still not been extended to adult distance learners in China.  

5.1.5 Subjects studied 

Unfortunately, 301 of the 587 respondents did not respond to the question 

about which subjects they were studying. They might assume the author could 

estimate it since many of the respondents were from the same class or same 

subject. However, the situation was much more complicated. The subjects that 

the students chose to study were mainly in eight areas: Accounting, Education 

Management, Primary Education, Project Management, Business Management, 

Finance, Law, and Executive Management. Nearly all students at ContEd were 

studying Project Management. Accounting was a popular subject among 

distance learners in the other five institutions. For example, at OpenService, 

over half of the students were studying Accounting, the remaining students 

were studying e-Business, Business Management, Engineering Management, 

Production Management, etc. At RTVU_Lc, half of the respondents were 

studying Education Management; another 64 respondents were in the training 

program for primary school teachers.  

5.1.6 Experiencing to learn at a distance  

A large majority of the respondents reported that it was their first experience of 

ICT-based distance education program (Figure 5-8). Some respondents from the 

RTVU system had more experiences of distance education, e.g. half of the 

students from RTVU_Lc had twice or three times of experiences of distance 

education. The RTVU system has existed for almost three decades, later 

covering almost all provinces or autonomous regions (except Tibet) and many 

counties of China, targeting on a large group of non-metropolitan population. 

It was regarded as easy-to-access and convenient (with many learning centers 

or working stations), and a cheaper alternative to other forms of higher 

education. OpenService and OnlinePU were quite newly established and were 

still in their pilot period. 
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5.2 Learning environments 

It is crucial to understand the learning environment in which the students 

conducted their distance learning, looking on one hand at the conditions a 

distance learner could afford and on the other at what kind of facilities 

distance-education institution provided for their learners.  

The following three questions were asked in the questionnaire about their 

learning environment and facilities: 1) Where and how often did they access the 

Internet for conducting online learning? 2) How often did they connect to the 

Internet through technical means such as broadband, ISDN, dial telephone or 

mobile telephone? 3) To what extent did they use the given communicative 

devices to interact with their classmates and teachers?  

5.2.1 Places and means for online learning via the Internet  

The results (Figure 5-9) show that a majority of the students did their online 

learning from home or from job places. Some students conducted their online 

learning also at institutions or learning centers, even from Internet bars. Very 

few conducted their learning at friends‘ homes or at public libraries. By 

institutions, a majority of the students at RTVU_Lc did their learning from the 

learning center or from job places, but also from home or from Internet bars. 

A majority of the students from other five institutions conducted their online 

learning mainly from home or from job places (Figure 5-10).  

A large majority of the students reported that they used broadband 

connections for connecting to the Internet, while one-fifth used either dialup 

telephone or ISDN (Figure 5-11). The situation today could be very different 

since communication technologies have developed much more.  

 

 
Figure 5-11  The means to access the Internet 
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5.2.2 Means for academic interaction 

Students were asked about which communication technologies and how often 

they used them to interact with each other and with teachers for academic 

discussions or dialogues. However, the findings of the study showed that the 

academic dialogues between individuals were not so active. A large proportion 

of the students either ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ employed any of these means (QQ 

or MSN, BBS, subject forums, telephone, email and face-to-face meeting) for 

interacting with classmates for academic purposes (Figure 5-12). Among them, 

the most often used communicative devices were ‗QQ 1  or MSN‘ (for 

synchronous communication), and ‗BBS2‘.  

With respect to each institution (Figure 5-13), the students at OpenService 

had quite even distributions at six categories of frequency. Quite a large 

proportion of the students at ContEd used ―often‖ or ―very often‖ ―email‖ for 

communication, and a great percentage of them ―never‖ used subject forums. 

                                                   
1
 Tencent QQ, referred to as QQ, is the most popular free instant messaging computer 

program in China, and the world‘s third most popular IM service. According to 

Tencent's financial reports, there were 317.9 million active QQ accounts as of the 

end of March 2008[3]. See more at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tencent_QQ. 
2
 BBS: Bulletin Board System, similar to ―discussion forum‖ for asynchronous 

communication. 

Figure 5-12  Means for interacting academically with others, in percentage 
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A majority of the students at OnlinePU ―never‖ had ―face-to-face meeting‖, 

while they ―very often‖ used ―QQ or MSN messenger‖, ―BBS‖ or ―subject 

forum‖. A large percentage of the students at OnlinePU_Lc irregularly 

interacted with each other via all devices and so did the students from 

RTVU_Bj and RTVU_Lc. 
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5.2.3 Visiting learning centers 

Students‘ learning modes could also be reflected through the frequency of their 

visiting their learning centers or distance education institutions. A very large 

percentage of the students at RTVU_Bj often went to their institutions or 

learning centers (Figure 5-14). A large proportion of the students at OnlinePU 

and at OpenService ―seldom‖ visited their college or learning centers. A large 

proportion of the students at ContEd and RTVU_Lc visited their institutes 

fairly frequently.  

5.3 Students‘ learning 

5.3.1 The reasons for choosing the institution  

The students were asked why they chose the particular institution to study at a 

distant mode. Among ten given items, ―for its good reputation‖, ―it is flexible 

in years of completion‖ and because of ―working-studying conflicts‖ were the 

leading reasons. ―Gaining the certificate easier in the distance education 

institution‖ was the most unlikely reason of all (Figure 5-15).  

With respect to institution, the main reason for OpenService students was 

―working-studying conflict‖. For ContEd students, it was for ―its good 

reputation.‖ OnlinePU students had two main reasons: for ―its good 

reputation‖ and because of ―working-studying conflict‖. The RTVU_Bj 

students were more neutral on all reasons, but the most common reason for 

them was also ―the working-studying conflict‖. The two main reasons for 

students from OnlinePU_Lc were for ―being able to learn from various 

colleges‖ and for ―experiencing online learning‖. The reasons for the students 

at RTVU_Lc were to ―experience online learning‖ and because of ―its good 

reputation‖ (Figure 5-16).  
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Figure 5-14  Frequency of visiting learning center or college (in percentage) 
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Figure 5-16  Reasons for choosing the distance-learning institutions,  
by institution 
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5.3.2 Motivations for studying  

Motivation for learning has been one of the important indicators associated 

with students‘ achievement or success. Moreover, learning for ‗intrinsic 

interest‘ is one of the important types of motivation for achieving ‗deep 

learning‘ (Biggs, 1987). A large majority of the students considered that all 

listed six motives were quite true to their situations. Among the six motives, 

studying ―for improving profession qualities‖ or ―to be promoted in job‖ 

appeared to be the first two leading motives. The proportion of the students 

aimed their learning ―for gaining certificate‖ was larger than those who studied 

for their ―intrinsic interests‖ (Figure 5-17, Figure 5-18).  

 

 
 

Figure 5-17  Motivation for learning, in percentage 
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Figure 5-18  Motivation for learning, by institution 
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In OpenService, OnlinePU, OnlinePU_Lc and RTVU_Bj, there were 

higher percentages of the students who ―most unlikely‖ or ―unlikely‖ learned 

from their ―intrinsic interests‖ than learned ―for gaining certificates‖ (Figure 5-

19). From this, we might interpret that more students may have the tendencies 

to take a ―surface approach‖ rather than a ―deep approach‖ to learning 

(Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983; Biggs, 1987; Biggs and Moore, 1993, and see 

Table 3.1). 

 

 
With increasing age, more students tended to study from ―intrinsic interest‖ 

(with exception of the age range from 36 to 40) (Figure 5-20). However, with 

―years of education‖ increasing, there were more percentages of the students 

who studied ―for gaining certificate‖ than for ―intrinsic interests‖ (Figure 5-21). 

 

Figure 5-19  Intrinsic interests and gaining the certificate, by institution 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

O
p

en
S
er

v
ic

e
C

o
n

tE
d

O
n

li
n

eP
U

O
n

li
n

eP
U

_
L

c
R

T
V

U
_
B

j
R

T
V

U
_
L

c

very untrue basically untrue neutral basically true very true



124   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

 
 

 
 

 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

For gaining certificate

Intrinsic interests

For gaining certificate

Intrinsic interests

For gaining certificate

Intrinsic interests

For gaining certificate

Intrinsic interests

For gaining certificate

Intrinsic interests

1
8
-2

4
2
5
-3

0
3
1
-3

5
3
6
-4

0
4
1
-5

0

A
ge

Most unlikely true Unlikely true Not sure Likely true Most likely true

Figure 5-20  Motivation for learning, by age 

Y
ea

rs
 o

f 
E

d
u
ca

ti
o

n
 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

 For gaining certificate

 Intrinsic interests

<
9

9
-1

2
1
3
-1

4
1
5
-1

7
>

1
7

Most unlikely true Unlikely true Not sure Likely true Most likely true

Figure 5-21  Motivation for learning, by years of education 

Figure 5-22  Student perceptions of learning 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

 Accumulating knowledge

 Cultivating abilities or skills

 Relating knowledge to various subjects

 Simulating new examples

 Memorizing contents of textbook

 Dealing with exams

Least important Less important just so so Important Very important



 Students’ Characteristics and Learning   125 

 

5.3.3 Perception of learning 

The students at the six institutions were asked about the relative importance of 

the six given studennt perceptions/conceptions of learning in their studies 

(Figure 5-22). Nearly half of them thought ―learning to accumulate knowledge‖ 

―very important‖. Around half of the learners thought ―learning for dealing 

with examination‖ ―least important‖, and thought ―learning for memorizing 

the contents of textbook‖ ―less important‖. Learning ―for dealing with exams‖ 

was regarded as ―least important‖ by a large majority of the students.  

 

 
Figure 5-23  Student perceptions of learning, by institution 
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In general, the students at four institutes ranked ―to accumulate 

knowledge‖ the most important (Figure 5-23). At ContEd, half of the students 

listed ―to cultivate abilities or skills‖ very important, while at RTVU_Lc, a large 

proportion of the students ranked ―to relate knowledge to various subjects‖ 

very important.  

5.3.4 Learning behaviors 

A majority of the students indicated that they ―often‖ or ―very often‖ ―related 

new knowledge to past experiences‖, ―spent more time on difficulties‖, ―found 

related knowledge or information for new topic‖ and ―related one subject to 

other subjects‖. However, one-third of the students ―often‖ studied ―only 

before exams‖, and around one-third of the students were ―less often‖ ―critical 

towards textbook or teaching contents‖ (Figure 5-24). 

 

 
Figure 5-24  Students‘ habitual learning behaviors, in percentage 
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A high percentage (between one-fifth and one-third) of the students was 

―neutral‖ to all the statements, e.g. nearly forty percent was ―less often‖ 

―critical towards textbook or teaching contents‖.  

There is a significant positive correlation (Table 5.1) between ―perception of 

learning for dealing with exams‖ and ―frequency of studying only before 

examinations‖, although the correlation coefficient value was quite weak, R 

=.232, p = 0.01.  

Table 5.1  Correlation between learning for dealing with exams and studying 
only before exams 

Perceiving learning as  
for dealing with exams 

Frequency of studying only before exams 

.232** N=492 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). (Kendall‘s tau_b) 

This confirmed that students‘ perceptions (or conceptions) of learning 

could influence their learning behavior and further influence their approaches 

to learning (Richardson, 2006: 868). In other words, which approach to 

learning that a student chooses to use is constrained by the student‘s 

perceptions/conceptions of learning (Richardson, 2000: 31). Concretely, a 

certain habitual learning behavior indicates a certain learning approach, e.g. 

―studying only before examination‖ and ―to be critical on textbook or teaching 

contents‖. Those two kinds of habitual learning behaviors would most possibly 

relate to surface approach or deep approach accordingly. The above results 

showed that more than one-third of the total 587 respondents ―often‖ or ―very 

often‖ ―studied only before exams‖. It could be reasonable to assume that this 

group of respondents most likely had a tendency of using a ―surface approach‖ 

or a ―strategic approach‖ to learning, rather than ―deep approach to learning‖. 

Moreover, a large percentage of the total number of respondents ―less often‖ 

studied their courses with critical minds or critical analysis, which may also 

infer that they did not have the tendency of engaging themselves in ―deep 

approach‖ to learning.  

Looking at all institutions, the largest proportion of the respondents from 

each of the institutions except RTVU_Lc would ―often‖ ―relate the new to the 

old knowledge‖ (Figure 5-25). In contrast, the smallest proportion of the 

respondents in each institution would ―often‖ ―be critical towards 

textbook/teaching contents‖ during their studies. In other words, most of the 
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respondents from five of the six institutions (except RTVU_Lc) ―seldom‖ 

conducted critical thinking about their studying materials or about their 

teachers‘ teaching. Among five institutions (except RTVU_Lc), the proportion 

of the respondents from each institution who would often ―study only before 

examinations‖ was also larger than the proportion of the respondents who 

would often do ―critical thinking on their learning‖ in the respective institution.  

Figure 5-25  Students‘ habitual learning behaviors, by institution 
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Moreover, a comparative larger proportion of the respondents from each 

institution replied ―not sure‖ to all the given learning behaviors, especially to 

the item ―being critical of textbook or teaching contents‖. It may be interpreted 

that the respondents were hesitated in response, or they were not so familiar 

with this statement. 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter presents the students‘ profiles, learning environment and the 

features of their learning, such as their motivation, perceptions/conceptions of 

learning and habitual learning behaviors. Most of the students accessed the 

Internet for doing their online learning from home or from job place, also at 

the institution or learning center, even from an Internet Bar. A large proportion 

of the students never or seldom employed various communicative devices for 

academic interaction with classmates. A larger proportion of the students 

aimed their learning at gaining certificate; a smaller group of them did their 

learning from their intrinsic interests, especially in four of the six ICT-based 

distance education institutions. Some of the students often did their studies 

only before examinations, and less often to be critical of their textbooks or 

teachers‘ teaching. With years of education increasing, more percentage of the 

students studied for gaining certificate than from intrinsic interests. 

 

 





 

Chapter Six  
Students‘ Interaction and Collaboration 

Introduction 

This chapter will present results of students‘ interaction and students‘ group 

work activities. It will examine interaction among the students of the six 

institutions in this study, and the learning format, in terms of the extent that 

they had academic interactions with others, and the extent that they had small 

groups work, etc.  

6.1 Interaction with others 

The students were asked the extents that they interacted with various people 

for academic purposes, with their classmates from the same class, with last-year 

schoolmates, with other old classmates, with older friends outside, or other 

peer friends.  

6.1.1 Dialogues with different people 

In the six institutions the frequencies of the students discussing with various 

people tended to be low. A higher percentage of the students had ―not at all‖ 

or ―seldom‖ discussed with the listed five kinds of people, with exception of 

―discussion with classmates in the same class‖, which was a little more 

common (Figure 6-1).  

At OnlinePU, it was more common than in other institutions that the 

students never had discussions with classmates (Figure 6-2). However, 

OnlinePU is a Web-based higher education institution, where the students 

never or seldom have face-to-face contacts. The students at OnlinePU were 

supposed to have online discussions with their classmates, but obviously they 

seldom had such discussions. At OnlinePU_Lc, a higher proportion of the 

students ―often‖ or ―very often‖ discussed with their classmates in the same 

class. The data from RTVU_Lc also shows that the distance learners at 

Liaocheng tended to have higher frequency of discussing with their classmates 
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in the same class. Moreover, ContEd had a higher percentage of the students 

who ―often‖ discussed with their classmates, which could be because they 

often had projects as a collaborative assignment for the students to work 

together with.  

 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure 6-1  Frequency of discussing with various people 
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Figure 6-2  Discussion with classmates, by institution (in percentage) 
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6.1.2 Students’ opinions on benefits of discussions with different kinds of people 

The students were asked about to which extent they believed they would 

benefit from discussing academic problems with the five kinds of people listed 

(Figure 6-3). In general, the largest proportions of the students from the six 

institutions were neutral (―not much not less‖) to the benefits from discussing 

with ―aged friends outside‖, ―other old classmates outside‖ and ―other peer 

friends‖. However, around half of the students reported that they would 

benefit ―much‖ from discussing with ―classmates in the same class‖ or with 

―last year schoolmates‖.  

 

 
 

Among five kinds of people that they were supposed to benefit ―much‖ 

from discussing with, the students in the institutions (except OnlinePU_Lc) 

ranked ―classmates in the same class‖ as number one, and ―last year 

schoolmates‖ as number two (Figure 6-4). Larger proportions of the students of 

RTVU_BJ were neutral to the benefits from discussing with three kinds of 

people: last year schoolmates, other old classmates outside, and other peer 

friends. A large proportion of the students at ContEd and OnlinePU_Lc 

considered they would benefit ―much‖ or ―greatly‖ from discussing with 

classmates in the same class and last year schoolmates.  

 

Figure 6-3  Benefit from discussing with other people 
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Figure 6-4  Benefit from discussing with other people, by institution 
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6.1.3 Students’ opinions on effectiveness of various forms of discussions 

The students were asked which of the listed forms of discussion they 

considered to have the best effects on their learning. The largest proportions of 

the students considered that all the listed forms of discussion had ―better‖ 

effects to their learning. Among all listed forms that had the ―best‖ effects to 

their learning, the highest percentage was ―after-class face-to-face discussion in 

groups‖. Moreover, with respect to ―independent learning by oneself‖, more 

students were neutral and less students considered it had ―better‖ or ―best‖ 

effectiveness for their learning (Figure 6-5).  

The large majority of all the students considered that all listed forms had 

―quite good‖ or ―the best‖ effects for their learning. A higher percentage of the 

students from OpenService, OnlinePU and OnlinePU_Lc respectively regarded 

―teacher-organized after-lesson online discussion‖ and ―self-organized online 

discussion by group‖ as having better or best effectiveness for their learning 

compared with the other forms (Figure 6-6). A larger proportion of the students 

from RTVU_Bj were neutral to all above-mentioned four forms of discussion. 
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Figure 6-6  Effectiveness of various forms of discussion, by institution 
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6.2 Small group work 

6.2.1 The wish for and the reality of participating in group work 

The students were asked about whether they wanted to participate in group 

work and whether they had participated in any online learning groups in the 

recent one year. In general, more students would like to join in group work 

activities but not many of them actually had attended self-organized online 

group work (Figure 6-7).  

 

 

Figure 6-7  Desire for group work or attending a self-organized online 
forum, by institution (in percentage) 
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6.2.2 Whether having group assignments 

One of the common methods among higher education instructors in some 

western countries is to give students assignments to complete collaboratively in 

the form of a group work assignment, also in e-learning environments 

(McConnell, 2006). According to this study, a large proportion of the students 

―never‖ or ―seldom‖ had ―assignments for group work‖, except for ContEd 

students who had it ―often‖ (nearly 60 percent). One possible explanation for 

this situation at ContEd could be that it was related to the subject that they 

were studying Project Management. The interviews with students and teaching 

staff at ContEd also confirmed that they had more project-based learning, and 

that they often were asked to work out their assignments collaboratively in 

groups (Figure 6-8). 

6.2.3 Online discussions among group members 

The students were asked about the frequency of ―online discussions among 

group members‖. Except for some respondents who interpreted the meaning 

of a small group as a whole class, some did organize their own learning groups 

independently from their class meetings. Overall, the larger proportions of the 

students ―never‖ had or ―seldom‖ had such discussions. Nearly half of the 

students at ContEd ―seldom‖ had ―online discussions among group members‖, 

while at OnlinePU_Lc and RTVU_Lc, there were larger proportions of the 

students who had it ―often‖. In OnlinePU and RTVU_Bj, the proportion of 

the students who had it ―often‖ or ―very often‖ was smaller than that of those 

who had it ―seldom‖ (Figure 6-9).  

6.2.4 Social activities 

The students were asked about to which extent they had social activities 

between classmates and with teachers. Overall, they seldom had such social 

get-togethers. The students from OnlinePU_Lc and RTVU_Lc tended more 

often to have social activities (Figure 6-10).  
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Figure 6-8  Assignments for group work, by institution (in percentage)  
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Figure 6-9  Online discussions among group members, by institution (%) 
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Table 6.1  Times of having group work in the previous term  
(in percentage) 

Having group work in the previous school term (about four and half months) 

0 time 1-3 time(s) 4-6 times 7-10 times 11-20 times >20times Total (N) 

40 46 11 1 1 1 422 

Figure 6-10  Social activities between students and teachers, by institution 
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6.2.5 The experience of group work in previous term 

A large majority of the students said they had not or seldom had participated in 

group work in the previous school term (Table 6.1). A large proportion of the 

students in each institution either had ―no‖ group work or had ―one to three 

times‖ in the previous term. The students from OnlinePU_Lc and RTVU_Lc, 

and ContEd had more than four to six times the amount of group work in 

previous school term when the survey was conducted (Figure 6-11). 

6.2.6 Frequency and size of small group  

RTVU_Bj students were organized into groups with ten members in each. It 

was compulsory from the beginning when the students were enrolled according 

to the pedagogical design. The grouping was that they were placed into groups 

simply based on the name list.  

 A tutor teacher who was working at RTVU_Bj was interviewed at that 

time for the administrative work that she was mainly responsible for. She was 

asked, among many other questions, about group work among the students 

under her administration. She said: 

Yes, our students do have groups among them. That is obliged from our 

curriculum. From the very beginning, we divided our students into groups with ten 

students, according to the name list. Meanwhile, they could change group if they 

needed to. Among the group members, there is a group head. Normally, I give 

some tasks for the group head, and let him or her to inform the other members. 

That is what they normally do. Our students are very busy; they even have no time 

to show up at lessons, let alone to join in physical group learning. That is quite 

difficult for them. For example, I have to chase them and remind them to hand in 

their assignments in time according to their instructors, or pay some fees that they 

have to. Some of the students have very often business travels, which makes it even 

more difficult for me to trace them when there is something for them to do.  

----- Respondent B, a teacher from RTVU_Bj 

A group of four female students from RTVU_Bj was interviewed during 

the long break between their lessons. They told the author that they were 

almost the best students in their class, and that is why their tutor picked them 
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for the author to interview. They were asked about group learning related 

questions as the following:  

Question: Do you study in group? Or have you joined in a group for studying after 

your lessons? 

Answer: Group learning after lessons? Yes, I remember we were divided into groups, 

every ten students in one group, but that kind of group almost does not function. But 

we four are closer, often stick together, to exchange information or discuss questions. 

Sometimes we call each other if we need. We like a small group, some other boys may 

have a larger group. I heard that several of them go to a restaurant, eat and discuss, 

especially before examination. We meet here at school more than a couple of times a 

week; we don’t need to meet extra at other place for group learning. If we have some 

problems, we either come a little earlier or stay a little later to discuss and solve our 

problems.  

------ Respondents C, D, E, F, from RTVU_Bj 

From the qualitative findings of this study, we understood that more 

students preferred a small size, four to six members in a group, which 

confirmed Strijbos and Martens‘s (2001) research findings. In addition, some of 

the RTVU_Lc students seemed to have confused the item concerning group 

size with the whole class. Eighteen percent of them indicated the suitable 

group size should be from 21 to 80.  

The group work environment refers to two aspects: physical environment 

and virtual environment. The findings from interviews with the students of 

RTVU_Bj showed that they needed and wanted to have group work. However, 

they did not have small conference rooms at their institutions suitable for 

group work. Instead, whenever they needed it, particularly before the 

examinations, they met in a big classroom when it was not occupied. 

Alternatively, some of the groups met at a restaurant, having a meal and 

discussion at the same time. Usually up to a group of ten students came 

together and tried to understand the difficulties/problems by other classmates‘ 

explanations. For the other five institutions, the situation of physical facilities 

for group learning or group work was more or less the same as in RTVU_Bj. 

The virtual environment for group work could include online forums for single 

group works, for the whole class or for all students from the same major or 

subject. All six ICT-based distance education institutions had some kinds of 

online forums for students to meet and communicate with each other; 
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however, as the finding showed previously, they did not use the subject forum 

or BBS often. 

6.2.7 The ideal size of a small group 

Overall, the ideal size for a small group for a large proportion of the 

respondents from the six institutions was 4 to 12 members (Figure 6-12). 

Noticeably, almost one-fifth of the students replied that they preferred to study 

by themselves. At OnlinePU, nearly three-quarters of the students preferred 

not to work with others (Figure 6-13). At the time the survey was conducted, 

they studied alone all by themselves, and did not work with any other student 

or in any group of classmates. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 6-12  Ideal size of a group 
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6.2.8 Preferred frequency to have a group work 

Overall, about one-third of the respondents from the six institutions preferred 

to have group work ―once a month‖ or ―once every other week‖ (Figure 6-14). 

More than one-fifth of them preferred to have it ―once a week‖. Nearly half of 

the students from ContEd or RTVU_Bj preferred to have a group work ―once 

a month‖, another larger proportion was ―once half a month‖. At OnlinePU, 

more respondents preferred to have it ―once a week‖ rather than to have it 

―once a month‖ or at other frequencies (Figure 6-15).  

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6-14  Preferred frequency of organizing group work 

1/season; 5% 

1/ month; 31% 

1/ 3 weeks; 9% 

1/half month; 
29% 

1/ week; 22% 

2/week; 4% 

P
re

fe
rr

ed
 f

re
q
u
en

cy
 o

f 
gr

o
u
p

 w
o

rk

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

RTVU_Bj ContEd OnlinePU_Lc OpenService OnlinePU RTVU_Lc

1/season

1/ month

1/ 3 weeks

1/half month

1/ week

2/week

Figure 6-15  Preferred frequency of organizing group work, by institution 
 



Students’ Interaction and Collaboration   145 

 

 

Figure 6-16  The extent of having various forms of group work,  
by institution 
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6.2.9 Forms of group work 

This study tried to cover all existing forms of group learning that students 

could possibly have. Overall, the largest proportion of the students in the six 

institutions did not have any of the given forms of group work, or seldom had 

the listed forms of group work. For example, other larger proportions among 

the remaining categories were: ―once a year‖ they had ―working in groups 

during lessons‖, and ―once a month‖ they had ―scheduled, teacher-appointed 

members, stable group work‖.  

A great proportion of the students from OnlinePU had not had any of the 

given forms of group work. The situation was similar to OpenService‘s 

students (Figure 6-16). For RTVU_Lc, there was almost an even distribution of 

proportion on each category of frequency.  

6.2.10 Issues for discussion in group work 

Students were asked about what issues they mainly discussed when they met in 

group learning (see Figure 6-17). The largest proportion of the students 

discussed mostly about three issues: ―examination‖, ―assignments‖ or ―key 

questions or difficulties‖ in their studies. Overall, at each of the six institutions, 

the largest proportion of the students discussed mostly ―examination‖ or 

―assignments‖. At ContEd, the third largest proportion of its students also 

discussed quite a lot about ―teaching quality‖ (Figure 6-18).  
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Figure 6-17  Issues for discussion in group work 
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6.2.11 Students’ opinions on benefits of having group work 

As the results showed previously, a large proportion of the students did not 

attend any group-learning activity. When the students were asked about their 

opinions on the benefits of having the given forms of group work, a large 

proportion of the students turned out to be neutral to each of the forms. 

Another large proportion of them said they would benefit ―much‖ if there were 

such forms of group work. The proportion of the respondents at RTVU_Bj 

who were neutral was the largest proportion among all categories. We may 

Figure 6-18  Issues for discussion in group work, by institution 
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interpret that they were forced to give some opinions that they were not so 

interested in, or they did not experience these forms of group work before.  

 
Figure 6-19  Benefits of having various forms of group work, by institution 
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At OpenService and OnlinePU, where the students mostly were learning 

via online only, the largest proportion of their respondents would benefit 

―much‖ from having ―synchronous communication via QQ/MSN messenger‖. 

The largest proportion at RTVU_Bj and ContEd would benefit ―a lot/much‖ 

from having ―temporary group work for group assignments‖. However, the 

largest proportion of the RTVU_Bj students would benefit ―not much not 

less‖ from all forms of group work.  

The respondents from ContEd would benefit from having ―much‖ of 

―temporary group work for group assignments‖, ―scheduled, with fixed-

members, self-organized group work‖ and ―temporary, no fixed members, self-

organized group work‖. The respondents from OpenService and OnlinePU_Lc 

would benefit ―much‖ or ―greatly‖ from the various forms of ―self-organized‖ 

group work. The respondents from OnlinePU seemed to be in favor of 

―scheduled, with teacher appointed members, stable group work‖, a very small 

proportion of them would benefit from ―temporary, no fixed members, self-

organized group work‖. The responses from RTVU_Lc had almost equal 

distributions on two categories: ―not much not less‖ and ―much‖, which seems 

abnormal. Overall, because the proportions of ―not much not less‖ are very 

large, it is difficult to draw apparent conclusions from the respondents (Figure 

6-19). 

6.3 Students‘ attitudes towards group work 

6.3.1 Attitudes towards positive aspects of group work 

Overall, a large majority of the respondents from the six institutions ―agreed‖ 

or ―strongly agreed‖ with all the listed positive aspects of group work (Figure 6-

20). The highest percentage of the respondents ―agreed‖ that group work 

would ―deepen their understanding to the learning contents‖, could ―share 

knowledge within group‖. Besides, also a large proportion of the respondents 

thought that group work would ―stimulate thinking or reflections‖. A high 

percentage of the respondents ―strongly agreed‖ that group work would ―give 

emotional support‖ to each other. The lowest percentage of the respondents 

―agreed‖ (and ―strongly agreed‖) that group work would ―reduce workload‖. 
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At RTVU_Lc and OpenService, the largest proportions of the respondents 

―agreed‖ that group work would ―give emotional support‖. Similarly, at 

OnlinePU and OnlinePU_Lc, almost the largest proportions of the 

respondents ―agreed‖ or ―strongly agreed‖ with that (Figure 6-21).  

At RTVU_Bj and ContEd, most of the respondents met comparatively 

often, and might not need ―emotional support‖ as much as other institutions. 

Especially at OnlinePU, OnlinePU_Lc and OpenService, where the students 

were supposed to do distance learning all online, they seldom had chances to 

have physical face-to-face meeting. It is reasonable to see that a larger 

proportion of the respondents from these four Web-based distance education 

institutions regarded group work as a way to give emotional support, which 

confirmed the findings from Wiesenberg (2001), Strijbos (2000), Dennis and 

Valacich (1994). At ContEd, a great number of the respondents considered 

group work as a way to ―deepen understanding‖, ―learn more from other 

classmates‖, ―stimulate thinking and reflections‖, ―improve the quality of 

assignments‖, and to ―make study-life delightful‖. 

At OnlinePU, also very large proportions of the respondents considered 

that group work would ―deepen their understanding of what they learned‖, 

―stimulate thinking and reflections‖, and ―share knowledge with other 

members‖. A small proportion of the respondents disagreed with the statement 

that group work would ―improve assignments‘ quality‖ and ―reduce workload‖ 

of their studies.  

Figure 6-20  Attitudes towards positive aspects of group work 
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Figure 6-21  Attitudes towards positive aspects of group work,  
by institution 

 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

share knowledge within group
stimulate thinking/reflection actively

improve the self responsibilities
deepen understand/interest of textbook

give emotion support
make study life delighted

learn more from classmates
clear up confusions

reduce work load
improve assignment quality by GW

O
p

en
S
er

v
ic

e
O

n
lin

eP
U

O
n

lin
eP

U
_

L
c

R
T

V
U

_
L

c
R

T
V

U
_
B

j
C

o
n

tE
d

strongly disagree disagree neutral agree strongly agree



152   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

 
 

 

6.3.2 Attitudes towards negative aspects of group work 

Overall, the proportions of the respondents who ―disagreed‖ or ―strongly 

disagreed‖ with the listed negative statements were larger than the proportions 

of those who agreed with these statements. However, the proportions of the 

respondents who were ―neutral‖ to all the negative aspects of group work were 

the largest among all five scales. It could be because they were forced to give 

Figure 6-22  The extent of agreeing with negative aspects of group work 
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Figure 6-23  Strategies for organizing effective group work 
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opinions on the negative aspects of group work, of which they had not had 

much experience. Also, the respondents might not want to or dared not to take 

a position pro or against of all the statements about the negative aspects of 

group work. Among all statements, the largest percentage of the respondents 

―strongly agreed‖ or ―agreed‖ that ―the group work is not sustainable‖. They 

might have wished their group work could be organized regularly and 

sustainably (Figure 6-22).  

6.3.3 Strategies for organizing group work 

The students were asked about strategies for organizing effective group work. 

The largest proportion of the respondents ―agreed‖ that group work should 

have a ―clear plan for discussions‖, or should have ―someone in charge of 

planning‖ (Figure 6-23). A large majority ―agreed‖ or ―strongly agreed‖ to 

―make regulations‖ to secure the quality of group work. However, the 

regulations for better group work did not include these: ―punishing or 

awarding someone in the group‖, having ―competitions among groups‖ among 

all classmates, or ―evaluating each other among members‖ in a group work. A 

large proportion ―disagreed‖ on the three regulations.  

6.4 Summary 

The chapter presents the findings from a perspective of the six institutions as a 

whole and from each of the institution. It intended to provide a holistic 

description and understanding of the sample population of all six institutions. 

The chapter mainly analyzed the data about the students‘ interaction: 

discussion, small group work. Overall, a large proportion of the students would 

like to participate in group work activities, and they also believed that they 

would benefit a lot from participating in various group work, and from 

discussions with classmates, and schoolmates of previous years. They positively 

perceived group work as to deepen understanding of learning contents, to 

share knowledge within groups, to provide emotional support, etc. However, 

the academic interaction among the students were in lower frequencies and 

with low quality; that is, they used some interactive or communicative devices 

ineffectively; seldom had assignments for group work, lacked of various forms 

of group work or online academic discussions among each other, and had low 

quality of group work activities (except for ContEd). 
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According to Kelsey and D‘souza (2004), interaction between students is 

treated as a predicating indicator for the success of distance education courses. 

Academic dialogues between individuals are crucial for achieving meaningful 

learning. From the findings of the study, however, the interactive situations 

between individuals were not so common, especially not dialogues between 

learners (Lim, 2004). A large proportion of the students ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ 

employed the means of QQ or MSN, BBS, subject forum, telephone, email and 

face-to-face meeting for communicating with classmates for academic 

interaction. The respondents from OnlinePU and OpenService had not much 

academic discussions with any kind of listed people, which confirms Guo et 

al.‘s (2009) finding that there was a lack of academic interactions from students. 

It seems that the students from local branches such as OnlinePU_Lc had 

closer and more frequent interactions with each other than those at OnlinePU. 

The pattern of their regular discussions with different kinds of people 

corresponded with their schedule of lessons. However, the majority of 

OnlinePU_Lc suggested that they would benefit from such discussions with 

others, especially discussions with classmates and last year schoolmates.  

It has been widely acknowledged in higher education that group-based 

learning is considered to have multifunction in the process of learning. The 

findings from this study suggest that, obviously, a large majority of the 

respondents had strong wishes to join in a well-organized group work, but only 

half of the respondents had participated in some forms of self-organized online 

forum. The results confirmed other researchers‘ findings that undergraduates 

highly value small group work as a helpful approach, which creates a particular 

―affective support‖ in their learning (Smith, 1998), and involve socio-

emotionally focused processes (Dennis and Valacich, 1994).  

The findings from interviews with the students of RTVU_Bj showed that 

they needed and wished to have group work. Some did organize their own 

learning groups separately from their class. From the qualitative findings of this 

study, we understood that more students preferred a small size, four to six 

members in a group, which confirmed Strijbos and Martens‘s (2001) research 

findings. Moreover, a large proportion of the students ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ 

had ―assignments for group work‖, except for students at ContEd. The 

respondents‘ attitudes towards group-based learning were similar; they agreed 

that there were both advantages and disadvantages of working in a group. 



 

Chapter Seven  
Learner Support and Related Issues 

Introduction 

 A central part of the academic mission should focus on learner support that 

offers students the opportunity to enjoy ―a supportive learning environment‖ 

in the educational system, which will guide and benefit them for academic 

success (Brindley and Paul, 2004: 6). Therefore, a quality integrated institutional 

support system for students is a necessity for that success. Many institutions 

may have employed a variety of approaches to operate adult learning programs 

online or offline. However, these approaches may not have prepared the 

students to ―appreciate the complex nature of the support system‖ for ensuring 

a quality online learning (Wiesenberg and Stacey, 2005: 386).  

After examining the students in this study with regards to their profiles and 

their situation of interaction, and in terms of their discussions and small group 

work, this chapter will uncover some facts about various kinds of learner 

support services that the six institutions provided for or were supposed to 

provide for the students, e.g. the extent to which they had learner support. 

Furthermore, it will examine the extent to which they were satisfied with these 

support services and which they considered were most effective. It also 

presents students‘ perceptions of other sources of support, such as family 

support, or societal support. Through the chapter‘s analysis, it may be found 

out what kinds of learner support services or group of support services may 

affect directly or indirectly students‘ critical thinking, and may increase their 

reflections during their learning, which are vital to the quality of distance 

learning in other ordinary situations.  

7.1 Acquaintance with classmates and sense of belonging 

For a student to be acquainted or familiar with other classmates can be the 

starting point for their further collaboration in distance learning. Therefore, to 

examine the extent to which students felt familiar with their classmates and the 
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extent to which they felt a sense of belonging to their institutions could be a 

primary step to anticipate their interactive and collaborative situation. The 

result (Figure 7-1) showed that there was a large proportion in the ―moderate‖ 

position for each of the two variables, which could reflect the real situations: 

about forty percent of them knew their classmates ―moderately‖, and felt a 

―moderately‖ strong sense of belonging to their institution. However, over half 

of the respondents felt ―less familiar‖ or ―not at all familiar‖ with their 

classmates. Only a small percentage (eight percent) of the respondents felt 

―quite familiar‖ with their classmates. Concerning the strength of their sense of 

belonging to their institution, a quite large proportion of the respondents felt a 

―quite strong‖ sense of belonging, a comparatively smaller proportion of them 

felt a ―less strong‖ or a ―not at all strong‖ sense of belonging to their 

institutions.  

 

 
With respect to each institution (Figure 7-2), around 70 percent of the 

OnlinePU respondents were ―not at all familiar‖ and ―less familiar‖ with other 

classmates. The phenomenon may well be explained by their learning mode: 

almost totally online learning, without face-to-face meetings. However, around 

half of them felt a ―much strong‖ or ―very strong‖ sense of belonging to their 

institution, which could be because the host university of OnlinePU, People‘s 

University of China, is one of the key universities in China. The responses at 

the branch OnlinePU_Lc were quite evenly distributed across four categories 

Figure 7-1  Degree of familiarity with classmates and sense of belonging 
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(except for ―very familiar‖). Also, a large proportion of the respondents at 

OnlinePU_Lc were ―less familiar‖ or ―not at all familiar‖ with their classmates. 

On the other hand, a very large proportion of them felt a ―moderate strong‖ 

sense of belonging to their institution.  

One explanation for such a large percentage of ―moderate‖ could be that 

they might have misunderstood the Chinese word ―the institution‖ in the 

question. They might have thought that ―the institution‖ referred to the 

institution they were studying at the RTVU_Lc, instead of the institution that 

they were instructed from and would obtain certificate/diploma from. At 

RTVU_Bj, around 60 percent of the respondents took a ―middle position‖, 

―moderate‖ familiar or felt a ―moderate‖ strong sense of belonging. 

 

 

Figure 7-2  Degree of familiarity with classmates and sense of belonging, 
by institution 
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However, at RTVU_Lc, more than half of the respondents felt a ―quite 

strong‖ sense of belonging to their institution. At ContEd, over half of the 

respondents were ―moderate familiar‖ with other classmates, but quite a large 

proportion of them felt a ―quite strong‖ sense of belonging. Around half of the 

respondents from OpenService were ―moderate‖ to both variables. The 

respondents had also mostly online learning or virtual learning, their learning 

were organized via OpenService, an intermediary organization between the 

students and their registered institutions or universities. Their sense of 

belonging to the intermediary organization, OpenService, may not be 

especially/reasonably strong.  

7.2 Learner support services 

7.2.1 Institutional Support  

One of the focuses of the study is to examine the situation of institutional 

support services to the students in the six distance education institutions. The 

respondents were inquired of the extent to which students had obtained the 

listed institutional support services. Altogether 19 variables were designed to 

measure five aspects: 

1. Feedback or in-time services: distribution of course materials in time; 

helpdesk for quick questions; in-time feedback to students‘ assignments 

and students‘ questions, or technical problems; teacher or staff‘s 

politeness, etc. 

2. Extra courses: lecturers, courses as supplemental knowledge; etc. 

3. Evaluation, assessment or crediting: forms of crediting (oral exam, 

downloadable self-test); forms of assignments, assignment for group 

work; evaluating teachers‘ work, etc. 

4. Interaction and discussion: online discussion for all class, online 

discussion for a group; students-teacher social activities; etc. 

5. Tutoring: synchronized tutoring; scheduled online tutoring;  

scheduled face-to-face tutoring.  
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As Figure 7-3 shows, the majority of the respondents from the six 

institutions had ―often‖ or ―very often‖ received administrative/other 

supportive services. Over half of them claimed that their teachers or staff 

members were polite to them when they had questions to ask. Moreover, half 

of the respondents ―often‖ or ―very often‖ had their course materials 

distributed in time. Over half of the respondents ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ had 

―called their teachers for asking questions‖. A large proportion of the 

respondents ―seldom‖ had ―extra courses‖ or ―online experts‘ lectures‖. 

Because not every student in the same class has similar knowledge background 

or level, ―extra courses‖ may compensate the knowledge they lacked. ―Online 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Organized online forums for class discussion

Organized online forums for group discussion

Social activities between students-teachers

Scheduled face-to-face tutoring after class

Synchronously tutoring via QQ/MSN

Scheduled online tutoring

Oral-exam or disputation

Assignments for group work

Evaluating to teaching and learning organisation

Various forms of assignments

Online or downloadable self tests

Online lectures given by experts

Extra courses for shorted knowledge

Telephone-call to teachers for asking questions

In-time helps to technical problems

In-time feedback to students' questions

In-time feedback to students' assignments

Distributing course materials in time

Teacher or staff's polite attitudes when inquiring

In
te

ra
ct

io
n

s
T

o
to

ri
n

g
A

ss
es

sm
en

t
E

xt
ra

co
u
rs

es
O

th
er

 s
er

v
ic

es
never seldom average often very often

Figure 7-3  Institutional support services: frequency distribution 
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experts‘ lectures‖ may broaden students‘ views to a new level and improve 

learning quality. 

Concerning assessment related issues and services, around one-third of the 

respondents ―seldom‖ had ―various forms for assignments‖, or ―evaluation to 

teaching and learning‖. In addition, an even larger proportion of them 

―seldom‖ or ―never‖ had ―assignments for group work‖, similar to the 

situation of ―oral exam or disputation‖. However, nearly half of them had 

―often‖ or ―very often‖ online (or downloadable) self-tests. Of the three kinds 

of tutoring, nearly half of them ―often‖ or ―very often‖ had ―scheduled online 

tutoring‖, and a large proportion of them ―seldom‖ or ―never‖ had the other 

two forms of tutoring. 

 

 
Figure 7-4  Forms of tutoring, by institution 
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Concerning interaction-related services, almost half of the respondents 

―seldom‖ or ―never‖ had the three listed forms of interaction: social activities 

between students and teachers, organized online forums for group discussion, 

organized online forum for class discussion. Overall, around one-third of 

respondents were ―neutral‖ to all the statements about learner support services. 

Either they had not experienced such services before and therefore it could be 

difficult for them to comment on them, or they would not like to express their 

opinions of them since some of the statements were related to their teachers or 

their institutions, and therefore might be ―sensitive‖ in their perspective.  

Regarding tutoring services (Figure 7-4), a large proportion of the ContEd 

respondents ―seldom‖ had them. For OnlinePU, OnlinePU_Lc, and 

OpenService, around half of the respondents from each institution ―often‖ or 

―very often‖ had ―scheduled online tutoring‖. At RTVU_BJ, around one-third 

of the respondents had ―often‖ ―scheduled face-to-face tutoring after class‖. 

Of the three kinds of interactions, a large proportion of the respondents 

―seldom‖ had them. However, the respondents from OnlinePU_Lc ―often‖ 

had ―organized online forum for group discussion‖, and ―social activities 

between students and teachers‖, but fewer had ―often‖ ―organized online 

forum for class discussion‖. A smaller proportion of the OnlinePU students 

―often‖ had all the three forms of interaction. A little more than one-fourth of 

the OpenService respondents ―often‖ had ―organized online forum for group 

discussion‖ (Figure 7-5).  

Concerning various forms of assessment (Figure 7-6), the respondents from 

RTVU_Lc again were quite evenly distributed between three categories: 

seldom, average/neutral, and often. At RTVU_BJ, the largest proportion of the 

respondents ―seldom‖ had ―evaluation to teaching and learning organization‖. 

The second largest proportion of the respondents ―seldom‖ had ―assignments 

for group work‖; they were ―neutral‖ to ―various forms of assignments‖. What 

they often had was ―online or downloadable self-tests‖. The respondents from 

OnlinePU or OnlinePU_Lc were quite different even if they belonged to the 

same system. OnlinePU_Lc had a very large proportion of respondents who 

were neutral to all five statements. At OnlinePU, a very large majority of the 

respondents ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ had ―assignments for group work‖. On the 

other hand, over one-third from each of both institutions ―often‖ had ―online 

or downloadable self-tests‖. At OpenService, the situation to ―assignments for 
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group work‖ was similar to that of OnlinePU. The situation at ContEd was 

quite different from all other five institutions. Nearly 60 percent of the 

respondents ―often‖ had ―assignments for group work‖, and over 40 percent 

―often‖ had ―various forms of assignments‖. 
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Figure 7-5  Forms of interaction, by institution 
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Concerning other administrative services for the students (Figure 7-7), when 

the respondents had questions, they ―often‖ received the ―polite attitudes‖ 

from the teachers or staff members in all institutions. At RTVU_Bj, again, 

around one-third of the respondents were ―neutral‖ to almost all the 

statements. Moreover, a large proportion of them ―seldom‖ had ―in-time help 

to technical problems‖ and ―the services of telephone call to teachers for 

asking questions‖. 

Figure 7-6  Forms of assessment, by institution 
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Figure 7-7  Other administrative services for the students, by institution 
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A large proportion of the respondents from ContEd ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ 

had ―in-time feedback to their assignments‖, only a few percent had it ―often‖ 

and no one had it ―very often‖. Almost all respondents from ContEd had 

higher than university education and they might have been more critical of the 

listed statements. On the one hand, they had more face-to-face lectures, which 

meant that they did not have many technical problems or needs to call teachers 

for asking questions. On the other hand, they had reported that their 

assignments were normally project-based for group work, which could take 

some time for instructors to examine through these large assignments in 

Project Management and then gave feedback. Most of their instructors were 

part-time employed from outside and across several disciplines. Unlike the full-

time working administrative staff, they were part-time engaging in these 

students‘ work.  

A high percentage of OnlinePU_Lc students ―moderately‖ had ―in-time 

feedback to students‘ assignments‖, and nearly one out of ten students ―never‖ 

had it. The majority of the respondents at OpenService ―often‖ or ―very often‖ 

had it, and the same was the situation at RTVU_Lc, OnlinePU and RTVU_Bj. 

Concerning extra courses or lectures given by experts or famous professors 

(Figure 7-8), a large proportion of the respondents from each institution 

―seldom‖ had the two forms of courses except for RTVU_Lc. At 

OnlinePU_Lc, there were a high percentage of the respondents who ―often‖ 

had ―extra courses‖. 

7.3 Satisfaction with various institutional support 

Students in this study were asked about the extent of their satisfaction with 

various institutional support services. Overall, the proportion of the 

respondents who were satisfied with the listed support services was larger than 

that of those who were dissatisfied (Figure 7-9).  

The listed 15 items can be categorized into four themes. On the one hand, 

a high percentage of the respondents show satisfaction with those 

administrative services that were related to course selections or choices, 

materials distribution, sharing of or equal access to the learning resources, etc. 

On the other hand, the smallest proportion of them were satisfied with those 

supports concerning interaction or collaboration with others. For example, a 

smaller proportion of the respondents were satisfied with the support for 
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―interaction among students‖, for ―interaction between teacher and student‖, 

and for ―cultivating/fostering the habits of collaboration‖. Again, a quite large 

proportion of the respondents were ―neutral‖ to all the listed items. The 

highest proportions were ―neutral‖ to ―interaction among teachers‖ and 

―interaction among students‖.  

 

 

Figure 7-8  Extra courses or lectures, by institution 
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7.3.1 Satisfaction with collaboration and interaction 

Concerning students‘ satisfaction towards interaction issues (Figure 7-10), a 

large majority of the RTVU_Lc respondents were ―satisfied‖ with all four 

items. At RTVU_Bj, most of the students were either ―neutral‖ or ―satisfied‖. 

The largest proportion of the RTVU_Bj respondents was ―satisfied‖ with 

―interaction among students‖, while a large proportion of them were 

―dissatisfied‖ with the learning culture of ―cultivating/fostering habits of 

collaboration‖ in the institution. At OnlinePU, larger proportions of the 

respondents were ―dissatisfied‖ with three of four items. What the majority of 

the respondents were satisfied with was ―college‘s BBS‖. At its branch 

Figure 7-9  The extent of satisfaction towards the learner support services 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among teacher-students

Interaction among students

College's BBS

Sharing resources or information

Equally accessable to resources

Supplements for missing course-sections

Updated knowledge in courses

Multiple forms of crediting

Relating contents to practice

Distribution of learning materials

Giving students enough time to digestion

Courses schedule

Flexibility in course selection

Diverse selection of courses

In
te

ra
ct

io
n

R
es

o
u
rc

e
R

el
ev

an
t 

to
 c

o
u
rs

es
S
el

ec
ti

o
n

 o
f

co
u
rs

es
strong dissatisfied dissatisfied neutral satisfied strongly satisfied



168   Learner Support for Distance Learners 

institution OnlinePU_Lc, the majority of the respondents were satisfied with all 

four items, especially up to two-third of them were satisfied with ―interaction 

between teachers and students‖, which may interpret that they were sensitive to 

questions that related to their teachers. Moreover, some percentages of them 

were ―strongly satisfied‖ with all four items, and especially to ―college‘s BBS‖. 
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Figure 7-10  The extent of satisfaction towards collaboration and interaction, 
by institution 
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The pattern of students‘ satisfaction toward interaction issues at 

OpenService is a little similar to OnlinePU. The largest proportion of the 

respondents was ―satisfied‖ with ―college‘s BBS‖. However, the proportions of 

those who were ―dissatisfied‖ were almost equal to the proportions of those 

who were ―strongly satisfied‖.  

At ContEd, around half of the respondents were ―satisfied‖ with the 

learning culture of ―cultivating/fostering habits of collaboration‖, but some 

were ―dissatisfied‖. Very few ContEd students were ―dissatisfied‖ with 

―interaction among students‖, while half of them were ―neutral‖. Moreover, 

around one-quarter of the respondents were ―dissatisfied‖ with ―interaction 

between teachers and students‖ and ―college‘s BBS‖. The majority of the 

students showed ―neutral‖ attitudes towards each of the items, except for the 

item ―fostering habits of collaboration‖.  

Concerning the extent to which the students were satisfied with course 

selection or schedule (Figure 7-11), the two groups of respondents from 

Liaocheng had similar pattern: a large majority of them were ―satisfied‖ or 

―strongly satisfied‖ with all three items. The RTVU_Bj and ContEd had a 

similar pattern, a large proportion of them were ―neutral‖ to the three items, 

and lower percentages of respondents were ―satisfied‖ with the three items. 

Considerate percentages of the students were ―dissatisfied‖ with the three 

items, concerning course selection, especially with ―the flexibility in course 

selection‖. 

 A large majority of OnlinePU respondents were ―satisfied‖ with ―diversity 

of course selection‖, and ―flexibility in course selection‖. The largest 

proportion of the OpenService respondents was ―satisfied‖ with ―course 

schedule‖ arrangement. A large percentage of them were ―neutral‖ to the 

diversity of course selection. 
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Concerning course learning related issues (Figure 7-12), the two groups of 

respondents from Liaocheng city showed similar pattern: almost no one in the 

two institutions were ―dissatisfied‖ with the listed items, but a very large 

percentage of them was either ―satisfied‖ or ―strongly satisfied‖ with all the 

items. At OnlinePU and OpenService, the proportions of those who were 

―dissatisfied‖ and ―neutral‖ increased. More than one third of the respondents 

at RTVU_Bj were ―neutral‖ to all the listed items, similar to the situation at 

ContEd. At ContEd, the largeset proportion of the respondents were 
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Figure 7-11  The extent of satisfaction towards course selection, by institution 
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―dissatisfied‖ or ―strongly dissatisfied‖ with the service ―supplements for 

missing sections of courses‖, similar to RTVU_Bj.  

 

 

Figure 7-12  The extent of satisfaction towards course learning issues, 
by institution 
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Concerning resources accessing and sharing, over one-quarter of the 

respondents at ContEd were ―dissatisfied‖ with them, and a large proportion 

of them were ―neutral‖ to the resources sharing and accessibility, similar to the 

situation at RTVU_BJ. The other four institutions were similar; the majority of 

respondents were ―satisfied‖ or ―strongly satisfied‖ with the two items (Figure 

7-13). 
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Figure 7-13  The extent of satisfaction towards resources-related issues,  
by institution 
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7.3.2 Satisfaction with collaboration and interaction services,  
grouped by education, age and gender 

Figure 7-14 shows the finding of the extent to which the students in this study 

were satisfied with interaction issues with respect to years of education. A very 

large proportion of those who had 12 to 13 years of education tended to be 

―neutral‖ to these interaction and collaboration related issues, and smaller 

proportions were ―dissatisfied‖ with them. Those who had over 17 years of 

education tended to have clear positive attitudes toward this group of items. 

Around half were ―satisfied‖ with all the items, but around one-fifth of them 

were ―strongly dissatisfied‖ with ―fostering habits of collaboration‖ and 

―interaction among students‖. The largest proportions of those who had 

between 13 to 17 years of education were especially ―dissatisfied‖ with 

―fostering habits of collaboration‖. 
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Figure 7-15 shows the findings of the extent to which the students were 

satisfied with interaction issues with respect to age group. There were little 

differences for the age group under 30 years old. However, up to 35 percent of 

those who was between 31 to 35 years old were ―dissatisfied‖ with ―fostering 

habits of collaboration‖, this is the largest proportion at the category of 

―dissatisfied‖. With increasing age, larger percentages of them were 

―dissatisfied‖ or ―strongly dissatisfied‖ with the four items concerning 

interaction. For the age group between 36 and 40, the largest proportion of 

those who were ―dissatisfied‖ was to ―interaction among students‖ and 

―interaction between teachers and students‖. For the age group above 40, a 

larger percentage of them were ―dissatisfied‖ or ―strongly dissatisfied‖ with all 

four items.  

Figure 7-15  The extent of satisfaction towards interaction issues, by age 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

College's BBS
Fostering habits of collaboration

Interaction among students
Interaction among teacher-students

1
8
-2

4
2
5
-3

0
3
1
-3

5
3
6
-4

0
4
1
-5

0
T

o
ta

l

strong dissatisfied dissatisfied neutral satisfied strongly satisfied



Learner Support and Related Issues 175 

 

The results show that there are larger percentages of students who were 

―neutral‖. This could be because of the following reasons: a) the students 

might not dare to express their opinions whether they were satisfied or not 

with collaborative and interactive studies at his or her institute. They might be 

afraid that their teachers or classmates could see their questionnaires, although 

it was written on the first page of the questionnaire that it was confidential, and 

that the results of the survey would only be used for academic purposes. b) the 

students were not so clear with the meaning of ―interaction‖. c) they were in a 

dilemma that they had difficulty to answer the question since they did not have 

much of the listed interactive activities such as at college‘s BBS, with other 

classmates, etc.  

As showed in Figure 7-16, there was not much difference between genders. 

There was a little difference between gender concerning the activities at 

―college‘s BBS‖; more males were satisfied with it and fewer females were 

satisfied. More male students than female students were ―dissatisfied‖ with the 

―interaction between teacher and students‖ while more female students than 

male were dissatisfied with ―forming the habits of collaboration‖. 

 

 
 

 

 

  

Figure 7-16  The extent of satisfaction towards interaction issues,  
by gender 
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7.4 The effectiveness of some institutional support services 

Students were also asked about the extent to which they considered the listed 

institutional support services would be effective for their learning if they could 

obtain them from their institutions. These institutional support services can be 

Figure 7-17  The extent of effectiveness of having introduction courses, 
by institution 
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categorized into two sub-groups: learning support services and administrative 

support services. 

Concerning some services as listed in Figure 7-17, overall, the two largest 

proportions of the respondents from the six institutions considered that these 

services had either ―neutral‖ or ―much‖ effectiveness to their learning. A large 

percentage of the ContEd respondents considered that ―introduction to course 

selection‖ and ―course introduction before formal lessons‖ should have 

―much‖ effectiveness to their learning. At OnlinePU_Lc, a very large 

percentage of the respondents considered that ―course instruction before 

formal lessons‖should have ―much‖ effectiveness to their learning. 

As mentioned previously in Chapter 5 and 6, a large percentage of the 

respondents never or seldom had any support related to collaboration and 

interaction, and those respondents who had such support services were 

comparatively less satisfied with them. However, the results (Figure 7-18) here 

show that a large percentage of the respondents highly valued these supports, 

for instance, services that concerned interaction and work in various groups 

(―forum for same subjects‖, ―forum for each group‖, ―forum for all the class‖) 

and instructions for online learning and for how to develop group work 

(―instruction of learning management‖ and ―instruction or training on how to 

work in a group‖). The students considered them as ―quite effective‖ or ―very 

effective‖ for their learning. Overall, a large proportion of the respondents 

considered that the ―forum for the students from same subject‖ would have 

―much‖ or a ―great‖ effectiveness to their learning, and the same about other 

statements as ―forum for the whole class‖, ―forum for each group‖. However, 

a large percentage of the respondents were ―neutral‖ to all the items.  

OnlinePU and OnlinePU_Lc had similar patterns (Figure 7-18). A very large 

percentage of the respondents from OnlinePU considered that ―forum for the 

students from same subject‖ would have ―much‖ or a ―great‖ effectiveness to 

their learning. A very large proportion of the respondents from OnlinePU_Lc 

considered that ―forum for each group‖ would have ―much‖ or a ―great‖ 

effectiveness. At RTVU_Lc, the largest proportion of the respondents 

considered that ―instruction on how to organize group work‖ would do their 

learning ―much‖ and ―great‖ effectiveness. At RTVU_Bj, the smallest 

proportion of the respondents considered that ―instruction on how to do 

learning in modern distance education‖ would have ―much‖ or a ―great‖ 
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Figure 7-18  The extent of effectiveness of having learning related services,  
by institution 
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effectiveness. In ContEd, the largest proportion of the respondents considered 

that ―instruction on how to organize group work‖ would have ―much‖ and a 

―great‖ effectiveness. A very large percentage of the respondents were 

―neutral‖ to ―instruction on how to learning in modern distance education‖ 

and to ―instruction on computer usage‖. Computer usage and instruction on 

how to learn in distance education environment were less questionable for 

them, since they could only enjoy limited ICT-based distance education; they 

had more often face-to-face lessons instead of learning only online. So was the 

situation in RTVU_Bj. Overall, students in this study considered the ―forum 

for students from same subject‖ and ―forum for each group‖, ―course 

introduction before formal lessons‖ and ―introduction on course selection‖ as 

―quite effective‖ or ―very effective‖ for their learning. 

 

7.5 Other sources of support 

7.5.1 Societal support  

Overall, among five listed statements about societal support related to distance 

learners (Figure 7-19), most of the respondents agreed with three: ―the DE 

institutions begin to emphasize learner support‖, ―national policies encourage 

DE‖ and ―more people/companies involved in DE‖. Around 60 percent of 

them disagreed with the other two statements: ―employer supports distance 

learning‖ and ―labor market values distance graduates equally‖ to other 

conventional graduates. Respectively, OpenService and OnlinePU, the 

respondents from Liaocheng, RTVU_Bj and ContEd had a similar pattern. At 

OpenService, a great majority agreed that ―national policies encourage distance 

education‖. Around one third of them agreed that the ―employer supports 

distance learning‖ and the ―labor market values distance graduates equally‖, 

while a very large proportion of the respondents were ―neutral‖ to these two 

statements, and around one-fifth disagreed. The same was the situation at 

OnlinePU. Most of the respondents at OnlinePU_Lc agreed with all the 

statements with the exception of ―labor market values distance graduates 

equally‖. 
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Figure 7-19  Attitudes towards societal support, by institution 
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At RTVU_Bj and ContEd, a larger proportion of the respondents 

disagreed with the last two statements, and a larger percentage of them were 

―neutral‖ to the same statements. It seems that the respondents from 

OpenService and OnlinePU were more concerned with whether their 

employers would support their distance learning. A very large percentage of the 

―neutral‖ position might indicate that they were reluctant to acknowledge that 

they disagreed with some statements. Maybe it would be more polite to be 

―neutral‖ than to express their disagreement with something. 

7.5.2 Family member’s concerns 

Figure 7-20 shows a list of statements about a student‘s family member‘s 

concerns (close relatives e.g. parents or spouse) about the supports to the 

students and about their learning. A very large percentage of the respondents 

from the six institutions were ―neutral‖ to all the listed statements. The most 

concerned issues were ―my future development‖ and ―my scores‖, the least 

concerned issues were whether getting ―adequate help from teachers‖ and 

―whether choose distance mode to learn‖ and ―whether lacking of learning 

equipment‖. The situation was quite similar at the four institutions: 

OpenService, OnlinePU, RTVU_Bj and ContEd. For OnlinePU_Lc, the 

percentage of the respondents who were ―neutral‖ was much larger.  
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Figure 7-20  Family members‘ concern, by institution 
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7.5.3 Four sources of learner support 

As showed in Figure 7-21, the respondents were asked to comment on the 

importance of each of four kinds of support. Overall, almost half of the 

respondents from the six institutions considered ―institutional support‖ the 

―most important‖. For the remaining three kinds of support, only around 20 

percent of them considered that they were ―most important‖. The smallest 

Figure 7-21  The importance of four kinds of support, by institution 
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proportion of the respondents considered ―classmates support‖ the ―most 

important‖.  

In respect to each institution, there are three patterns. OpenService and 

OnlinePU were similar, most of them considered ―college support‖ the ―most 

important‖ or ―quite important‖. For the other three kinds of support, around 

half of them considered each of them respectively ―quite important‖ or ―most 

important‖. The respondents from Liaocheng city considered college support 

―most important‖. However, a very large proportion of the respondents from 

each of the two institutions considered ―family support‖ ―quite important‖ and 

―most important‖, much larger than the proportion of those who considered 

―classmates support‖ ―quite important‖ and ―most important‖. At RTVU_BJ 

and ContEd, the largest and second largest proportions of respondents 

considered ―college support‖ and ―classmates support‖ respectively the ―most 

important‖ and ―quite important‖. 

7.6  ICT-based distance education institutions in China:  
some similarities and differences among the six case studies  

The previous two chapters and the foregoing section in this chapter analyzed 

the characteristics of the students in the six institutions and their learning 

related issues and support services they were provided. The following section 

will highlight the key results from each of the six ICT-based distance education 

institutions in China.  
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Findings from Case Study 1: OpenService suggest that the majority of the 

respondents were not so satisfied with the interactivities among classmates or 

the interactions between teachers and students. A quite large proportion of the 

respondents were not satisfied with the institution‘s learning environment, 

which had not supported them to ―foster collaborative skills or abilities‖. They 

suggested that they would benefit more from an ―online forum for the students 

from the same subject‖ or an ―online forum for single group‖. 

 

 

Case Study 1: OpenService 

The majority of students at OpenService have 13 to 17 years of 

education. Most of them had rather a good salary. They normally 

conducted their distance learning at home or at workplaces. There was a 

larger percentage of students who conducted their learning for gaining a 

certificate than for their intrinsic interest in their subjects. The students at 

OpenService in general had a positive perception of learning.  

A large majority did not perceive learning as dealing with examinations 

or as rote learning. A rather large proportion of them also reported that they 

seldom during their studies were critical of what was taught or of the 

contents of the textbooks. Moreover, nearly two-fifth of them claimed that 

they only studied before examinations. A majority of them preferred to 

discuss with classmates from the institution more often than with other 

kinds of people (tutors or teachers were not included in this survey). They 

very seldom discussed with their last-year schoolmates, but they indicated 

that they would benefit more if they were given the chance to discuss with 

them.  

A large majority of the OpenService respondents wished to have more 

group work. However, in reality, one-fourth had none; the remaining had it 

at a very low frequency. They reported that they often chatted (e.g., once a 

week, via some synchronized chatting software). Up to half of the 

respondents clarified that they did not have any of the listed six forms of 

group work. Among these forms of group learning, they preferred to have 

self-organized group work with fixed members. Over two-thirds of them 

agreed that online group work had poor effects. A large majority often or 

very often discussed assignments or exams in their groups.  
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Majority of students at ContEd had more than 15 years of education, which 

is the best status among the six institutions. All of them were employed. They 

did online studies mainly from home or the workplace. They had more sessions 

of face-to-face lessons, combined with some parts of online learning (Case Study 

2: ContEd).  

 

 
 

 

Case Study 2: ContEd 

A comparatively higher percentage of them were motivated for 

learning for ―improving professional capacity‖ and for ―intrinsic 

interests‖. The percentage of the students whose learning motives 

were for ―intrinsic interests‖ was higher than for ―gaining certificate‖. 

It was also found that the more the students were motivated by 

―intrinsic interest‖, the less they would conduct learning ―only before 

examination‖. The large proportions of them perceived learning as 

not for rote learning or for dealing with exams. Around one-third 

tended to be critical of what they learned, which is the highest 

percentage among the six cases. A large majority also suggested that 

they would benefit a lot from discussing with classmates or last-year 

schoolmates, which is also the highest percentage among the six 

institutions. The smallest proportion of students thought that 

―teacher-organized online discussion after lessons‖ would be 

effective; they preferred to have face-to-face discussions in groups‖.  

Nearly 90 percent of the students desired group work activities, 

and half of them had self-organized online groups. They preferred to 

have one to two hours of group meetings, with four to nine people in 

a group, and the ideal frequency for a group meeting was ―once a 

month‖. A large percentage seldom had social activities with their 

teachers. They had not had many experiences of various forms of 

group work. A small fraction of them had experienced ―scheduled 

with teacher-appointed members, stable learning group‖. However, 

the forms of group work that most of them preferred to have were 

―temporary group work for working on assignments‖, or ―self-

organized scheduled with fixed-members group work‖.  
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The model of the organization of learning at OnlinePU was Web-based 

independent learning; the students accomplished their education almost entirely 

online (Case Study 3: OnlinePU). Nearly half of the respondents at OnlinePU had 

never visited their institution or their learning centers. They normally conducted 

online learning at home or at their working place. A large majority had had no 

group work during previous school term. A large majority of students had over 13 

years of education.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Study 3: OnlinePU 

A statistically significant correlation was found between the 

―motivation of learning for gaining certificate‖ and the ―perception of 

learning as to dealing with exams‖, the correlation coefficient value R 

=.366, p = 0.01 (Appendix 2). There was also a statistically significant 

correlation between learning for ―dealing with examinations‖ and 

―conducted learning only before exams‖, although the correlation 

coefficient value was quite weak, R =.249, p = 0.05 (Appendix 3). A 

minority of them also indicated that they could be critical of what they 

learned. The themes that they discussed with their classmates in their 

online forums often were ―examinations‖, ―key questions or 

difficulties‖, or ―assignments‖. Statistically significant correlations 

were found between ―discussing exams‖ and ―discussing assignments‖ 

with two items of motivations for learning and one item of perception 

of learning (Appendix 4). Over half of them attended self-organized 

online forums.  

Up to one-fifth of the students were dissatisfied with the 

arrangement of ―course schedule‖. Concerning course learning-related 

services, nearly half of the students were unsatisfied with a lack of 

supplements for the missing sections of a course or a program. 
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Overall, the respondents from OnlinePU_Lc were positive to all the items 

of institutional learner support services, and they were mostly satisfied with 

these institutional support services. Among the four sources of support, the 

OnlinePU_Lc respondents clearly ranked institutional support and family 

support ahead of the other two sources of support (Case Study 4: OnlinePU_Lc).  

 

Case Study 4: OnlinePU_Lc 

The sample size (38 students) of OnlinePU_Lc is small, but it is valuable 

as a local case in contrast with the large OnlinePU. Some respondents 

were not employed, and a large majority had no or a rather low income. 

For almost all students it was their first time to experience online 

education. Over one-fifth reported that they only used the learner center‘s 

facilities for conducting online learning. Around half of them visited their 

learning center at high frequency ―once a week‖, or ―once a day‖.  

A large majority of the students chose to have online education for a 

―promotion in job‖, the smallest proportion for ―intrinsic interests‖. Most 

of the respondents indicated that they perceived learning to ―accumulate 

knowledge‖. Very few of them had a habit of ―being critical towards what 

they were learning‖, which was the smallest proportion among the six 

cases.  

OnlinePU_Lc respondents especially indicated that they would benefit 

more from the discussions with the ―older friends outside college‖ or with 

―last-year schoolmates‖. A large majority hardly had any group work in 

the previous school term. One-third had not expressed a wish for having 

group work, and the same amount never or seldom experienced 

assignments for group work. However, the majority preferred to have 

group work ―once a month‖ or ―once a week‖. An overwhelming 

percentage of the respondents discussed ―examination‖ and 

―assignments‖ related issues. Most of them considered ―synchronous 

communication via QQ or MSN‖ and ―scheduled or not scheduled self-

organized group work with fixed members‖ would be more effective for 

their learning. The percentage of the respondents at OpenPU_Lc who 

were familiar with their classmates was larger than that at OpenPU.  
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The pattern of the organization of learning at RTVU_Bj was blended 

learning, integrated face-to-face sessions (two to three times a week) with 

online learning. A small percentage of the students at RTVU_Bj also conducted 

online learning from the college or learning center. A large proportion of the 

students used telephone and email for interaction with each other (Case Study 5: 

RTVU_Bj).  

Among all six institutions and among all listed kinds of motivation for 

learning, RTVU_Bj has the smallest proportion of students with an expressed 

motive for learning because of ―intrinsic interests‖ in the subject, and this 

percentage is much lower than those with learning motivation for ―gaining 

certificate‖.  

 

 

Case Study 5: RTVU_Bj 

A very small fraction of the students perceived learning as ―to deal with 

exams‖, or as ―to memorize the contents of textbooks‖. Even if most of 

them had quite a positive perception of learning, the great majority 

indicated that they did not have the learning habits ―to be critical to what 

they were learning‖, and a considerable proportion stated that they 

―studied only before exams‖.  

Most of the respondents at RTVU_Bj had not experienced many of 

the listed forms of organizing learning. What they experienced most was 

face-to-face lessons and independent online learning. The RTVU_Bj 

respondents tended to discuss quite often with their ―classmates from the 

same class‖, and a large majority specifically pointed out that they would 

benefit much more from discussing with them.  

A clear majority of the RTVU_BJ respondents would like to have 

group work activities. However, less than half of them actually attended 

some kind of group work. The largest proportion seldom or never had 

assignments for group work. During the previous school term, they 

reported few opportunities for group work.  

The RTVU_Bj students had had a rather low frequency of the listed 

forms of group work. In their meetings, a great majority of them often 

discussed ―examination‖ and ―assignments‖ related issues. Around half of 

the learners indicated that they ―never‖ or ―seldom‖ experienced any of 

the three interaction-related support services. 
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The RTVU_Lc case shows a large proportion of neutral or positive 

answers to most of the questions. They might indeed have been positive, but it 

is open to doubt whether the respondents of the RTVU_Lc might worry about 

giving negative answers, or expressing their true opiniouns, or sharing their 

genuine attitudes towards many of issues (Case Study 6: RTVU_Lc). 

Case Study 6: RTVU_Lc  

The largest proportion of the RTVU_Lc students was motivated by 

learning for ―improving professional qualities‖. The students‘ learning 

habits, overall, were also quite positive. Only a small proportion of the 

respondents indicated that they ―studied only before exams‖. Around 

one-third had the habit of ―being critical of what they were learning‖. 

Most of the respondents indicated that they would benefit from 

discussing with ―classmates‖ and with ―last-year schoolmates‖. When 

they discussed, they most often discussed issues related to ―exams‖ or 

―assignments‖.  

Most of the students wished to join in group work activities, 

however, less than half of them joined self-organized online forums. 

The major proportion of the respondents indicated that they often had 

―temporary group work for doing group assignments‖ and ―scheduled 

self-organized group work with fixed group members‖. Nearly two-

thirds considered that all listed forms of group work would be effective 

in their learning.  

Among all listed items of institutional support services, the 

respondents indicated that they had most of them quite often. However, 

the larger proportions of them did not have any online discussion forum 

for the whole class. The services that they most often had were that 

related to administrative issues.  

A majority was satisfied with all services. The lesser satisfied items 

were the service of ―supplements for missing course sessions‖, the 

―flexibility in course selection‖, and the ―interaction between teachers 

and students after class‖. A larger percentage of the students confirmed 

the existence of strong support or concern from their family members. 

The respondents indicated that they valued the family support more 

than the institutional support, much higher than classmate support.  
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7.7 Summary 

An overall summary of similarities and differences in student profiles, students‘ 

learning, interaction, small group work and learner support from the six 

institutions in this research are provided in Appendix 6. 

In this chapter, findings about students‘ familiarity with their classmates 

and about their sense of belonging to their institutions were presented. It 

mainly summarized the findings about the learner support services that were 

provided by the institutions and the status of students‘ satisfaction with them. 

It also presented findings about other kinds of support such as social support, 

and family support in the research study.  

Most of the students confirmed that they had quite good support services 

concerning administrative management. However, they seldom had sufficient 

devices, quality services and management for academic interaction, such as 

students-teachers social activities, online forums for group discussion, online 

forums for class discussion and online forums for students from the same 

subject. However, a large proportion of the respondents highly valued support 

services as interaction and work in various groups. They also believed that they 

would benefit more from orientation sessions if their institutions could 

provide: how to study at distance, how to work in groups, or how to 

collaborate.  

Students were satisfied with most of the listed learner support services, 

especially administrative services. However, they had lower satisfaction with the 

services that concerned interaction or collaboration with others, e.g. interaction 

among students, interaction between teacher and students, and how to cultivate 

the habits of collaboration.  

Overall, a quite large proportion of the students responded to most 

questions in the questionnaire with ―neutral‖ responses, or they gave more 

positive than negative responses. In addition, the mentioned features were also 

confirmed by the findings from the interviews with the students and staff from 

the three distance education institutions: 1) OpenService; 2) OnlinePU; and 3) 

RTVU_Bj. 





 

Chapter Eight  
Conclusion and Major Recommendations 

8.1  Conclusion 

Six cases of Chinese ICT-based distance education institutions have been 

examined from various perspectives in the study. The findings of the study 

showed that the students in the six cases had a good education background, 

most of them were below 40 years of age, busy with their work or families 

when they were taking distance education. In terms of the learning 

management in the six cases of Chinese ICT-based distance education 

institutions, the results were more negative than positive to interaction-related 

support services, such as discussion or group work among students or between 

teachers and students. Group work or collaborative learning was not the main 

approach, and had not been applied frequently in the learning processes in the 

six institutions (with exception of ContEd). A larger percentage of distance 

learners had stronger external motivation for learning ―for diploma‖, especially 

among female students, than for ―intrinsic interests‖, although with increasing 

age, students tended to learn more because of their own interests. Moreover, 

other findings from this study also indicated that students had the tendency to 

study with a surface approach to learning.  

The main conclusions from this study are:  

1) Distance learners from the six ICT-based distance education institutions 

were more satisfied with administrative support services than  

with interactivity-related support services.  

2)  Most of the learners seldom or never had group work, which may result 

in a lack of external academic dialogues.  

3)  The majority seemed to have the tendency of taking a surface approach 

to learning, instead of a deep approach to learning or higher order 

learning.  

4)  The learner support systems in five of the six ICT-based distance 

education institutions might not have been designed to promote distance 

learners‘ deep learning.  
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It seems to some learners that whatever kind of good external stimuli they 

might get from peer learners, that would still not be as efficient as inputs from 

instructors or tutors. The external interaction with instructors or tutors seems 

to be more effective or efficient for learners. However, institutions may only 

solve part of students‘ problems. Institutions may assist in organizing small 

groups among learners to provide support such as emotional support for 

distance learners. Small group work is not only an important form of 

collaboration practiced in distance learning, but is also useful in working life and 

in many other circumstances.  

The culture of collaborative group learning is highly related to the design of 

curriculum, instructors‘ demands on students‘ assignments, and the system of 

assessment or evaluation. For example, examination-orientated learning would 

not require students to spend a lot of time working in groups for deep-learning 

and deep understanding, improving their abilities or skills of collaboration and 

some other talents needed for the future. Thus, in order to organize students‘ 

learning in a deep learning approach, not only students and institutions need to 

create an active group-learning environment via measures such as group work 

assignments or collaborative tasks, but also the design of curriculum, and the 

system of assessment or evaluation need to be changed. 

This study sets the premise for the argument that internal dialogue needs to 

be achieved via external interaction. In the case of the six ICT-based distance 

education institutions, the majority of students had a low quality of academic 

interaction in terms of group work or collaborative activities. Thus, they might 

miss many opportunities of reflecting on external stimuli from their classmates 

or schoolmates in the process of solving academic problems or deepening the 

understanding in their study, although they might have plenty of internal 

interaction with their learning materials.  

According to the above discussion, the conceptual framework for future 

learner support systems in ICT-based distance education should be revised as 

shown in Figure 8-1. The differences from the previous conceptual framework 

in Chapter Three are: 1) the peer support should emphasize the support from 

classmates and last-year schoolmates; 2) the whole learner support system 

should facilitate a strong learning community, in which small group learning 

should be emphasized, effectively functioned, and play a role in students‘ 

distance learning. If it functions well, small group learning is supposed to 



Conclusion and Major Recommendations 195 

 

increase group coherence and increase chances of effective inquiry. In the 

learning environment of ICT-based distance education system, the goal of 

distance education should be in the liberal arts direction, focusing on deep 

learning or higher order learning. An added emphasis on a holistic conception 

of learning, learning for intrinsic interests, applying internal and external 

dialogues and highlighting critical thinking in learning processes should be 

 

Figure 8-1  Refined conceptual framework for the study 
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advocated in distance education. Moreover, family support and societal support 

for distance learners are of importance in their own ways and should be well 

integrated into the system of learner support. The four sources of support 

(institutional support, peer support, family support and societal support) play 

different roles in the various aspects of student learning. For example, family 

support is probably important in maintaining a student‘s learning motivation 

rather than their academic understanding.  

8.2 Some major recommendations 

The functions of administration, development and distribution of instructional 

materials, delivery of learning opportunities and related tuition, as well as a 

number of learner support services, can now be managed through value-added 

partnerships with other institutions and organizations. These partnerships 

involve both public and private sector organizations and are increasingly 

commercialized in China. A great concern is that there might be a conflict 

between commercialization of learner support services and the quality of 

distance education based on the goal of achieving a liberal arts education, 

focusing on the overall development of a distance learner. 

No formal learning should be unlimitedly free, and students should not be 

viewed as clients or customers. Holistic and comprehensive learning are 

rigorous and demanding intellectual development activities. While convenience 

and flexibility may meet the needs of the learners in many ways, it would be at 

odds with the liberal arts direction of education. In accordance with Chinese 

traditional views of learning, learning is a serious and holistic matter, which 

should be conducted even with a certain ritual, fixed in time, space, methods of 

learning and with serious attitudes.  

Teaching or learning practices have to be interpreted in their own cultural 

context. Cultural attributes can affect online presence and learner perceptions. 

The collectivistic nature of Chinese culture tends to encourage people ―to 

conform to the societal demands‖ (Zhu, 2011), which needs to be taken into 

account when managing effective group work or collaborative learning in 

China. 

The students highly valued the dialogues with last-year schoolmates. Firstly, 

the last-year students were more experienced in learning the courses and 

programs in the same subject. Secondly, they were also experienced in how to 
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pass the exams in the subjects. A further study is recommended to find out the 

ways of involving them in the learning process, such as paid or volunteer 

mentor, playing a role in tutorials, or altogether, how to provide the chances 

for each group of distance learners to seek help from the last-year schoolmates.  

As mentioned previously in Chapter 3, Chinese learning tradition and 

methods are embedded in Chinese culture. Belonging to the Confucian-

heritage tradition, most of the Chinese students are accustomed to conducting 

solid independent learning. If they have questions on their study, they turn to 

their instructors. There might be one major reason, namely, that is, the 

embedded learning tradition in Chinese culture, critical thinking or deep 

learning is so natural and need not to be highlighted. In this study, the Chinese 

distance learners revealed a tendency to apply a surface approach of learning. 

However, that should not mean that they did not employ other strategies at all 

in learning. They could have used other methods for achieving a deep approach 

to learning, but some thinking skills or learning methods are hidden and are not 

measured easily. Critical thinking has not been much discussed in the discourse 

of education in China. So far, hardly any study or research finding has shown 

how Chinese ICT-based distance learners enhanced their internal dialogues or 

critical thinking, via which method or device, or how they created the 

possibility for achieving a higher order learning or deeper learning.  

Among the four sources of support to distance learners, institutional 

support is the most important. However, due to the nature of ICT-based 

distance education, the number of students choosing online learning will 

increase, and institutional support services will have their limitations. 

Moreover, the Chinese learners might well understand the importance of 

having discussions or debates with others according to Chinese classical 

literature. In this study, they highly valued the spirit of collaborative learning, 

wished to join in activities of group work, and considered that they would 

benefit from various forms of interactivity. Therefore, institutions should rely 

on ―small group work‖ to solve part of the problems. Base-groups, or online or 

offline stable and functional small groups for learning in a strong learning 

community may be introduced and advocated. A ―close-knit‖ small learning 

group should function best for achieving deep learning or higher order 

learning. Online, stable small learning groups are worth being further 

investigated in future studies in the field. It is also important for the institution 
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to provide physical facilities for offline small group work, including small rooms 

for group meetings and discussions, and tables and chair settings in a circle so 

that each one is able to listen to the other and see the other‘s body language.  

This study recommends and introduces the Swedish ―study circles‖ model 

(Larsson and Nordvall, 2010), which has been developed for more than 100 

years. Currently, in Sweden, it is also used for online collaborative studies 

among distance learners. Such small group work is an important form of 

collaboration practiced in distance learning in Sweden and in many other 

places. It is also useful on the job, in daily life and in many other circumstances. 

The ―study circles‖ model, especially among online learners, may be the best 

form for collaborative learning also in Chinese distance education.  

Societal support in various ways from the government, local community 

and their employers to the working adult distance learners should be advocated 

and called on. For instance, special policies should be devoted to distance 

learners who are part of the major working forces in society. Local learning 

communities should share some responsibility in taking care of elderly parents, 

children or family issues. The working place and employers should provide 

some support to these distance learners with respect to time and finance. 

Moreover, future research should specially target distance learners, who carry 

many burdens in taking care of elderly parents, children or family, and being 

busy with their jobs, to examine whether they risk becoming dropouts.  

In summary, there is a great need for more research about learner support 

in ICT-based distance education in China. This study recommends that future 

research on learner support could explore the following aspects: 1) how to 

promote collaborative learning in online small group work; 2) how to improve 

the dynamics of small group work; 3) how to design a learner support system 

to stimulate students‘ intrinsic motivation/interests in learning; and 4) 

altogether, how to stimulate learners to have higher order learning or deep 

learning through various learner support measures.  

This study further recommends in-depth studies about whether there has 

been a change in Chinese distance learners‘ learning styles because of the 

integration of new and advanced ICT usage in distance education. Even if 

some students in the study had some kind of group work, the quality, operation 

dynamic of group work activity in the Chinese context should be further 

examined in other studies.  
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Overall, the purpose of learner support should be to foster students to 

form the habit of critical thinking, to stimulate and promote their intrinsic drive 

for learning and knowledge, and to help students to maintain strong and lasting 

inner drives for studying ― and at the same time supporting them to pass their 

courses and receive qualifications. If the goal is to encourage students to 

engage in deep learning instead of surface learning, to foster critical abilities 

instead of skills of memorizing, repetition or rote learning of knowledge, the 

design, planning and management of learner support services would be 

different from the present ones. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Questionnaire on Learner Support Services  
in Distance Education in China 

Dear students, 

New model of distance education and open education in China are still regarded as recent 

phenomena with short experiences. One aspect within the field is that the ICT-supported 

learning environment will challenge learner support services provided by distance 

education institutions. In order to establish a high quality learner support system with 

focus on students‘ perspectives for improving their learning efficiency and effectiveness, 

to diagnose learners‘ problems and difficulties in distance learning will be very crucial. 

Thus, we, together with your university cooperatively designed the questionnaire. The 

following three aspects are concerned in the questionnaire: 

 Your needs and the status of what you have gained from university on learner 

support services; 

 The ways/habits of your learning by distance related to group work; and 

 Your background information. 

Corresponding to the research results, your institution might take some actions afterward 

to improve the quality of learner support services for better serving students. Therefore, 

your answers based on your true situation will be vital importance both to this research 

and to your university for the possibility to improve learner support services. 

The questionnaire consists of by three parts. Please spare some of your precious time 

and answer them completely. 

Whatever you have answered is neither right nor wrong, the most important is 

whether it can reflect your real situation/status or not. Any information you answer in 

this questionnaire will be confidential. It will only be used for research purposes. 

 

Thank you faithfully for your cooperation!  

 

Gao Shuting,  

PhD candidate 

 

Institute of International Education, Stockholm University 

106 91 Stockholm 

shuting.gao(at)edu.su.se 

 

mailto:shuting.gao@edu.su.se
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1. How old are you? 

Less than 18 18-24 25-30 31-35 36-40 41-50 51-60 Over 60 

        

1. Before you studied here, how many years of formal school education did you have by now (from grade one to now)?  
___ ___ Years. 

2. Do you have a job now? No. ____ Yes ___If you have a job, your profession is: __, your position is: 
___. 

3. What are your opinions to the following statements? 

 
Totally  
disagree 

Disagree 
Don‘t  
know 

Agree 
totally  
agree 

National policies encourage distance education      

Labour market values distance graduates equally      

Employers support distance learning      

More people/companies involved in distance eduacation      

DE institutions began to emphasize learner support      

4. How much does your university/learning center provide the following services to you/your classmates? 

 
Almost 
never 

Seldom 
Not less 
not a lot 

Quite a 
lot 

Extremely 
a lot 

Not 
applicable 

Distributing course materials in time       
Extra courses for shorted knowledge       
Online discussion/debate in a group       
Online discussion/debate in all class       
In-time helps to technical problems       
Teacher or staff‘s polite attitudes when inquiring       
Social activities between students-teachers       
Online lectures given by experts       
Scheduled online tutoring       
Synchronously tutoring via QQ/MSN       
Scheduled face-to-face tutoring after class       
In-time feedback to students' questions       
Telephone-call to teachers for asking questions       
In-time feedback to students‘ assignments       
Oral-exam or disputation       
Assignments for group work       
Evaluating to teaching and learning organization       
Various forms of assignments       
Online or downloadable self tests       

5. Familiarity and sense of belonging:  

 Hardly at all Little Average Much Very much 

How much are you familiar with your classmates?       

To what degree do you feel a sense of belonging  
to the university or learning center? 

     

6. To what extent do you think the following learner support services are helpful to your study?  

 Not helpful Less helpful Moderate Quite helpful Very helpful 

Courses introduction before formal lessons      

Introduction to registration      

Instruction on how to pay      

Introduction to the whole college      

Your Name: _________________ Your study ID: ______________ 

Subject: _________________ Class: _________________ 
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Introduction to websites functions      

Introduction to courses selection      

Instruction on computer usage      

Instruction on learning in distance education      

Instruction on learning management      

Instruction on group work      

BBS for each group      

BBS for the whole class      

BBS for the students of same subject      

7. How many times did you take part in group learning activities? 

8. Do you have the needs/desire to join in a group work? Yes ____ No ______ 

9. Normally, how many people participant in a learning group among your classmates? ______persons. 

10. How many hours does your group meeting usually last each time?_____ hours 

11. On the normal conditions, how often do you think it might be proper to have a group learning activity? 

Twice a week once a week once two weeks once three weeks once a month once two months 

      

12. How often do you have group work activities?  

 
0 time 

1-3  
/year 

1-2  
/season 

1  
/month 

1  
/15 days 

1  
/week 

During-class GW       

temporary GW for group assignments       

Scheduled, teacher-appointed members, stable GW       

Temporary, no fix- members, self-org. GW       

Scheduled, with fixed- members, self-org. GW       

Not Scheduled, with fixed- members, self-org. GW       

Participating in online forums by students       

13. How do you comment on the following statements on the effectiveness to your studying?  

 Very little A Little Average Much Very much 

Working in groups during lessons in the recent one year      

Temporary GW for group assignment      

Scheduled, teacher-appointed members, stable GW      

Temporary, no fix-members, self-org. GW      

Scheduled, with fixed- members, self-org. GW      

Not Scheduled, with fixed- members, self-org. GW      

Participating in online forums by students      

Not attend any group work      

14. Do you agree the following statements about group work? 

 Strongly  
disagree 

Disagree 
I do not  

know 
Agree 

Strongly 
 agree 

Effectiveness of online GW is poor      

Group work is not well organized      

Learning nothing from other members      

No clear themes for discussion      

No job-/practice-related discussions      

Group work is just a formality      

No drive to participate      

No obligation to participate      

Group work is not sustainable      
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15. Do you agree the following statements about group work? 

 
Strongly  
disagree 

Disagree 
I do not  

know 
Agree 

Strongly 
 agree 

Sharing knowledge within group      

Stimulating thinking/reflection      

Improving self-responsibilities      

Deepening understanding & interest to textbook      

Giving emotion support      

Making study-life delighted      

Learning more from other classmates      

Clearing up confusions      

Reducing workload      

Improving assignments‘ quality      

Sharing knowledge within group      

16. Do you agree the following strategies for improving the group work? 

 Strongly  
disagree 

Disagree 
I do not  

know 
Agree 

Strongly 
 agree 

Competition among groups      

Sharing cost on activity      

Planning ahead      

Clearing up themes/plans for discussions      

Punishing/awarding to members      

Someone in charge of planning      

Someone in charge of resources      

Making regulations for good quality      

Evaluating each other within group      

17. How often do you usually talk about the following contents when working in a group?  

 Almost none Less Not much not less much Very much 

Assignment       

Examination related      

Key questions or difficulties      

Teaching quality      

How to make teachers accept advice      

Anything but course-related      

18. When you have difficulties or questions in your course studies, usually, whom do you discuss with?  
What is the frequency? 

  0 time 
1-3  

/year 
1-2  

/season 
1  

/month 
1  

/15 days 
1  

/week 
Irregular 

Classmates from the same class        

Last year schoolmates        

Other old classmates outside        

Peer friends (other than classmates)        

Aged friends outside        

Discussion with nobody, study independently         

19. To what extent will the following forms of learning discussion influence your study’s effectiveness? 

 
 

Not at all  
helpful 

A little  
helpful 

Average Helpful 
Very  

helpful 

Classmates from the same class      

Last year schoolmates      

Other old classmates outside      

Peer friends (other than classmates)      

Aged friends outside      

Discussion with nobody, studying independently       
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20. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements on the concept of “learning”?  

Learning is for: Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree 
I do not 

know 
Agree 

Strongly  
agree 

Accumulating knowledge      

Simulating new examples      

Memorizing contents of textbook      

Relating knowledge to various subjects      

Cultivating abilities or skills      

Dealing with exams      

21. To what  extent do you think the following learning behaviors exist in your learning processes?  

 Never Seldom Average Often Always 

Spending much time on difficulties      

Critical of textbook or teaching contents      

Finding related knowledge/info. for new topic      

Relating one subject to other subjects      

Relating the new to the old knowledge      

Studying only before exams      

22. If you were provided the following forms of organization of learning, how do you consider their effectiveness? 

 Worst Worse Moderate Quite good The best 

Face-to-face lecturing      

Teacher-guided discussions during lesson      

Discussion in groups first then summary together      

Independent learning      

Teacher-organized online discussion after lessons      

Online discussion in groups after lessons      

Face-to-face discussions in groups after lessons      

 

23. To what extent are you satisfied with the following services? 

 Strongly 
dissatisfied 

dissatisfied neutral satisfied 
Strongly 
satisfied 

Diverse selection of courses      

Flexibility in course selection      

Relating contents to practice      

Courses schedule      

Updated knowledge in courses      

Sharing resources or information      

Accessible to public resources equally      

Distribution of learning materials      

Interaction among teacher-students after lessons      

Interaction among students after lessons      

College‘s BBS      

Multiple forms of crediting      

Supplements for missing course-sections      

Fostering habits of collaboration      

Giving students enough time to digestion      

24. Please rank the order with 1,2,3, 4 for the following four sources of support (tick only one time on each):  

Family Support     

Societal Support     

Classmates Support     

College Support     
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25. How often do you interact with your classmates with the following listed forms? 

 
Several 

times/week 
1/week 

1/half a 
month 

1/3 
weeks 

1/month 
1/a 

season 
1/term irregular never 

Interact by Email          
Interact by Eelephone          
Interact by QQ/MSN          
Interact by Bulletin Board          
Interact by Subject Forum          
Interact by Face-to-face          

26. Which alternative do you normally use for being online or the Internet?  

 Never Seldom Average Often Most often 

Mobile phone      

Dial telephone      

ISDN      

Broadband (SDSL, Cable, Modem, etc.)      

27. Where do you usually use the Internet? (It can be multiple choices) 

Home 
Internet Bar,  

Internet Coffee 
Friends‘ home 

University or  
learning center 

My job place Public library 

      

28. Why do you choose to study in distant mode? To what extent do you agree the following statements according to your 
true situations? 

 Not at all Disagree Do not know Agree Strongly agree 

Experiencing online learning      

Learning IT technology besides      

Learning from various colleges      

Working-studying conflict      

Low tuition fees      

No entrance exam      

Flexible in years of completion      

Lower scores      

Gaining certificate easier      

For its good reputation      

Health problem      

29. What is your average income after tax all together (salary after tax, awards, etc.)? (Note: in 2005, currency unit 
is CN Yuan ¥, 1 USD ≈ 7.5 CNY) 

No income Below 500 1500-2500 2501-5000 5001-7500 7501-10000 10001-15000 15001-20000 Over 20000 

         

30. Which time (s) is it for you to studying in distance mode?  

The 1st The 2nd The 3rd More than 3 times 

    

31. What is your motivation for you to learn in this institution? To what extent the following statements truly reflect your 
situations. 

 Not at all true Not true I do not know True Very true 

For gaining certificate      

Solving practical problems at work      

Promotion in job      

Improving professional capacity      

Improving social status      

Obeying parents‘ arrangement      
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32. Your present marital status is:  

Single Married, have child Married, have no child Divorced, have child Divorced, have no child 

     

33. Who usually pays for your tuition fee for the study here? How much will they pay? (You may select more than one 
answer) 

1/4 1/2 3/4 4/4 

Myself     

My family members or relatives     

My classmates or friends      

My job     

Loan from bank     

Scholarship     

34. If there is a conflict between your work and your study, then what suggestion will your family members give to you?  

To give priority to studying  

It does not matter which one I should give the priority to  

To give priority to my job  

35. To what degree do your relatives care of your following aspects? 

 Never Seldom Average Often Most often 

Having positive attitude to my studying      

Having negative attitude to my studying      

Studying-working conflict      

Teaching quality at college      

Adequate helps from teachers      

My scores      

My future development      

If I lack of learning equipments      

Whether learning through distance mode      

Learning environment at home      

Enough time for learning at home      

36. How many hours does it take you to go to your university or your learning center? 

37. How often do you usually go to your university or learning center? 

1/day 2-3/week 1/week 1/half month 1/month 1/season 1/half year 

       

38. When you send the questions to your teachers, how long does it take to get a reply? 

 Never Seldom Average Often Always 

Instant reply       

Within 1 hour      

Within 2 hours      

Within 4 hours      

Within 8 hours      

Within 24 hours       

Within 1 week      

Within 2 weeks      

Irregular, anytime      

39. What is your suggestion to your institution on learner support services?  
40. What are the present advantages and disadvantages of the present learner support services? 
41. What kinds of services do you think that the educational institutions should provide to improve your group learning 

quality and effectiveness? 
42. What do you suggest to do in group work for improving group work quality? 

Thank you faithfully for your cooperation! 
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Appendix 2  Correlations between motivation and conceptions of learning  
at OnlinePU 

 

Conception of learning:  

Dealing with exam 

  

For gaining certificate ,366** 

For promotion in job ,332** 

For improving social status ,279** 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Appendix 3  Correlations between conceptions of learning  
and habitual learning behavior at OnlinePU 

 Conceptions of learning 

Learning behaviour 
Actively associating  

with other knowledge 

Dealing  

with exams 

Doing exploration ahead of learning a new topic ,216*  

Associating past/old experiences to the new  -,208* 

Studying only before examination  ,249* 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  

Appendix 4  Correlations between themes to discuss, perceptions  
of learning and motivation for learning at OnlinePU 
 

Themes to discuss often 
 Assignments Examinations 

Perception of learning:  
Dealing with exam 

C. C. ,297** ,346** 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,008 ,002 
n 62 63 

Motivation for learning:  
For gaining certificate 

C.C.  ,281* 
Sig. (2-tailed)  ,011 

n  67 

Motivation for learning: 
 because of intrinsic interests 

C. C. -,229*  

Sig. (2-tailed) ,028  
n 67  

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
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Appendix 5  Weighting procedures of the sample 

Name of  

Institution 

Student Populations Achieved Samples Weighted Samples 

N(i) N(i)÷N(t)= K(i) n(s) n(s) ÷n(t) = k(s) W=K(i)÷k(s) N(w)=n(s) x W 

OpenService 834 834÷68042= 0.012257 78 78÷587= 0.1329 0.09222 7.19 

ContEd 1500 1500÷68042= 0.0220 58 58÷587= 0.0988 0.22267 12.91 

OnlinePU 40573 40573÷68042= 0.59629 85 85÷587= 0.1448 4.1180 350.03 

OnlinePU_Lc 305 305÷68042= 0.00448 38 38÷587= 0.0647 0.06924 2.63 

RTVU_Bj 23637 23637÷68042= 0.34738 173 173÷587= 0.2947 1.17875 203.92 

RTVU_Lc 1193 1193÷68042= 0.01753 155 155÷587= 0.2641 0.0664 10.29 

Total N(t) =68042  1 n(t)=587  1  587 

Notes:  

W = weight rate 

i = institution 

s = sample 

t = total 

K or k = value/rate 

N or n = number 

N(i) = Number of the targeted student population in each institution 

n(s) = Number of the sampled students in each institution 

N(t) = Total number of the targeted student population from the six institutions  

n(t) = Total number of the sampled students from the six institutions 

N(w) = Number of weighted sampled students in each institution 
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Appendix 6  An overall presentation of the findings of the six institutions 

1) Items OpenService ContEd OnlinePU OnlinePU_Lc RTVU_Bj RTVU_Lc 
S
tu

d
en

ts
 P

ro
fi

le
s 

No. of samples 78 58 85 38 173 155 

Years of 
education 

Mostly has ≥ 13 
years 

Mostly has ≥15 years Mostly has 13-17 years. Mostly has 12-14 years;  Majority has ≥15 years Mostly has 12-15 years  

Employment, 
salary 

Almost all employed, 
rather good salary 

All employed, good 
salary 

Almost all employed, 
rather good salary 

Mostly employed, poor 
salary 

All employed, rather 
good salary 

Mostly employed, poor 

salary;  

Learning  Online learning; Blended learning  Pure online learning Online learning Blended learning Blended learning 

Sense of 
belonging 

Quite strong,  Quite strong Strong  Quite strong  Quite strong Quite strong  

Familiarity 
with classmates 

Moderate familiar  
 

Moderate familiar Less or not at all 
familiar 

Less or not at all 
familiar 

Moderate familiar Moderate familiar 

Reasons for 
learning in 
DE mode 

Good reputation; 
Work and study 
conflict 

Good reputation;  
Work and study 
conflict 

Good reputation; 
gaining certificate;  

Learning from other 
college; to experience 
learning 

Flexible in completion 
time; Work and study 
conflict 

To experience online 
learning; good reputation 

S
tu

d
en

t 
L

ea
rn

in
g 

M
ot

iv
at

io
n 

fo
r 

le
ar

ni
ng

 The most 
popular 
two: 

To improve 
professional qualities; 
to gain certificate 

To gain certificate; 
promotion in job 

To improve 
professional qualities, 
to gain certificate 

Promotion in job, to 
improve professional 
qualities 

To improve 
professional qualities; 
to gain certificate 

To improve professional 
qualities, solving problems  
at job 

For 
gaining 
certificate 

Over 80% Around 65% Nearly 90% Nearly 70% Nearly 80% Nearly 50% 

Intrinsic 
interests 

Less than 60% Around 65% Around 65% Nearly 60% Over 40% Nearly 70% 

Perception of 
learning 

To accumulate 
knowledge; the least 
for rote learning 
 

To cultivate ability  
or skills, the least for 
rote learning 

To accumulate 
knowledge; the least 
for dealing with exam 

To accumulate 
knowledge; the least 
for dealing with exam 

To accumulate 
knowledge; the least 
for rote learning 

To relate knowledge with 
various subjects, the least  
for dealing with exam 

Learning 
behaviors 

Spending much time 
on difficulties; 
seldom be critical  

To relate new to the 
old knowledge; 
seldom be critical 

To relate new to the 
old knowledge; seldom 
be critical 

To relate new to the 
old knowledge; seldom 
be critical 

To relate new to the 
old knowledge; seldom 
be critical 

To relate new to the old 
knowledge; seldom studying 
before exams 
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Appendix 6  An overall presentation of the findings of the six institutions (Continued) 

2) Items OpenService ContEd OnlinePU OnlinePU_Lc RTVU_Bj RTVU_Lc 
In

te
ra

ct
io

n
 

Discussion with 
classmates 

Seldom, 
sometimes 

Seldom, sometimes, 
often 

Seldom, not at all Seldom Seldom Seldom 

The most 
beneficiary from 
discussing with  

Classmates; 
Last-year 
schoolmates 

Classmates; Last-year 
schoolmates 

Classmates; Last-year 
schoolmates 

Last-year schoolmates; 
Classmates 

Classmates  
Classmates; Last-year 
schoolmates 

Learning 
organization (good 
& best effects) 

Teacher 
organized online 
discussion 

F2F discussion in group 
Teacher organized 
online discussion; F2F 
discussion in group 

Teacher organized online 
discussion; Discussion in 
group first then summarize 
together 

F2F discussion  
in group 

Discussion in group 
first then summarize 
together; teacher 
guided discussion 
during lesson 

Mostly discussed 
(often, most often) 

Exam; 
assignments 

Assignments, exams 
Exam; key questions or 
difficulties 

Exam; assignments Exam; assignments Exam; assignments 

Group assignment Never, seldom Often Never, seldom Moderately, seldom Seldom Moderately and often 

(S
m

al
l)

 G
ro

u
p

 W
o

rk
 (

G
W

) 

Online discussion 
in group (the  
largest percentage) 

Seldom, often Seldom Seldom Often Seldom Often 

Ideal size (the 
largest percentage) 

4-12 members 4-6, 7-9 members 0, 1, 3 members 4-6 members 
4-6, 7-9  
members 

4-12 members 

Preferred frequency 
1/month; 
1/half month 

1/month; 1/half month 1/week 1/month; 1/week 1/month 1/half month 

Most often some 
forms of GW (the 
highest percentage) 

Non-scheduled, 
fixed members, 
self-organized 
GW 

Working in group during 
lessons; Temporary GW 
for assignment 

Hardly had any group 
work 

Scheduled, fixed members, 
self-organized GW 

Temporary GW  
for assignment 

Temporary GW for 
assignment 

The most useful 
form of GW (the 
highest percentage) 

Scheduled, with 
fixed members, 
self-organized 
GW 

Temporary GW for 
assignment; Scheduled, 
with fixed members, self-
organized GW 

Scheduled, teacher-
appointed members, 
stable GW; Working in 
group during lessons 

Synchronous communication 
via QQ or MSN messenger; 
Non-scheduled, with fixed 
members, self-organized GW 

Temporary GW  
for assignment 

Temporary GW for 
assignment 

The most positive 
aspect of having 
group work 

Emotional 
support 

Learning more from 
classmates 

Emotional support; 
Deepening 
understanding  

Learning more from 
classmates; emotional 
support  

Sharing knowledge; 
Improving 
assignment quality  

Clearing up 
confusions; 
Deepening 
understanding  
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Appendix 6 An overall presentation of the findings of the six institutions (Continued) 

3) Items OpenService ContEd OnlinePU OnlinePU_Lc RTVU_Bj RTVU_Lc 
In

st
it

u
ti

o
n

al
 S

u
p

p
o

rt
 S

er
v
ic

es
 a

n
d

 S
at

is
fa

ct
io

n
s 

Tutoring (the mostly 
reported type) 

Scheduled online 
tutoring;  

Scheduled face-to-face 
tutoring 

Scheduled online 
tutoring 

Scheduled online 
tutoring 

Scheduled face-to-
face tutoring 

Scheduled face-to-face 
tutoring 

Interactivity-related 
services (seldom  
or never provided) 

Social activities 
among students and 
teachers 

Organized online 
forum for group 
discussion 

Organized online 
forum for class 
discussion 

Organized online 
forum for class 
discussion 

Social activities 
among students and 
teachers 

Organized online 
forum for class 
discussion 

Forms of assessment 
(seldom or never) 

Assignments for 
GW; Oral exams or 
disputation 

Online downloadable 
tests 

Assignments for  
GW; Oral exams or 
disputation 

Oral exams or 
disputation; 
Assignments for GW 

Oral exams or 
disputation; 
Assignments for GW 

Online downloadable 
tests 

Satisfaction: 
Collaboration & 
Interaction-related 
(unsatisfactory) 

Interaction among 
teachers-students;  

College‘s BBS 
Fostering habits of 
collaboration 

Interaction among 
students 

Fostering habits of 
collaboration 

College‘s BBS 

Satisfaction: course 
selection (the most 
satisfactory) 

Course schedule Course schedule 
Diverse selection of 
courses 

Flexible in course 
selection 

Diverse selection of 
courses 

Flexible in course 
selection 

The most effective 
orientation courses  

Course selection Course selection Course selection 
Course introduction 
before formal lessons 

Course selection Course selection 

Learning-related 
services (the most 
effective items) 

Forum for the 
students of the same 
subject; Forum for 
each group 

Instruction on how to 
do a group work; 
Instruction on learning 
management 

Forum for the 
students of the same 
subject; Forum for 
each group 

Forum for each 
group; Forum for the 
students of the same 
subject 

Forum for the 
students of the same 
subject; Forum for 
the class 

Instruction on how to 
do a group work; 
Instruction on learning 
management 

O
th

er
 S

u
p

p
o

rt
 

The existence of  
societal support  
(a few disagreed) 

Labor market values 
distance graduates 
equally 

The same The same The same The same The same 

Family support (the 
most common concerns) 

My future 
development;  
My scores 

My future 
development; Teaching 
quality at the institution 

My future 
development; My 
scores 

My future 
development; My 
scores 

My future 
development; My 
scores 

My future 
development; My 
scores 

4 sources of support 
(“the most important”) 

Institutional support, 
Classmate support 

Institutional support; 
Classmate support 

Institutional support; 
Classmate support 

Institutional support; 
Classmate support 

Institutional support; 
Classmate support 

Institutional support; 
Family support 
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