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Abstract

Hong Kong, a populated city, meets all the necessary technological and economic
conditions for e-learning to be thriving in higher education. However, online survey
results of students and teachers of a major tertiary educational institution over a period
of three years showed that e-learning is not nearly as popular as anticipated and
traditional face-to-face learning remains the preferred mode of study. Are the
benefits and impact experienced in other countries equally applicable to Hong

Kong? What are the barriers to e-learning diffusion in Hong Kong? Answers to
these questions were sought from the teachers and researchers of e-learning in Hong

Kong higher education.

The research was based on a grounded theory methodology and used a three stage
mixed-method design for data collection and analysis. The key informants were the
teacher-researchers in higher educational institutions in Hong Kong. Several potential
issues arising from three rounds of large scale online surveys were explored with them
through in-depth interviews, which generated a framework for analysis, and based
upon which a follow-up questionnaire survey was formulated and
conducted. Inferences were drawn from the combined results of the online survey,

the interviews, and the follow-up survey.

The results from the study showed that the benefits, impact and barriers identified
were broadly similar to those experienced in other countries. Whilst some personal
and social conditions such as age, gender and, family and home conditions are not
perceived to be important factors in hindering diffusion, certain unique social
conditions in Hong Kong — such as the two official languages, the popular mixed-
code phenomenon, the teacher-centred and assessment-centric culture, — are
perceived to contribute to some extent to the hindrance of e-learning

diffusion. However, the teachers and researchers see more serious barriers in the
unfavourable perception and negative attitudes of students and teachers towards e-
learning and the lack of self-motivation and self-discipline. Based on these findings,

certain areas of further study were suggested for future research.
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Chapter One

Introduction — The Purpose of the Research

Background of Research

With Hong Kong’s drive towards a knowledge-based society’, the pressure to learn
has become greater than ever even for those well past the normal age for schooling.
Lifelong learning is not just a buzzword but also a way of life in Hong Kong. Under
a headline of “Managing an Ageing Problem”, the South China Morning Post

reported that:

“Hong Kong has the lowest fertility rate in the world and, coupled with a
longer life expectancy, the population demographic is expected to remain on
an ageing trend for a while. According to the Census and Statistics
Department, the percentage of the population 65 and over will rise to 27 per

cent in 2033 from 11.7 per cent in 2003. ” (Turner, 2005)

That same author also suggested that to manage the problems brought about by an
ageing population, both workers and employers have to “think outside the box” (e.g.
workers staying on their jobs longer, and flexible work patterns or days) and to
“adopt a lifelong learning mindset”.  Such suggestions clearly reflect a trend in the
developed countries in Europe and North America where manual labour jobs have
been gradually replaced by service industry jobs, in particular, those in the
knowledge industry (e.g. finance, education, high tech industries). Such jobs

typically require continuous updating of knowledge and skills. No wonder a

' HK Government Policy Objectives 2000, Ch. 11: 5.



lifelong learning mindset or a commitment to lifelong learning is becoming essential

to those in professional and managerial jobs.

Indeed, Hong Kong is no exception to this world trend. The Honourable Dr. Leung
Che Hung, Chairman of the Elderly Commission of Hong Kong Government,
recently outlined in his speech at the Public Service Conference 2010 entitled

“Enriching the lives of the elderly”?

that the life expectancy in Hong Kong has
extended significantly since 1971 (from 67.8 to 79.8 for males; from 76.3 to 85.9 for
females) and is projected to reach 82.8 and 89.2 by 2029 for males and females
respectively. He pointed out that since the elderly of today and the future are better
educated, in better health with better spending power, Hong Kong should consider
better educational services for them as well as other essential services such as health

>

transport, housing, and leisure.

Apart from the elderly, the Government is also supporting lifelong learning for new
migrants through its high power Women’s Commission which is tasked “to take a
strategic overview over women's issues, develop a long-term vision and strategy for
the development and advancement of women, and to advise the Government on

policies and initiatives which are of concern to women”

Among the Commission’s many initiatives, the most important and well-known one

would be its Capacity Mileage Building Programme (CMBP), which is designed to

2 “Enriching the Lives of the Elderly”, Speech by Dr. Leung Che Hung, Chairman, Elderly Commission,
at the Public Sector Conference 2010, “Public Service 20207, 10 November 2010. (downloaded on 29
Dec 2010. www.ps2020.gov.hk/.../images/.../.CH%20Leung%20-
%20Enriching%20the%20lives%200{%20the%20elderly.ppt )

3 (extracted from the official website for Women’s Commission, downloaded on 05 January 2011,
http://www.women.gov.hk/colour/en/empowerment/CBMP.htm ).

2



encourage women of different backgrounds and educational levels to pursue lifelong
learning and self-development. CMBP aims “to equip women with a positive
mindset and enhance their inner strength so that they can cope with different life
challenges”. Courses are mainly through distance learning (radio broadcast) plus
some face-to-face classes. To encourage enrolment further, materials with public

interest are broadcast on all electronic media as well as print media.

All these initiatives and efforts of encouraging lifelong learning are obviously
supported by the Government at the policy level. A casual scan of past annual Hong
Kong Chief Executives’ Policy Addresses will find repeated occurrences of policy
agenda items such as transforming Hong Kong’s economy into a knowledge-based
economy, and the ambitious expansion of the tertiary education participation rate
from 30% to 60% by 2010%; that is, over a period of 10 years. Remarkably, this
latter ambitious goal was achieved in 2009 thanks to the rapid growth of the highly
competitive self-financed tertiary education sector, mainly through additional sub-

degree level full-time programmes.

ICT in Education

It might be relevant to point out that Hong Kong Government education polices for
the primary and secondary sectors have also been quite ambitious in recent years. As
recounted by Yuen et al. (2010), following the implementation of three successive
“ICT in education” policies between 1998 and 2007, the mean student-computer
ratio in Hong Kong schools decreased from 23:1 in 1998 to 6:1 in 2006, together
with substantial improvements in pedagogical and technical support for ICT use in

schools (p.8). There was also a remarkable increase in the presence of lifelong

4 Chief Executive Policy Address, November 2000.
3



learning pedagogy in schools as perceived by the school principals in Hong Kong.
The school principal’s vision for lifelong leaming pedagogy as found by Yuen et al.-
(p- 88) in their surveys of the principals is fivefold.
® To individualize student learning experience in order to address
different learning needs.
¢  To increase learning motivation and make learning more interesting
¢  To foster students’ ability and readiness to set their own learning goals
and to plan, monitor and evaluate their own progress
¢  To foster collaborative and organizational skills when working in
teams
¢ To provide activities which incorporate real-world examples/ settings/

applications for student learning

Definition of an “older person”

Although age is only one of the many issues related to this study of e-learning, it
may be helpful to adopt a working definition of “older person” for the purpose of this
research study. Most developed countries have accepted that someone aged 65 or
more is considered an older person. This definition may be somewhat arbitrary as it
is largely associated with the age at which one can begin to receive pension benefits
in those countries (there has been a world trend in raising this threshold for full
pension, e.g. France). At the moment, there is no international standard numerical
criterion, but the UN generally uses 60+ years in its literature as the cutoff for

reference to an older population.



Although the concept of old age has been intuitively understood, there is no general
agreement on the exact age at which a person is considered “old”. The common use
of a calendar age is simple but assumes a consistent equivalence with biological age
related to certain physical ability or mental capacity. That assumption is clearly not
necessarily correct. In some countries (e.g. African countries) a definition of old

age as being "any age after 50" has been loosely adopted in their culture. °

As this research is about a certain form of technology-based learning, it would be too
limiting to adopt a definition of 65 and above as there would be very few, if any,
learners in my sample aged 65 or above who are still engaging in organized
educational programmes. Therefore, I have adopted a working definition of “50 and
above” for an “older person” instead, following the convention of a “Third-age
learner”. A third-age learner is someone who, on one hand, has clearly passed the
stage for formal basic school learning, but on the other hand is still relatively healthy
and capable of active learning in an organized programme of study. I prefer the term
“older person” in this research project instead of “elderly” or “old person” as the aim
of enquiry is to find out whether the relatively older learners are disadvantaged in e-
learning in comparison with their younger counterparts. Therefore, adopting the
definition of a third-age learner (age 50+) as the dividing line for delineating the two
groups does not seem unreasonable.  As it turns out, even with this working
definition of “50 and above”, only a very small number of older students responded
to the online surveys in this study. More details will be reported in Chapter Five,

Presentation of Findings and Discussion — Web surveys.

5 (See Proposed Working Definition of an Older Person in Africa for the MDS Project,

http://www.who.int/healthinfo/survey/ageingdefnolder/en/index.html, downloaded on 4 Jan 2011)
5



Continuing education and adult education in the Hong Kong context

The sub-degree education sector in Hong Kong is currently dominated by the
continuing education arms of the eight government funded universities. A case in
point is: the institution under observation in this study has an annual enrolment of over
100,000 of which nearly 9500 are full-time students. According to Rogers (2002),
“continuing education was seen as opening formal education to wider groups and
extending its range and validity into later life rather than cutting it off in the first two
or three decades of life.” (2002, p. 4) However, these continuing education arms of
local universities offer a wider range of programmes catering for an even wider
audience than the parent universities do. Not only do they offer conventional
programmes of continuing education for personal or professional development of
working adults, they also offer full-time university transfer (bridging) programmes at
the sub-degree level (such as higher diplomas and associate degrees) to typical school
leavers. Some of these continuing education units offer, mostly in conjunction with
an overseas university, degree and post-graduate degree programmes. With such a
comprehensive range of programmes on offer, these continuing education units are

indeed offering lifelong learning opportunities to all walks of life.

The concept of continuing education is often confused with the concept of adult
education in Hong Kong. It would be useful to clarify what adult education means for

the purpose of this study.

Indeed, what do we mean by “adults™? Generally, an adult is understood to be a
fully-grown person who is considered legally responsible for his or her actions, e.g.

marriage or voting in a civic election. As the age threshold for recognition of



adulthood differs from country to country, it becomes necessary to understand the
concept of adult education from different perspectives instead of by defining adult
education simply as the education of those over a certain age. Jarvis (1995) argued
that “adult education”, because of its historical background (especially in the United
Kingdom context), is not quite the same as the “education of the adults”. The
former is linked to a “middle-class, leisure time pursuit... a conception of a front-end
model of education” (1995, p. 20), whereas the latter requires a clear definition of

what an “adult” is.

What makes the education of adults different from other forms of education; for
example, the education of children? As Jarvis analyzed, various suggestions by
authors such as Knowles (1980, 1984, 1990 & 1995) seem to converge on the idea
that adult education implies an educational process conducted in an adult manner
while recognizing the process of transition from childhood to adulthood is continuing

and gradual.

Adult education is often used interchangeably with the term “continuing education”,
giving emphasis to the “post-initial education” nature of such educational provision.
Rogers (2002) argued that the term “lifelong learning™ is more appropriate than
“adult education” as “Lifelong learning sought to change the focus away from the
competitive to the situated, away from institutionalized education to ‘lifeworld

learning’.” (2002: 4)

In this study, Jarvis (1995) referred both adult education and the education of adults

to the educational process adults participate in with “adulthood refers [referring] to



the fact that both individuals’ own awareness of themselves and other people’s
perceptions of them accord them with the status of adulthood within their own

society.” (1995, p. 22)

However, it should be stressed that although this study is based on personal
observations, expert opinion, and data collected from teachers and students of one of
the major continuing education organizations in Hong Kong, the implications and
conclusions drawn from the study are by no means limited to adult students in
conventional continuing education programmes. The target continuing education
institution (described in greater detail in Chapter 2, Context of the Enquiry) offers a
comprehensive range of full- and part-time programmes to both school leavers (full-
time sub-degrees) and working adults (personal or professional development
programmes). The focus of this study—namely, the benefits, impact, and barriers of
e-learning in Hong Kong—is aimed at students in general rather than only at

working adults.

What is e-learning?

It is necessary to define what e-learning is for the purpose of this study. E-
learning (or eLearning) is commonly used to describe any learning or training
that relies on computer technology and the Internet for its delivery to the
learners. E-learning is not the only commonly-adopted term in the popular
media to describe this mode of technology-based learning. It is also referred
to, even in scholarly publications, as Web-based Training, Computer-based
Training, Online Learning, and Technology Assisted Learning, among others.

Older, more descriptive terms such as Networked Learning and Distributed



Learning are also used in the literature. In short, e-learning is mainly
associated with multimedia technology, and depends on Internet and Web

technology for its delivery.

An older but more descriptive term is Networked Learning (or Learning
Networks). Harasim et al. (1995) defined learning networks as “groups of
people who use CMC (computer mediated communication) networks to learn
together, at the time, place, and pace that best suits them and is appropriate to
the task” (p. 4). At the heart of a typical learning network is a Learning
Management System (LMS) (e.g. WebCT) and a course web site. The
basic contents of the course and additional learning materials with audio or
video components are accessed through the course web site. Relying on the
Internet and web technologies is considered the best in meeting the learning
needs of working adults who are unable to adhere to a fixed tutorial schedule
to meet synchronously with their teachers and classmates. The asynchronous
nature of these technologies gives the important advantage of time
independence; thus, the term Networked Learning, which emphasizes a
network of learners as well as the physical Network (the Internet) that
provides the technological support to the human network, is actually a more

preferred term to me.

However, based on the frequencies of hits in a recent Google search, “e-
learning” has become the most frequently used name among the many similar
terms used in cyber space. This is also true in the more restrictive space of

academic writings according to Google Scholar search. For this reason, the



term “e-learning” has been chosen for the purpose of this study. The top

five more popular names according to Google search and Google Scholar

search are:
By Google Scholar By Google regular search
search (hits) (hits)
e-Learning 206,000 23,300,000
Online Learning 108,000 3,330,000
Network Learning 37,300 177,000
Web-based Learning 34,400 318,000
eLearning 33,100 19,800,000

Table 1.1: The Top Five More Popular Names on e-Learning according
to Google Search and Google Scholar Search
(searched on 4 January 2011)

Also, the above statistics show that the form ‘e-learning’ is clearly preferred
over the form ‘eLearning’ in academic writings, although the general use of the

two terms in Web pages is fairly close.

Some working definitions of e-Learning for this study

Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-learning)

“E-learning comprises all forms of electronically

supported learning and teaching. The Information and communication

systems, whether networked or not, serve as specific media to implement the
learning process. E-learning is essentially the computer and network-enabled
transfer of skills and knowledge. E-learning applications and processes
include Web-based learning, computer-based learning, virtual classroom
opportunities and digital collaboration. Content is delivered via the Internet,

intranet/extranet, audio or video tape, satellite TV, and CD-ROM. It can be

10



self-paced or instructor-led and includes media in the form of text, image,

animation, streaming video and audio.”

Derek Stockley (http://derekstockley.com.au/elearning-definition.html)

“.. .. the delivery of a learning, training or education program by electronic
means. E-learning involves the use of a computer or electronic device (e.g. a
mobile phone) in some way to provide training, educational or learning

material.”

WEBOPEDIA (http://www.webopedia.com/TERM/E/e leamning.html)

...... education via the Internet, network, or standalone computer.

E-learning is essentially the network-enabled transfer of skills and knowledge.
E-learning refers to using electronic applications and processes to learn. E-
learning applications and processes include Web-based learning, computer-
based learning, virtual classrooms and digital collaboration. Content is
delivered via the Internet, intranet/extranet, audio or video tape, satellite TV,

and CD-ROM.”

Assumptions about e-learning for the purpose of this study

1.

Online discussion, either asynchronously or synchronously, is considered
an essential part of e-learning compared with traditional face-to-face or

classroom learning.

Many teachers/ professors blend e-learning technologies such as online

11



discussions into their regular face-to-face (f2f) classroom teaching but may
not label their courses as e-learning. Such blended learning practice, if
substantial and well-designed pedagogically, should be regarded as
Blended Learning or Integrated Learning approaches. Blended
Learning or Integrated Learning refers to a hybrid form of learning that
combines e-learning and traditional face-to-face learning. It describes the
practice of blending or integrating e-learning into traditional face-to-face

learning processes.

It should also be noted that because of Hong Kong learners’ strong
preference for face-to-face learning, blended learning is now clearly the
preferred choice of teachers and institutions although the learning mode is
not necessarily labeled as such with the label “blended learning”, the label
has not been widely used except by researchers of e-learning. Therefore,
while the practice in Hong Kong is often blended learning, the label

generally remains “e-learning”.

For the purpose of this study, Blended Learning or Integrated Learning is
treated as a special case of e-learning rather than a different mode of
learning. However, often in such cases, the teachers or the students
regarded e-learning as only add-ons to the existing face-to-face mode of

learning and sometimes even as optional components to the course.

The research puzzle

As the landscape of education is shifting gradually towards a greater variety of
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programme choices, modes of study, and providers, so is the delivery of instruction
gradually incorporating greater use of technology. Such changes are induced by the
changes of life-styles of learners who are, on the one hand, under greater pressure to
learn, and on the other find it more and more difficult to engage in the traditional
mode of classroom face-to-face learning. The rise of e-learning, which promises to
offer a more flexible learning mode to meet the learning needs and life-styles of busy
working adults of the so-called modern day knowledge-based society, has attracted
much attention, not only in academia but with the public at large. Every now and
then, articles about the success (or expected success) of e-learning appear in the
popular local media. However, has e-learning been successful as reported or is it
more hype than reality? How well is e-learning actually accepted in HK by the

students and teachers, particularly in tertiary education?

The major continuing education providers in Hong Kong regularly conduct surveys
to gauge demand for CE programmes. In its Continuing Education Demand Surveys
for 2007/08 and 2009/10 reports, the School of Professional and Continuing
Education of the University of Hong Kong estimated about 1.23 and 1.39 million
learners in Hong Kong engaged iﬁ continuing education programmes annually,
spending around HK$ 14.1 and 14.4 billion respectively for the two years®. In other
words, over the period of 2007-2010, the overall demand for continuing education

for all modes of study, including e-learning, has remained basically steady.

¢ Survey on the Demand for Continuing Education in Hong Kong 2009/2010: Comparison and Analysis,
HKU SPACE Centre for Research in Continuing Education & Lifelong Learning, 2010. &

Survey on the Demand for Continuing Education in Hong Kong 2007/2009: Comparison and Analysis,
HKU SPACE Centre for Research in Continuing Education & Lifelong Learning, 2008.
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The more interesting statistics reported that are relevant to the present study are the
negative attitudes of learners towards e-learning. Despite Hong Kong’s apparent
readiness to embrace e-learning — Hong Kong has an excellent Internet technology
infrastructure with high availability of broadband networks and widespread
ownership of laptops—only 40.4 % of respondents showed positive attitudes toward
e-learning in 2007/08. Remarkably, in the 2009/10 survey the percentage of
respondents showing positive attitudes remained basically unchanged at 40.5%. In
other words, the popularity of e-learning in Hong Kong, at least with respect to
current and prospective continuing education students, has not grown at all over a
span of three years. Furthermore, of the 51.9 % of respondents in the 2009/10
survey (50.7 % in 2007/08) who showed negative attitudes towards e-learning, 50.1
% (60.3 % in 2007/08) said that their preference for face-to-face teaching was the
reason that they did not opt for e-learning. These survey results directly contradict
all the expectations and predictions of HK government officials, educators, and the

media of rapid growth of e-learning in Hong Kong.

Even for those respondents who showed positive attitudes towards e-learning in
2007/08, 73.6 % of them want 50% or less of the course component in their
programme of study to be delivered online. In other words, learners are saying that
“a little e-learning may be a good thing but not too much”. This attitude towards e-
learning of Hong Kong learners obviously is disappointing to advocates of e-learning
and seems to be significantly different from that of other similarly technology-ready
countries. For comparison with one of the nearby developed countries, Australia,
according to the 2008 Australian Flexible Learning Framework e-learning

Benchmarking Survey (2008a), 33% of students would like “a lot” of e-learning and
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47% of the students said that e-learning was a positive factor in their choice of
training providers. There seems to be a clear trend of growing acceptance and
expectation of e-learning as a continuing education delivery mode by both teachers
and students in Australia but not in Hong Kong. Granted, Australia is much more
dispersed geographically and therefore, at least for its citizens living away from the
urban areas, the advantages for e-learning seem obvious. However, it appears e-
learning is equally popular with urban Australian learners. Why is it that e-learning,
despite its many promises, has not flourished in Hong Kong? What are the reasons

against or barriers to greater adoption of e-learning in Hong Kong?

The popular media often assume e-learning suits the life-styles and learning habits of
the young so-called “Net” generation better because of the belief that the young
generation is more in tune with the Internet and the Web — and how information is
disseminated and acquired. It has been argued that younger learners are more
comfortable with searching for information on the net than the traditional way of
using the library and other sources of printed materials. In comparison, it is often
believed that the older generation is much less comfortable in general with using the
Internet to pursue their learning. Is this true or is it merely a myth or even prejudice?
Could the older learners (defined to be those of age 50 or more for the purpose of
this study) be just as comfortable and effective with e-learning? Would the
perceived benefits of e-learning be equally applicable to older learners as to younger

learners?

Another puzzling question relating to e-learning development in Hong Kong concerns

the two official languages policy in Hong Kong — Chinese and English. Although
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English is the chosen medium of instruction in almost all tertiary educational
institutions in Hong Kong, English remains the second language for the public at large.
Even among the better educated university students, the preferred language in the
classrooms and on campus in general is more likely a mixture of Chinese and English
(called code-mixing or code-switching in linguistics). To what extent does this
cultural dilemma of two languages facilitate or handicap the development of e-
learning in Hong Kong? Moreover, are there any social conditions of Hong Kong
such as housing conditions, family conditions, or gender differences that might

impede greater adoption of e-learning?

The 