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ABSTRACT 

China's 'Modern Distance Education' is a government-led initiative 

prompted by the need to widen access to higher education and by the 

opportunities offered by the development of a widespread infrastructure of 

information and communications technologies. Distance education using 

television, radio and other technologies has a long history in China, but the 

advent of computer communications opened new possibilities for promoting 

educational development and the policy goal of modernisation. 

Distance education in China now involves online learning, to various 

degrees. However, the effectiveness of online courses depends on learners 

accessing them and using the resources provided. Does this happen? How 

well do learners manage their online learning? What barriers do they 

encounter? This thesis examines these questions through a study of adult 

distance learners based on analysis of a survey of 2931 learners and in-depth 

interviews with 21 learners and distance education experts in several 

locations. I find that: 

(1) The barriers to online learning faced by the sample learners are of 

seven types: communication and interaction; teaching and courses; learning 

resources; learning support services; external support and economic 

burdens; computer and network operation skills; and conditions for accessing 

the Internet. 

(2) Among the seven types of barrier, the 'communication and 

interaction' barrier is not only acting as the most important one faced by 

these learners, but also exists as a markedly independent one. 

(3) Improvements in 'communication and interaction' are the most 

effective in overcoming the other barriers and also contribute to increasing 



the learners' learning efficiency. This lead to the perception that working on 

'communication and interaction' is very likely to be the best starting point for 

tackling barriers to online learning. 

According to these findings, I believe that if the situation of 

'communication and interaction' in onllne learning can be improved for online 

learners to meet their desire for 'sociability', and once they can thus establish 

their own 'learning communities' and form relatively stable 

'student-to-student' relationships, and 'student-to-teacher' relationships, 

other learning barriers will be reduced as well. Hence, I argue that we should 

always pay attention to making 'communication and interaction' occur 

effectively for online learners in the learning process. We should consider the 

matter of 'interaction' not only in the delivery process of teaching and 

tutoring as well as in learning activities, but also in the production of teaching 

materials and In the provision of learning materials, as we" as in the building 

of learning environments. In a word, it is necessary to put the whole matter 

of llnteraction' at the core of the instructional system design for online 

learning. 

Key words: 

learning barriers, onl/ne learning, distance education, adult learners, 

interaction 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1 Research Context 

1.1 Brief Introduction to the Development of Modern Distance 

Education 1 in China 

In the late 1990s, the Chinese Government decided to embark on a 

vigorous expansion of higher education in the country. As a consequence, the 

scale of Chinese higher education has been expanded by more than 20% 

every year since 1999, and such expansion did not slow down until 2005. 

Even since 2005, the annual rate of expansion has only gradually decreased 

to below 20%. Such speed of higher education expansion Is rare and has 

been accompanied by a sharp increase in both the absolute number of 

students in Chinese higher education, and also in the rate of participation2
• 

By 2002, the enrolment level, or participation rate, in Chinese higher 

education had reached 15%; whereas in 1998 it was merely 9.8%. 

According to Trow's analysis of higher education's typical 'stages' of 

development (Trow,1973)3, within barely five years China had achieved the 

historic shift from 'elite' higher education to 'mass' higher education, a 

situation which might normally take countries tens of years to secure. While 

I In this research, I will not distinguish distance education and online education strictly, although there 
are substantial differences between them. 

2 Usually measured as a proportion of the principal age cohort of higher education students, that is 18-21 
1'earolds. 

According to Trow's view, the nature of a country's higher education will not change until the 
proportion of the college-age youth provided with opportunities of accessing higher education reaches 
15%. When the proportion is below 15%, higher education is defined foS being at the stage of 'elite' 
higher education. On.:e the proportion reaches 15%, higher education becomes 'mass' higher 
education. 
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higher education in China has been in this phase of enormous expansion, 

distance education and online learning in China have also been developing 

quickly, contributing tremendously to the rapid transition from elite higher 

education to mass higher education in China. 

Since 1990s, with the rapid development and widespread application of 

Internet technology and satellite communication technology, the main model 

of distance education in China has also been undergoing an essential change. 

The previously dominant models of Radio and TV education in China, making 

use of broadcasting supported by extensive printed materials as well as 

correspondence education, Is now being replaced by a predominantly on line 

model of distance education. Today In China, online distance education, 

based on computer networks and satellite communication technology, with 

Its distinctive character of two-way interaction, Is commonly referred to as 

'Modern Distance Education'. 

In January 1999, the Ministry of Education Issued and began to 

Implement an 'Action Scheme for Invigorating Education Towards the 21st 

Century', approved by the State Council. The scheme aimed to take full 

advantage of the various possible applications arising from the rapid 

development of Information technology, especially the speedy popularization 

of Internet technology, In order to communicate high quality educational 

resources from universities to urban and rural communities, to enterprises, 

to families and to Individual learners, making It far more possible for a large 

number of citizens to share the opportunities and rights of using quality 

education resources and accessing higher education, and helping to bridge 

the gaps In the standards of education, economics and society between the 

Eastern and Western Regions of China, and between urban and rural areas of 

the country. 

14 



In the Action Scheme, the government put forward a 'Modern Distance 

Education Project', based on developing an 'open education network' and 

establishing a 'lifelong learning system' for China. The Modern Distance 

Education Project was also listed as one of the six cross-century national 

educational projects. In March 1999, in launching the Modern Distance 

Education Project, the Ministry of Education approved four universities, 

including Tsinghua University and Zhejiang University, as the first batch of 

pilot universities to implement the Project. In the same year, the Ministry of 

Education issued a paper, entitled 'Opinions on Developing Modern Distance 

Education in China', which elaborated the guidelines, objectives and tasks of 

developing modern distance education in China, providing the guidelines in 

terms of its overall planning, demand-driven, extending openness and 

improving quality. 

In ten years, modern distance education has already made an 

outstanding contribution to the popularization of higher education in China, 

and has already become the leading approach in the country for adult 

continuing education, at the same time promoting higher education's equity 

and popularity, and helping to create a lifelong educational system and 

learning society in China. According to official statistics, in 2006, 

undergraduate enrolment in China had reached 25.537 million, of which 

distance education undergraduate enrolment was 6.528 million, constituting 

some 25.6% of higher education enrolments and the enrolment of online 

undergraduates had reached 2.793 million, or 10.9% of higher education 

enrolments. By 2007, undergraduate enrolment in China had reached 27.215 

million, among which distance education undergraduate enrolments 

amounted to 8.366 million and the enrolment of online undergraduates 

amounted to 3.105 million, with the proportion in higher education rising 
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from 10.9% to 11.4%4. From these data, it can be seen that the recent 

expansion of distance education and online education in China has been 

faster than that of traditional higher education, and, as a consequence, this 

necessarily raises questions about, and challenges for, quality, status and 

effectiveness of Chinese contemporary distance education and, especially of 

its rapidly growing online learning, and the ability of people to take full 

advantage of it as part of the overall expansion and reform of modern China's 

higher education system. 

1.2 Problems in the Development of Modern Distance Education 

In China 

There is a general rule, derived from both historical and International 

comparison that the rapid expansion of higher education enrolment In a short 

period tends to risk resulting In a reduction in quality (Waiters, 2006). Some 

research suggests that the quality of higher education in China has indeed 

declined alongside the rapid development of higher education In the last 

decade or so (Bao, Wel, 2007; Cheng, Gang, 2006; Ma, Wanhua, 2002). An 

Important Issue, therefore, for China's modern distance education Is whether, 

Increasingly supported by Information technology, the decline In quality often 

associated with large-scale and rapid expansion has Indeed occurred and, if 

so, whether this decline can be halted while stili maintaining both economies 

of scale and Its openness to a wide range of participants. 

Although there Is little systematic published research on the influence of 

large-scale expansion resulting in a decline of quality, certain research does 

Indicate that onl/ne courses and learning resources that lack appropriate 

instructional design usually fall to enable learners to learn effectively (Chen, 

.. The statistics listed above are for diploma education. Originally. I planned also to collect data for 
non-diploma education, but. unfortunately, the statistical year~ooks do not contain the data on distance 
non-diploma education. However, it still can be seen that distance education and online education in 
China have been in rapid development. 
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2005). In this research, the researcher found that online learners expected 

that online courses should be designed to take full advantage of adult 

learners' existing knowledge structure, experiences and abilities, providing 

every adult learner with an open online learning system with real choices, as 

well as with interactive space (Chen, 2005). Without this, it was believed, 

online learning resources could not be appropriately designed to support 

effective learning, and it was further suggested that there might also be a 

quality decline in online education along with the increase in online learner 

enrolments. 

In addition to this apparent weakness, the development of modern 

distance education in China has been beset with many other challenges, 

besides the problem that the curriculum resources do not always meet the 

requirements or interests and abilities of adult learners or online learners. For 

Instance, some researches have shown that learning online is still a kind of 

learning activity that is in reality practiced frequently by only a minority of 

distance learners. Thus, only one third of learners in the numerous distance 

education institutions in China reported that they learned online 'constantly', 

and more than half said that they only 'occasionally' used the Internet (Zhao, 

2002) (according to the learners' own interpretation, 'constantly' means 

learning online at least one hour per day on average; whilst, 'occasionally' 

means accessing the Internet no more than one hour per week). A survey on 

a small scale in the institution that I was working in (hereafter referred to as 

'The 0 Institution') conducted in 2006 showed that the average time spent on 

learning online of per head per week of the 'top' 50 out of 236 learners ('top' 

learners mean those spending most time learning on line) from a certain 

learning centre was less than 30 minutes, whilst even the longest time spent 

online per week for one person was only approximately 2 hours. Given that 

the expectation was that part-time distance learners would spend at least 14 
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hours per week in study, it can be seen that, at the time of the research, 

reported online study amounted to only a small part of these students' 

studies.s 

In model of online distance education, neither effective organization nor 

the successful delivery of teaching resources can be accomplished without 

attending to questions of the management and design of the online system. 

Amongst other considerations, that requires focusing on the form and 

presentation of teaching content, the design and opportunities for learner 

Interaction in teaching activities, provision of arrangements for discussion of 

questions in the tutorials and other forums (including online synchronous and 

asynchronous sessions), the processes for providing feedback, the design 

and organization of tests and examinations, the tracking and recording the 

process of students' learning, Information processing and the overall support 

for learners and the management of all online teaching and learning 

processes. None of this can be successfully accomplished without paying 

detailed attention to the design and management of online teaching and the 

learning platform. It Is the platform for teaching and learning on line that 

constitutes an essentlal element of the Infrastructure for online education and 

through which teaching providers are able to conduct most of their teaching 

and Its· corresponding management, and through which learners can 

subsequently carry out self-directed learning and interact with teachers and 

other learners, and through which Institutions of teaching and learning 

support can establish systems to provide support for students and other 

services for teaching and learning. In this sense, ensuring that as far as 

technically, organisationally and financially pOSSible, the teaching platform 

and 'earner management system and their associated onllne functions, 

Including the use of the Internet, and other learner support systems are all 

s Ot'~ in that more resources and Improved facilities and support are now available to facilitate 
online leamlna. these proportions may have substantially increased since the time of the study_ 
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appropriate and accessible for both the tasks in hand and for the sorts of 

learners, and their skills and predispositions, expected to be recruited. 

Without such a well-designed platform, it is unlikely that the declared 

ambitions of the Chinese government and of providers such as The 0 

Institution for the successful development of online learning will be 

successfully achieved. 

But getting the 'system' side of the arrangements in order and working 

effectively is, of course, only part of the story. If we can assume that the 

technical and system arrangements have been well designed and are 

appropriate, accessible and useable (all of which are huge assumptions or 

tasks to be accomplished), then the learners themselves also need to be fully 

prepared and properly skilled and resourced to be able to engage in 

rewarding online learning. In this, a consideration of their circumstances, 

aptitudes and attitudes is vital. It would be not only a great waste of 

resources but probably also wholly demoralising those responsible for 

designing, implementing, funding and operating a modern online learning 

system if, in the event, the students were either unable or unwilling to avail 

themselves of it. 

In fact, the two above-mentioned researches suggest that there exists a 

distinct gap between the learning behaviour of online learners in reality and 

in theory. If so, then we need to inquire as to what exactly are the factors that 

are apparently preventing learners in online education from effective 

engaging In online learning activities, including frequent use of the Internet, 

in their distance education studies? Further, we need to discover in what ways, 

if at all, are the learners' learning behaviour and, especially, their 

achievements impacted by a relatively low level of online activity? We should 

explore whether and to what extent there may be 'negative effects' from 

learners failing to use online resources or the Internet and what those are 
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precisely. And we need to consider what appropriate countermeasures could 

be designed, especially as regards the detail of pedagogy, to encourage and 

support learners in online education to get them more used to learning online, 

and, it is to be hoped, to improve their learning experiences and the quality of 

the learning provided through an online programme. 

2 Research Motivation 

I have been engaged in the management of distance education since the 

early 1990s, and now am working as a senior manager in a famous institution 

in China, which is committed to support for onllne learners. With a full 

experience of modern distance education In China, from its commencement 

through Its subsequent development, I have become keenly aware of the 

tremendous (although often somewhat hidden) potential troubles associated 

with onllne teaching and learning, in spite of online teaching institutions' 

rapid development, as part of the widening along with the expansion of 

modern distance education In China. As mentioned above, some previous 

research has suggested that the majority of adult learners in on line education 

tend to spend less time online than that Is deemed sufficient to support 

effective regular online learning, despite the fact that they have actively 

chosen the online way to learn. On line education is based on the premise that 

learners should engage in online learning regularly with facilities and 

resources provided. If a majority of the 3 million Chinese online learners 

currently enrolled In the universities which are delivering on line learning do 

not regularly and frequently engage in onllne learning, the vast amount of 

resources now provided onllne, the comprehensive onllne teaching systems 

and the service and supporting environments that learners have, all invested 

In and developed by the Chinese government, universities and enterprises, 

are not really being effectively used by online learners. In such circumstances, 
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complex and sophisticated online interactions between learners and teachers 

cannot be conducted, and both the learning effectiveness and the learning 

outcomes and hence the overall quality of the online learning will almost 

certainly be adversely affected. If that is the case, that would represent not 

just a serious waste of education resources, but also would probably mean 

that large numbers of Chinese learners would miss out on the opportunities 

that good online facilities can offer to learn and to succeed. If learners cannot 

succeed in online learning, after making the active chOice and paying a 

considerable sum of money, the sustained development of online education 

would also be at risk, especially where the traditional universities and private 

universities continue to expand enrolment and relax the restrictions on the 

age of enrolment, with the possible ultimate consequence that the policy 

support for modern distance education from government might consequently 

be cut back. So the problem of non-use or under-use of expensive on line 

resources and facilities could easily come to constitute a significant issue in 

relation to government- or enterprise-provided online education's very 

existence, value and its potential for sustainable development. 

Perhaps surprisingly, the existence of some evidence suggesting that 

many learners enrolled in online education in China appear neither to like 

using it nor frequently communicate online as part of their online learning 

activity has not, to date, attracted close attention of either online education 

institutions or scholars of distance education. Through a literature review of 

the reseaich, articles and books on distance education published in China, I 

discovered that, to date, there has been little systematic research in this field, 

particularly where the attitudes, orientations, preferences and behaviour of 

the learners themselves are concerned and of their actual or reported 

interaction with the online facilities and resources available. Among the few 

existing researches, with the notable exception of a small number of reports 
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of investigations designed for online learners, in which such issues are indeed 

mentioned, there are only few examples of theoretical analysis and empirical 

research, especially of quantitative research, on the specific barriers facing 

online learners in using the Internet to learn, and there are scarcely any 

publications providing relevant suggestions or measures to overcome such 

barriers. Such a situation is not conducive to the sustainable development of 

online education. 

The potential barriers to effective engagement in online learning are 

manifold, as we shall see later. Some will have their origins in the attitudes 

and behaviour of the learners themselves and of those people, with whom 

they Interact - family, peers, other learners, employers and so on. Other 

barriers may have more to do with the onllne learning environment Itself - Its 

deSign, the ease of access and use of any learning platforms and learner 

management systems, the software and courseware available. And stili 

others may originate In the quality of learning support provided to online 

learners - from Institutions, from teachers and advisors or from peer learners. 

The Important point Is to acknowledge that these barriers may exist and, If 

they do, they COUld. considerably limit the use and effectiveness of onllne 

education and help us to understand why onllne learners appear to be 

somewhat reluctant to make use of the online facilities available. 

. In my view, The 0 Institution, where I currently work, will be confronted 

with a serious crisis of funding and even of Its very existence in the event of 

it tailing to recognize and tackle the many potential barriers to the effective 

use of on line resources, which I believe Is becoming a defining predicament of 

modern distance education's development In China. Therefore, I am 

convinced of the necessity for systematic and comprehensive research on the 

barriers confronting ontlne learners, and for research aimed at helping and 

supporting learners to overcome those barriers and Improve their learning 
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motivation and outcomes. Only in that way will sustainable development of 

modern distance education be promoted on a large scale in China and the 

threatened crisis that The 0 Institution might be confronted by possibly be 

overcome. 

That is the prime motivation for me to undertake this research, in which 

both The 0 Institution and I have invested a considerable amount of time and 

resources. Besides, The 0 Institution is now facing fierce competition, 

triggered by more and more enterprises' and institutions' getting into the 

operation of modern distance education. A central question, therefore, for 

The 0 Institution is how to secure service quality and respect for our brand 

and reputation in the face of this fierce competition in modern distance 

education in China. That is another motivation behind my research. 

In summary, the main reasons for this research are therefore to help 

promote the healthy continuous development of the whole Chinese modern 

distance education (against the background of the rapid expansion of regular 

higher education in China), and to contribute to the improvement of The 0 

Institution's online teaching quality, to enhance online learners' use of the 

facilities provided and to maintain or improve The 0 Institution's market 

competitiveness. I intend to do this through a focus on the barriers learners 

face in using online learning and ways of counteracting these. The aim will be 

to attempt to identify the current barriers to utilising online resources and 

methods of learning amongst learners who are themselves enrolled in online 

programmes and for countermeasures to be proposed which online teaching 

institutions might apply in practice, so as to promote online students' active 

engagement in online learning activities, including greater use of dedicated 

online resources and of the Internet. I shall do this through a relevant 

literature review, by the use of a questionnaire survey on a large scale, and 

through in-depth interviews with key informants. It is hoped that, through 
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this research, I can make a modest contribution to improving the use and 

quality of online learning both in China generally and in The 0 Institution in 

particular. 

3 Research Aims 

The aims of this research are to manage to investigate what kind of 

barriers online learners might face and what we can do to help online learners 

overcome these barriers. 

Based on my years' acquaintance with onllne education, on an Initial 

literature review and some pre-Intervlews with some learners, I can now 

Initially outline some possible reasons for an apparent unwillingness or 

Inability of learners to take advantage of onllne learning resources and 

facilities. They are as follows: 

(1) Chinese traditional concepts and habits. Traditionally, Chinese 

education Is teacher-centred and teaching oriented, In which, from primary 

school to university, students learn relatively passively, complying with 

teachers' plans In most cases. This traditional concept further emphasizes 

that students' learning outcomes are determined principally by the quality of 

teachers' teaching. Failing Into the habit of passively accepting knowledge, 

which Is promoted In such traditional education, many people are willing 

neither to explore actively nor to take responsibility for their own learning. 

Some observers, who hold to the Idea of learners' dependence on teachers 

and who are used to traditional face-to-face teaching, believe that people 

cannot learn anything without classroom teaching or without face-to-face 

tutoring; others think that students who have already been used to learning 

mostly through printed teaching materials and notes, mostly provided by 

tutors and under their direct gUidance, cannot develop the habit of learning 

and discussing with others onllne. 
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(2) Achieving a diploma or degree is usually the prime motive for 

learning at a higher level in China. There is, in China, a long-established 

tradition of selecting talents through civil servant examinations, selecting 

successful candidates from and for all trades and professions through the 

public examination system. Accordingly, Chinese people have an almost 

inveterate habit of evaluating a person by his or her academic achievements 

and especially according to their certification. In Chinese society, having an 

educational certificate or diploma means being able to achieve a position, a 

salary or having a chance of getting a good job. Under the pressures of 

acquiring a certificate, people set out with a predominantly utilitarian attitude, 

and thus expect to engage in online learning with the primary, maybe even 

only, Intention of acquiring a paper qualification, which can bring promotion, 

a pay rise and a kind of 'superiority complex', and not because of the specific 

learning advantages or benefits that online learning might bring. Generally 

speaking, the learners of such a type are concerned neither for whether they 

can acquire knowledge and understanding, nor whether they can improve 

their abilities effectively, through online learning or by participating in online 

learning actively. Thus, they will not spend time on learning online except 

insofar as it furthers their principal objective of securing the sought-after 

qualification. In other words, many online learners' prime motivation for their 

choice of online learning is seeking certification rather than acquiring 

knowledge, and their learning motivation Is thus reflected in their learning 

behaviour. 

(3) Online learners are also faced with competence barriers and with 

some technical problems of access. Using the Internet to learn, learners are 

required to be proficient in using computers and in negotiating and effectively 

utilizing online learning platforms, accessing and effectively browsing the 

Internet and sifting the results judiciously, and utilizing various interactive 
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environments, materials and resources provided through online teaching 

platforms. Some elderly learners, who are perhaps suffering from fear of 

computers and Internet technology, might lack the necessary computer skills 

and self-confidence; and some learners in remote or rural areas, who seldom 

have opportunities to use computers and the Internet, might simply lack 

access to the necessary facilities, as well being in fear of using what are 

mostly unfamiliar computers and the Internet. Moreover, some other more 

technical factors, Including the availability of computers, the local Internet 

environment, speed of broad band and relevant charges, might reduce 

learners' initiative in participating in online learning. 

(4) Customized learning strategies and methods are sometimes 

somewhat lacking In the quality of the design and operation of online learning. 

Online education Is a particular model of education, in which learners 

Inevitably are required to engage In an element of self-directed learning, with 

the help of dedicated onllne teaching resources and an interactive learnIng 

environment. Learners are required to understand their own learning 

preferences, build their own learning strategies and environments, which 

reflect their learning preferences and characteristiCS, apply their own learning 

styles appropriately, and develop their own personalized learning methods. 

However, a considerable number of learners have neither acquired such 

capabilities and the self-confidence to deploy them, often not having been 

properly trained In those aspects of onl/ne education and, in many cases, the 

learnIng environments and pedagogical methods which are deployed do little 

to develop and sustain such capabilities. As a consequence, in reality they 

cannot truly choose appropriate learning methods and strategies in 

accordance with their own learning styles, nor are they able to utilize the 

onllne resources provIded and InteractIve learning environment effectIvely. 

As a result, lacking the requisite skills, they lose enthusiasm to participate 

26 



actively in online learning. 

(5) Online learning is also faced with conflicts over time. A majority of 

learners involved in online learning in China are working adults, with many 

responsibilities, tasks and demands arising from work, family, SOCial 

interactions, entertainment and personal interests. It is difficult for them to 

manage their time for on line learning properly. If they cannot manage their 

time for online learning effectively, this necessarily reduces the time that they 

are able, or willing, to spend actively online. Hence, a considerable number of 

learners cannot or do not engage in on line learning frequently. Moreover, if 

their learning motivation is primarily on certification, they will not spend their 

limited time on online learning. Accordingly, learners cannot be expected to 

spend more time and energy on online learning unless their time 

management is improved and their learning motivation is changed. 

(6) Online learners are also confronted with barriers to interaction. 

Research in traditional classroom learning indicates that interactions between 

learners can promote learners' academic achievement, which is known as the 

'Peer Effect' (Hanushek, 1995; Zimmer and Toma, 2000). Learners can thus 

share their learning experiences, problems and methods of tackling issues 

through interaction with their classmates, and can support and encourage 

each other when suffering pressures and setbacks, so as to promote their 

learning efficiency and academic achievement. Indeed, regular interaction 

between online learners is considered as essential for online education's 

success by many experts, researchers and practitioners in onfine education 

(Muilenburg and Berge, 2001, 2005). Porter and Strum (2006) found that 

successful adult literacy learners were related to a good relationship with the 

instructor. Therefore, insufficiency of interaction in present Chinese on line 

education might be an important factor, resulting in learners' reluctance to 

use the Internet to learn. This lack of interaction, or the existence of barriers 
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to effective interaction, may result from a variety of factors, including the 

teaching and learning model of online education espoused, the particular 

instructional design deployed and the production quality of Chinese online 

courses or courseware, the actual availability and attractiveness of on line 

resources, the provision of timely tutoring (or its absence) from teachers 

online, and the aforementioned lack of training and development for students 

in self-activated and online learning techniques. Some online education 

institutions, without the benefit of any relevant research on online 

education's essential nature and learners' characteristics, mechanically copy 

the models deployed in face-to-face teaching into their online teaching 

platforms and practices, attempting simply thus to replace face-to-face 

teaching with online courses or courseware. In that case, neither the specific 

forms and functions of online teaching and learning can be realized in the 

course design nor, importantly, can the particular ways of promoting and 

encouraging learner-to-Iearner interaction be achieved. Some institutions 

directly put out original classroom and lecture-based teaching programmes 

as so-called 'onllne' courses or courseware, without being based on any 

effective or relevant onllne Instructional design. Such programmes are often 

lengthy and tediOUS, and so ill-suited to an online form, and so learners 

cannot spare enough time and patience to follow them. On some institutions' 

onllne teaching platforms, there is nothing but teacher's courseware, thus 

learners can hardly approach other learning resources or engage in dialogue 

with other online learners; some online teaching platforms lack any kind of 

effective interaction environment, on which almost all learners are limited to 

a few onllne chatrooms, where It Is hard for learners to find classmates and 

teachers with whom to discuss Ideas and problems, and, in any case, there 

are no teachers onllne to give tutoring or respond to questions (Leng, Wang, 

and Olao, 2005; Wang, Ma, and He, 2007). 
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Above I have suggested an initial list of some of the main potential 

barriers that online learners in Chinese online education might be confronted 

with, which I have deduced from my own working experience and from my 

preliminary literature review and discussions with learners and others 

involved in online learning. What is now needed is to enquire into these issues, 

and others, in a more systematic and scientific way. A whole series of issues, 

as following, are needed to be researched more systematically than can be 

deduced from my simple, preliminary list. For instance, if these barriers do 

exist and can be identified, are they perceived as being a problem and do 

they matter? Are there some omissions in this summary of the main barriers 

to participate in on line learning? If so, are those missing barriers of particular 

importance? Do some learners respond differently to the various barriers to 

online learning? Do the various barriers result in the same sorts of impacts for 

all learners, or not? 

As suggested above, there are likely to be many different factors on the 

side of the learners leading to learners' willingness or reluctance to make 

frequent use of the Internet to learn, such as traditional educational concepts 

and habits, learners' motivation, learning strategy, time management, 

barriers in Interaction and technical barriers. Among these potential factors, 

of particular interest to me is the whole question of the barriers to interaction 

amongst students enrolled in online programmes. Given that a majority of 

current Chinese online learners are employed adults, which is one of their 

major characteristics, engaging in study with the hope of increasing the skills, 

aptitudes and knowledge needed in their jobs, I wonder whether the 

attractions of studying online and of using the Internet for learning might be 

strengthened by improving the opportunities for effective online interaction 

between learners. For example, this might satisfy adult learners' apparent 

needs for a social dimension to their work and study behaviour, helping to 
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establish some communities of interest or practice amongst them and 

overcoming some of the problems of isolation typically experienced by many 

distance learners. And once the learning communities, including both virtual 

and physical communities (and it is of importance that emotional learning 

communities should be developed) are built up as an element of learners' 

online learning experiences and classmate relationships and even friendships 

are developed between learners, could learners' enthusiasm for using the 

Internet to communicate and learn be promoted? 

Therefore, summarised in more detail, my research aims are to 

investigate the following Issues: 

Firstly, who are the learners Involved in online learning? What are their 

demographical features and learning characteristics? What appear to be their 

original learning abilities? Are there any differences in the learning 

characteristics and abilities of learners from different groups? 

Secondly, what kind of barriers might online learners confront In online 

. learning? These barriers might Include factors in learners' personal lives, 

home and work circumstances, lack of computer skills, poor quality or fitness 

of courses and teaching software, shortage of learning support services, 

insufficiency of a social interaction environment or in the learners' own 

motivation, attitudes or preferences. All potential barriers described above 

will be reviewed in this inquiry. 

Thirdly, to what extent does the issue of the absence of, or relatively 

limited opportunities for, social interaction constitute a common problem or 

barrier for learners enrolled in online programmes? Do different groups or 

sorts of learners experience this barrier and its Impact differently? What, if 

any, Is the relationship between this barrier to Interaction and other Identified 

problems or barriers faced by these learners? 
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Fourthly, what kind of strategies and countermeasures can be taken to 

help online learners overcome the difficulties and barriers in online learning? 

How will it be possible to verify the effectiveness of those strategies and 

countermeasures? 

The thesis will especially seek to discuss whether those learners who 

have more opportunities of interacting with teachers and classmates can 

improve their learning outcomes. Also the effect of the countermeasure of 

improving interaction and that of other measures (for example, offering free 

accessing to the Internet to learners) will be compared. 

Based on the conclusions of my empirical investigation of the issues 

mentioned above, I will present advice on policy improvement and reforms to 

the model of on line education in China and the advancement and upgrading 

of The 0 Institution's online teaching platform and learning support services. 

4 The Framework of the Thesis 

This is the way in which the thesis is organised and my research is 

reported. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review. In this chapter, I survey the current 

domestic and foreign literatures on the characteristics of learners and the 

barriers to learning, for both adult learners generally and online learners in 

particular. This chapter contains four parts as follows: (1) a review of foreign 

literature on the characteristics of adult learners and online learners; (2) a 

review of domestic literature on the characteristics of adult learners and 

online learners; (3) a review of foreign literature on the barriers to learning 

for adult learners and online learners; (4) a review of domestic literature on 

barriers to learning for adult learners and online learners. 

On the basis of the literature reviews, certain research hypotheses will be 
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raised, which can be tested empirically, and which will be developed in 

Chapter 4 and 5, and will constitute the basis on which a 'framework' of 

barriers to learning of The 0 Institution's online learners will be built up. 

Chapter 3: Research Methods. In this study, quantitative research and 

qualitative research are combined, the former taken as the principal method, 

supplemented by the latter. The quantitative research is based on data 

collected through a questionnaire survey, and the qualitative research was 

collected through interview. The development of the questionnaire, sampling 

methods, collection of data and the technology applied In data analysis will be 

described In this chapter, and the development of Interview's outline, 

sampling of Interviewees and the principles of using the Interview materials 

will be considered. 

The conclusions suggested by the empirical analysis will be laid out in the 

following three chapters, Chapter 4, 5 and 6. 

Chapter 4: Empirical Analysis of Online Learners' Characteristics. The 

picture of the learners sampled will be shown through statistical methods, 

Including frequency analysis, means comparison and cross-tabulation, so as 

to give an answer to the question of 'who exactly are the learners involved'. 

Chapter 5: Empirical Analysis of the Barriers Confronting Learners In 

Online Learning. In this chapter, the barrlers faced by various learners in 

online learning will be systematically analyzed through statistical and 

quantitative methods, such as frequency analysis, means comparison, 

cross-tabulation and multiple linear regression. In addition, I will address the 

Issue of whether learners of different types are faced by different barriers In 

learning, and consider what the relations between barriers of different types 

are. Not only data analysis but also interview materials supporting the 

outcomes of data analysis will be laid out In this chapter. Based on the data 
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analysis and interview materials, certain of the hypotheses suggested in 

Chapter 2 will be tested in this chapter. 

Chapter 6: Learning Barriers, Academic Achievement and Possible 

Remedial Measures. This chapter consists of empirical analysis of the 

measures taken to eliminate barriers to learning and to improve learning 

outcomes. The issue of what measures can be taken to reduce or eliminate 

barriers in learning and improve learning outcomes will be addressed through 

statistical and quantitative methods, including frequency analysis, means 

comparison, cross-tabulations, and so on. The diversity of different 

measures' effects will also be analyzed. Besides data analysis, interview 

materials will be laid out in this chapter to support the outcomes of data 

analysis. Based on data analysis and interview materials, some of the 

research hypotheses proposed in Chapter 2 will also be tested in this chapter. 

Chapter 7: This chapter will examine the countermeasures taken by The 

o Institution for overcoming the barriers to online learning which the online 

learners were faced with, as well as providing an analysis of their apparent 

effects. 

Chapter 8: Summary and Conclusion. In this chapter, a summary of my 

research findings and limitations will be presented, and some suggestions 

proposed, which might promote the development of modern distance 

education in China. 

Questionnaire and interview outlines in both English and Chinese are 

attached as appendices. 
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Chapter 2: 

A Literature Review: From Learner 

Characteristics to Barriers to Online Learning 

The main Issues, researched through empirical investigation later in this 

study, are what barriers learners in current online distance education in China 

are confronted with, and what measures can be taken to weaken, counteract 

and maybe even eliminate the negative Impacts that the various barriers 

exert on learning effectiveness and outcomes. Before carrying out empirical 

research, it Is, of course, necessary to systemically review the methods, 

contribution and conclusions (as well as weaknesses) of existing studies of 

onllne learners' learning characteristics, the barriers they face in onllne 

learning and the countermeasures (if any) taken to combat them. Moreover, 

the literature of not only specifically online learners' learning characteristics 

and the barriers facing them in learning, but also the generality of adult 

learners' learning characteristics and the particular barriers to learning that 

they also face, in turn, will be reviewed. Most present learners in the modern 

distance education system in China are also adults with working experience 

(mostly currently In paid work) and given this overlap with a principal 

characteristic of online learners, it might be instructive to understand the 

barriers they feel that they face. 

Throughout this chapter of literature reviews, it should be borne in mind 

what exactly constitutes my Interest In inquiring into what previous research 

suggests is Important about the characteristics or attitudes or behaviour of 

adult and online learners, or about the context, circumstances or 
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environment in which they study, or about the nature and character of 

learners' interaction with each other and their tutors. All of this only really 

matters, in the particular context of this thesis, in so far as these various 

factors either directly constitute or are closely linked to potential barriers to 

effective online learning amongst learners engaged in online learning 

programmes of study. 

In addition, it will be necessary In this chapter to sort out the literature 

centred especially on Chinese learners, who are the focus of Investigation In 

this study, and that which draws evidence from studies in other countries. In 

the review of the relevant literature, I want to explore whether or not the 

country or world region from which learners are drawn and where they are 

registered to study is relevant. So, I intend to review separately the literature 

centred on Chinese studies and that which deals with other countries. 

Hence, the review In this chapter falls into four sections: (1) a review of 

foreign literature on the characteristics of adult learners and online learners; 

(2) a review of domestic (Chinese) literature on the characteristics of adult 

learners and online learners; (3) a review of foreign literature on the barriers 

to learning confronting adult learners and online learners; (4) a review of 

domestic literature on the barriers to learning confronting adult learners and 

online learners. 

1 A Review of Foreign Literature on Learners' Characteristics 

Generally speaking, in the existing foreign research on adult learners' 

and online learners' learning characteristics, analysis is carried out according 

to the following aspects: 

Demography. Under this heading are included certain demographic 
. 

factors such as gender, race, culture, age, educational background/literacy, 
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working conditions, career, marriage, offspring, parents' education and 

location, answering the question of who are the people Involved in adult 

learning or Web-based learning (Livneh, 1988). 

Psychography. Shipp and Mckenzie (1981) examine the psychographic 

differences between adult learners and non-adult learners, including their 

orientation towards the future or past, their time sense, their tendency 

between sense and sensibility, their feelings of freedom and choice, 

adventure, mental stability, mobile location. 

Disease and Health. Walker (1999) makes a special study of diabetic 

learners' characteristics, pointing out the differences in social and family 

support that diabetic learners receive in adult learning and the Impact the 

differences in their knowledge of diabetes and certain living habits exert on 

their learning. 

The huge amount of literature relating to these three types of data 

collected on adult learners - demography, psychograph and health -

demonstrate a wide range of variations amongst adult learners. At this stage 

of my enquiry, it appears that, other than the otherwise very Important facts 

that adult learners (Including those studying online) are typically older than 

'conventional', campus-based students, mostly study part-time and do so 

whilst undertaking other responsibilities (paid work, family raising or care), 

are notably goal-oriented, suffer higher drop-out rates, and often seek to link 

their learning directly to their chosen 'central life interests' (employment, 

promotion, career, leisure, past-times etc), from the literature it appears that 

adult learners do not seem to demonstrate any significant characteristics 

under these three headings that might constitute a useful focus of study for 

research that is specifically concerned with the barriers to online learning 

encountered by adult learners registered in online programmes. 
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By contrast, the evidence that can be organised under the following three 

headings - entry competency and 'readiness', learning preferences and 

strategies, and motivation - more immediately suggests promising lines of 

enquiry in relation to the whole question of 'barriers'. 

Learner's entry competency and 'learning readiness'. There are certain 

factors under this aspect, such as prior educational experience, knowledge, 

ability, attitude, orientation, beliefs, self-control and external support, all 

provide an insight into the question of whether these learners are 'ready' or in 

an appropriate 'frame of mind' to learn or not. 

Learner's learning preferences and learning strategies. This research is 

concerned with the question of what learning methods these adult learners 

and on line learners normally use in their learning, or prefer to use, including 

whether they are willing to participate in interaction on their own initiative 

and also whether they seek external help of their own initiative. 

Learner's learning motivation. These data centre on the question as to 

why these adult learners or online learners want to learn and why they 

choose certain topics or focus for their learning and why they also choose a 

certain way or mode of learning for their studies. 

1.1 Entry Competency and Learning Readiness 

Existing studies find that learners' entry competency varies widely, with 

some particular relevance for this study. Diwakar, Ertmer and Nour (2003) 

found that about 85% of learners have been using computers for more than 

three years, nearly 47% possess excellent computer skills, and the skills of a 

further 47% are 'good'. Most students are quite familiar with using email to 

fulfil common tasks, and they can interact with other learners through post 

online, in which discussion helps learners acquire professional knowledge 

better. Atack and Rankin (2002) found that a considerable number of nurses 
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involved in Web-based learning suffered from having poor computer skills, 

which evidently hindered their learning capability. 

Although adult learner and online learner as well are quite different from 

each other in terms of their entry competence, the dropouts - those who give 

up their studies midway - share certain common characteristics in entry 

competence and learning readiness. Adult learner 'drop-outs' were 

investigated in Kearney's research (1985) In which 64% of respondents were 

female, 36% were male, and most were married, having two or more children. 

The learners sampled in this study were between aged 28 and 68, with an 

average age of 44; those between aged 30 and 50 were found to be the most 

'weak-willed', or the most likely to lose their commitment to learning and 

most likely to drop out of their studies. The reasons leading to dropout were 

varied, which can be summarised as inadequate self-preparation, lack of 

learning skills - Including reading, writing, organization, reasoning, 

interaction, self-training, judgment, curiosity, persistence - financial or health 

problems, and lack of support from a spouse, family or from the company 

leadership. 

Based on Interviewing experts and learners involved in Web-based 

learning, Schrum and Hong (2002) Investigated successful online learners' 

characteristics In entry competence and learning readiness, and thought the 

following two characteristics were the major factors in achieving success in 

on line learning. 

Firstly, 'tools and technology experience'; The more difficulty the student 

experienced In getting the necessary technical equipment, the easier It was 

to find reasons to drop the course. Students could also have a significant and 

additional challenge If they had to learn both to use the technology and to 

master course content at the same time. Students needed to have a level of 
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comfort with using the tools - experience in solving simple problems, 

checking email, and printing or file management. 

Secondly, 'lifestyle factors and support from the external environment': 

Students needed to be aware of the responsibilities that govern their lives, 

and need to determine to devote sufficient time to studying in order to 

succeed in the online learning environment. They also needed to have some 

flexibility in their learning schedules in order to be able have sufficient time 

and opportunities to learn. 

Another significant factor here was the amount of support learners could 

count on from family, friends and co-workers as they pursued their studies. 

Most students who had dropped an online course mentioned a lack of time to 

devote to studying. Work related travel and childcare responsibilities were 

also often cited as reasons for non-completion. So, it was deemed important 

that students have family support. 

In this study, I thus decided to Investigate the relationship between 

learners' entry competency or their learning readiness and their learning 

achievements and the barriers that they report encountering. 

1.2 Learning preferences and strategies 

Learning preferences and strategies are topics which draw the constant 

attention of researchers in studies of adult learners' and online learners', as 

paying more attention to the apparent preferences and, more explicitly, 

strategies that adult learners adopt for interaction and cooperation, which are 

deemed to be important characteristics of successful learners. Clearly, a 

distinction needs to be drawn here between what learners either voice as 

their preference or indicate as a preference by their behaviour, on the one 

hand, and the more worked out and deliberately planned or conscious action 

entailed in the rather grander notion of a learner strategy. What preferences 
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and strategies have in common is that, first, each indicates the ways in which 

learners would seek to pursue their learning goals, where they have some 

sort of a choice and, secondly, that learner preferences about the approach or, 

more 'grandly', strategy seems to be linked to learners' levels of satisfaction, 

particularly where the earlier-mentioned issue of scope for interaction was 

concerned (Litchfield, 2000; Diwakar, Ertmer and Nour, 2003). 

Litchfield (2000) found that cooperative learning strategies were used by 

a variety of online learners, promoting student-student interaction, and thus 

enhancing students' learning. Schrum and Hong (2002) found that some 

students had trouble finishing a course because they were concerned about 

learning alone, without the benefit of contact with other learners. Therefore, 

these two researchers suggest that students work In a group so that they feel 

that they are learning in a collaborative and social environment. 

Following the studies above, I Intend to investigate the learners' 

apparent or declared preferences or strategies for learning with especial 

regard to the value placed on opportunities for Interaction as a central part of 

the learning experience, along with the related Issues of the risks of drop-out, 

non-completion or some other adverse effect on learning outcomes. 

1.3 Learning Motivation 

Some researchers think motives for most adult students enrolling in 

online classes are to obtain accreditation or experience personal enrichment 

(Loeffler, 2005; Payne and Johnson, 2005; Stewart, 2006). Some 

researchers (Schrum and Hong, 2002) think there is little similarity among 

adult learners' learning motivation who otherwise demonstrate similarities 

with regard to their demographic characteristics and entry competence. Adult 

learners manifest a whole variety of reasons for seeking educational 

experience, and these may Include a mandatory upgrade of their skills, 
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requirement for additional credits to maintain their licensure, a need to 

change careers, or a simple desire to gain knowledge. At the same time, 

other researchers think otherwise. For instance, Kearney (1985) finds that, 

no matter whether pursuing studies for career or for living, most adult 

learners' motivations to learn are definite and strong. Sharing the same 

opinion, Collins (2004) emphasizes that adults are goal-oriented, and like to 

understand clearly how the proposed educational activity will help them 

reach their goals, and want the course content to be both relevant and 

practical. Accordingly, Collins (2004) suggests that adult learning should be 

applicable to the learner's work or other responsibilities, valued by the 

learner and that all learners should be respected as individuals. 

2 A Review of Domestic Literature on Learners' 

Cha racteristics 

To date, a considerable amount of research on the. learning 

characteristics of adult learners and online learners has been undertaken in 

China, including a lot of empirical studies. The research methods generally 

used include questionnaire surveys, interviews or a combination of both. 

Mostly, the research scope is comprehensive, covering learners' demographic 

characteristics, their learning motivation, the learning environment, learners' 

entry competence, and their learning preferences. In each case, the 

characteristics described need also to be considered as potential facilitators 

or barriers to learning for adult learners enrolled on online programmes. The 

findings from existing relevant studies can be summarized as follows. 

2.1 Most learners are adults in employment 

Wang (2006) investigated 78 students through questionnaires, who 

enrolled in English college open education or college open education provided 
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by Changsha Radio & lV University in 2002 and 2003, and found all the 

students were holding down steady jobs. Xu (2006) investigated the students 

enrolled In Shihezl Radio & lV University in 2005-2006 through two rounds of 

questionnaire survey, with 375 valid questionnaires collected, and found that 

more than 90% of these students were between aged 21 and 40, and most of 

them were unable to take time out to enjoy any holidays, for they were all 

learning while working. He (2006) spent one and a half year Investigating the 

adult learners of mainland China through questionnaires, and found that only 

2.9% of those learners were jobless or out of work, 2.1% were job-waiting 

with an employment history, 2.9% were retired, and all the others were 

working either as an employee, leader or were self-employed 6
• However, 

there were exceptions. Zhang and Hu (2002) Investigated the learners in 

distance education In Northwest China through questionnaire surveys, and 

found from 408 valid returns that 20% of those learners were without any 

employment history and one of the main barriers In learning they were faced 

with was this lack of necessary working experience. 

2.2 Marked Difference in Demographic Characteristics 

Gender 

, It is shown In the existing research studies that both males and females 

are active adult learners or online learners and that female learners seem to 

account for a higher proportion of such learners. Wang (2006) found that 

females were more predominant than males amongst adult learners engaged 

in foreign language distance education. Among the 203 adult learners, 

Investigated by Zhuang and Wang (2006), from 5 different major subjects of 

an adult school, 88 learners were male and 115 were female. Li and Li (2006) 

Investigated 164 online learners from the Institute of Online Education of the 

6 rn this research, the researchers did not introduce detailed sample methods or sample location, nor did 
they explain whether the final findings went through effective statistical tests. . 
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Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, and found that females, 

similarly, accounted for a higher proportion (56.1 %), than males (43.9%). 

However, once again, there are also exceptions to this finding. For instance, 

Zhang, Li, and Peng (2002), investigated 152 online learners from 7 different 

major subjects in Chongqing, and found the percentage of males to be 57%. 

Although these different levels of enrolment between men and women in 

different published studies do not constitute a central concern for this 

research, unless they are also shown to be associated with systematic 

differences in the experiencing of barriers to (online) learning, it is worth 

noting in passing that these differences in enrolment may be the result of a 

variety of factors. For example, it may be simply a reflection of wider and well 

recognised differential levels of enrolment by men and women In particular 

subjects or disciplines (differential levels which often also vary over time and 

between countries or regions). Similarly, it might be speculated that, given 

that most adult learners studied are in paid employment where, still in China, 

male wages are higher than those of women, it is possible that the perceived 

opportunity costs of men studying part-time in addition to working might be 

commensurately higher than for women and hence connected to the different 

levels of male and female enrolment. In any case, I will return to this matter 

in Chapter 4 to see what light, if any, the data I have collected can throw on 

the matter. 

Marriage 

Zhang, Li and Peng (2002) found that 72% of the online learners 

sampled in their research were married. Li, Yu and Li (2006) found, too, 

married online learners constituted more than half overall, accounting for 

58.54% of the learners whom they studied. By contrast, it has been shown in 

some research that most learners of English in online education schools were 
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single females between aged 20 and 29 (Cao, Tang and Wang, 2005). Again, 

it is possible that the reason for such significant differences of learners' 

married status found in the research reported above might be related to the 

major subject being studied or to the different ages or career paths of the 

learners being studied. This view will be empirically tested in Chapter 4, but 

again the Important point for this particular study is that, to the extent that 

there are some significant differences in the reported levels of enrolment of 

men and women on different courses or programmes, what matters is 

whether these differences are systematically linked to any perceived or 

experienced barriers to online learning. 

Educational Background 

He (2006) found adult learners' entry educational backgrounds varied 

largely, the details of which were as follows: 2.1% had received primary 

school education only, 5.5% had received junior middle school education, 

14.3% had received senior high school education, 35.3% had already 

received college education, and 34.9% had received undergraduate 

education and 8% postgraduate education. These are significant differences 

In the prior educational experience and level of attainment amongst adult 

learners: the pressing question that arises here is - are these different levels 

of education linked systematically to the experience of barriers to learning 

amongst online learners? For example, do those learners who completed 

their studies at a lower level, or with fewer formal qualifications, face 

different or greater barriers in online learning than those who stayed in 

education to higher levels or obtained higher qualifications? . 

Shl (2007) also found that there were significant differences in the entry 

educational background of the learners in continuing education. By contrast, 

the online learners sampled in the research· reported in my study manifest 
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fairly homogeneous entry educational backgrounds, for all of them are 

enrolling in Web-based college education, for which the government insists 

on strict requirements concerning the learners' entry educational 

backgrounds. Such a finding is in accord with what U, Yu and U (2006) found 

in their research, which was that the entry education backgrounds of 

Web-based education learners are mainly at senior high school education and 

college education levels. 

On the basis of the above, presently, according to the research in 

mainland China, whilst the entry educational backgrounds of learners of adult 

education generally manifest quite marked heterogeneity by contrast those 

of learners in Web-based education are apparently relatively homogeneous. 

2.3 Learning Motivation 

Some researchers think Chinese online learners' learning motivation 

demonstrate a marked singularity of purpose and stark utilitarianism, namely 

the learners' main express needs for qualification and professional 

development, including especially the acquisition of certificates and the 

advancement of their social status7
• For instance, Zhang (2004) was not 

optimistic about the present state of online learners' learning motivation, in 

which it was seen that such 'external' learning motivation was stronger than 

learners' own 'internal' learning motivation and the overall intensity of 

learners' motivation was low. 

The above inference has been verified by a considerable amount of 

research. For example, Li (2007) found through a questionnaire survey of 

149 online learners in The School of Online Education of South China Normal 

University that 88.6% of those learners were learning specifically for a 

7 In fact, both professional development and the acquisition of a diploma can be regarded as occupation 
oriented rather than knowledge-centered 
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certificate of higher education and only 9.4% were to studying meet the 

requirements of the learner's job. He (2006) came to the conclusion through 

his research on adult learners nationwide that 49.6% of those learners were 

learning for improved workplace competences, 45.4% were doing so to meet 

the requirements of their jobs, 18.5% were studying for more knowledge, 

12.2% were studying simply to acquire a certificate, and 36.1 % were doing 

so for higher social status. Cao, Wang, and Tang (2005) also found that more 

than 90% of the learners were taking Web-based education for better 

business English or for a certificate. 

Wang (2006) found that learners who were learning English through 

Web-based education held strong diploma/certificate motivatlonsi 95% of 

the Interviewees were motivated by a desire to obtain a diploma or certificate 

and 75% were learning in preparation for the attainment of a 'professional 

title' by examination 8. It was also found In this research that besides 

considerations of career, some learners were learning English through 

Web-based education for certain aspects of living more generally, such as 

more convenience In travelling abroad, which was taken Into consideration by 

37% of the learners, and to able better to help with the tutoring of children In 

English, but which only 9% mentioned. 

By contrast, Shi (2007) found that, besides those who were learning for 

career development, a number of learners in Web-based education were also 

learning for self-fulfilment (accounting for 57% of those studied). Again, Xu 

(2006) found that 52% of learners chose Web-based learning with the 

purpose of improving their e-Iearning abilities; 39% wanted to developing 

their lifelong learning skills and habits; and 27% were wanting to enhance 

their social skills, though half of all were also learning motivated by the 

• Many vocational promotion examinations contain English examinations. Teachers in college who want 
to become associate professor from lecturers or professors from associate professors are required to 
pass certain English examinations 
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requirements of their jobs or in preparation for new jobs. 

Kong (2009) found that many old people were taking Web-based learning 

as compensation for those hobbies they had to give up because of various 

reasons in the past, and some others were learning in order to be better 

placed to support the education of their grandchildren. 

It can be seen from the above that, although many Chinese online 

learners at present are oriented principally to their jobs and professional 

development, along with the economic development of China, they also 

manifest a demand for learning beyond the job, such as learning in order to 

support the education of children, travelling abroad, developing the habits of 

lifelong learning. Moreover, the learning motivation of Chinese online learners 

can be expected to be increaSingly diversified as more and more old people 

are coming into Web-based learning. 

2.4 Entry Learning Competence 

Zhang and Chen (2006) Investigated 396 freshman and sophomore 

learners from nine schools of arts or science of Xi'an Jiaotong University, and 

found there were significant subject differences and grade differences, but no 

gender differences, in students' entry learning competence In net search 

skills. Wang and Zhang (2005) carefully investigated online learners' entry 

competences, through questionnaires returned from 112 students of The 

School of Online Education of Renmin University of China, The School of 

Online Education of Shandong University, who were learning In Rizhao City 

and Qufu City in Shandong Province, and found that the Internet access 

conditions online learners enjoyed could meet their basic learning demands 

and, moreover, most online learners had acquired basic Internet skills. Whilst 

competence in these operational skills no longer constituted 'bottlenecks' In 

Web-based learning, nevertheless online learners' lack of entry competence 
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In other online learning methods were impeding learners from learning 

efficiently, as Wang and Zhang (2005) had found. It was also found that the 

online learners sampled In the research showed weaknesses in planning and 

organizing their learning, with few students making learning plans before 

starting and few completing their plans successfully, even if they had made 

some; and students were very different from each other in using any kind of 

strategy for or competence in self-directed learning, most not being able 

comfortably. to employ advanced or flexible strategies for self-directed 

learning. 

Investigating 254 freshmen and seniors following different major 

subjects through questionnaire-based research, Zheng and Dong (2002) 

conducted research on the online learning capacities of undergraduates in 

conventional institutions of higher education, and found that these students 

were generally good at operating computers and acceSSing the Internet and, 

moreover, many of them knew a lot about the Internet, such as websites for 

learning resources, chat rooms or BBS. However, it was also found in this 

research that the simple acquisition of the capacities and knowledge 

mentioned above'did not prevent students from getting lost online, and even 

the reverse. All the findings in this research were in accord with earlier 

findings and It can safely be concluded that entry learning competence in 

operational and basic online skills were no longer a bottleneck in Web-based 

learning, whereas students still generally suffered from a lack of more refined 

learning methods and skills, which resulted in them still encountering barriers 

to their learning development. 

At the same time, it has further been found in some research that onllne 

learners suffer from a lack of computer skills, shortage of self- management 

capabilities in learning, and Insufficiency of knowledge preparation before 

enrolment in onllne learning programmes (U, Yu and U, 2006). It is possible 
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that, Li, Vu and Li (2006) reached a different conclusion from others because 

the students they researched were from Western China, who might have 

manifested real differences In their entry learning competence, especially 

with regard to their entry skills in using computers and accessing the Internet 

because of the relative situation regarding learning facilities and 

opportunities generally in that part of China. 

Entry learning competences, such as operating computers, accessing the 

Internet, searching learning. resources, making and conducting a learning 

plan, and utilizing learning methods and skills as well as strategies for 

self-directed learning and so on, are essential for learners' success in online 

learning. The above-mentioned studies show varying entry learning 

competencies. But, some of the studies used only questionnaires to gather 

data, which might not be a true reflection of the actual situation. It was 

possible that the respondents were not wishing to appear to fall into either of 

the 'extreme' points on the scale, leading them to choose the 'safe' options 

around the mid-point of the scale offered to respondents. If anything, these 

research findings from the above-mentioned studies are most likely to 

manifest some variance from the real situations. It suggests that we should 

employ comprehensive research methods in empirical research, for instance, 

combining questionnaire survey with interviews and, where possible direct 

observation of behaviour, instead of depending overmuch on simple 

questionnaire-based research. 

2.5 Learning preferences 

Most research designed to explore the learning preferences of Chinese 

online learners at present suggests that a majority of students tend to choose 

to be taught in traditional face-to-face classes as their learning preference 

rather than learning mostly or wholly online. Zhang (2003) found that 97% of 
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the online learners studied were eager to be taught face-to-face in class and 

that the use of printed media, such as teaching materials and supplementary 

materials, were most popular In student support services, and multimedia 

discs came second. Jiang, Zhang, and Kuang (2004) investigated 823 

students enrolled In college education and the second year of upgrading their 

education in CCRTVU open education pilots through research methods that 

combined questionnaire surveys with focus group interviews, finding that the 

main forms of support these students tended to choose were face-to-face 

teaching and live broadcast courses; CA! courseware and IP courseware were 

seldom chosen for preference, and the support styles chosen by the learners 

of capital cities were notably different from those chosen by the learners In 

learning centres In districts and counties. Wang (2006) found that 78% of the 

online learners studied considered face-to-face teaching to be of most 

importance, followed by team discussion, question-and-answer on the 

telephone, discussion in BBS and, last, self-learning alone. Xu (2006) found 

63% of learners preferred traditional face-to-face teaching for the purposes 

of explanation on the difficulties and key pOints In course content and tutoring 

on exams - the ,(ormer accounting for 51% of learners and the latter 

accounting for 45%. He (2006) found In a study of adult learning that the 

learning preferences the learners expressed, from most to least valued, were: 

face-to-face teaching supplemented by self-learning, entire self-learning, 

learning under tutoring, cooperative learning, learning online and 

correspondence learning. He (2006) also found the learning media and 

learning materials that adult learners were most likely to choose, from most 

to least likely, were literature, Web media, TV media and audio & video 

recording media. Li (2007) found 72.5% of learners preferred face-to-face 

teaching, while only 20.1% said that they would like to learn online. 

Although online learners or adult learners still prefer to learn through 
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traditional face-to-face tuition, it can be seen from the research reported 

above that there is evidence of some downward tendency in the proportion of 

the learners favouring wholly face-to-face tuition according to how recently 

the research has been undertaken. It is shown, additionally, that more and 

more learners are beginning to get used to communicating in online learning 

along with the increasing popularity of the Internet in daily life. For instance, 

She, Li and Chen (2007) researched 182 students in their first year, second 

year or third year of every major subject of Hangzhou Normal University 

through questionnaires, and found that most students have recognized that 

teaching must combine traditional and Web-based styles In the future and 

students are increasingly inclined to communicate online through QQ, MSN, 

BBS and Emails. He (2006) made a special study of interaction amongst adult 

learners and found that learners are used to Interacting with, in order of 

frequency, first colleagues, followed by friends and teachers; and that the 

content of their Interaction was, again in order of frequency, study problems, 

followed by learning experience, learning methods and learning materials. 

3 A Review of Foreign Literature on Barriers to Learning 

Barriers to learning are problems or situations that prevent learners from 

accessing programs, which make it difficult for learners to engage in study or 

make it hard for learners to concentrate and learn. Barriers to learning faced 

by learners are diverse and complex, and differ from student to student and 

even from day to day, which may be emotional, mental and physical health 

concerns; may be attitudinal, organisational or practical; may be 

employment and financial issues; may be problems arising from their 

housing, legal and transportation situations; and may be issues to do with 

family relationships and social support. Some emotional, mental or 

attitudinal barriers may be related to learners' characteristics, such as their 
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overalls attitudes to learning or online learning, their motivation to learn and 

so on. This might be why some of the subsequent pieces of literature that I 

reviewed discussed barriers to learning without distinguishing between 

characteristics which adversely affect learning achievements and barriers to 

effective learning. 

3.1 Classification of Learning Barriers 

Much foreign research on the barriers facing adult or online learners 

places emphasis on the classification of learning barriers. Research indicates 

that there is a considerable number of barriers influencing learners' learning 

online, some of which are related to adult learners' attitudes and orientations, 

such as cultural concepts, their learning motivation, learning strategy, time 

management; some are related to learners' facility or frequency In their use 

of the Internet, computer skills and the Internet technology accessed, such 

as the technological level; some are related to the characteristics of institutes 

of distance Web-based education, such as course design, the availability and 

frequency of interaction, and staff training. Different researchers make 

different classifications from different points of view, and some 

representative classifications can be briefly examined here. 

According to psychological classlficati?n, Merrill (1992) thinks that 

learning barriers can be classified Into three groups of Issues as follows: 

ethical issues, legal Issues and cultural issues. Garland (1993) classifies the 

barriers affecting adult learners' persistence In learning into four groups, 

Including (1) Situational, (2) Institutional, (3) Dispositional, and (4) 

Epistemological. Epistemological barriers are such problems such as some 

subjects being difficult to learn, some courses requiring the Intensive use of 

technology and abstraction, and students are short of the necessary entry 

knowledge or the contents of courses are lacking in interest or relationship 
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with students' lives. 

Taking students of UK Open University as the subject of research, Castles 

(2004) studied the factors affecting learners' persistence in distance 

education and classified them into three groups: (1) social and environmental 

factors, including available time and space, work style, capability of 

participation in instruction, support from other important people and 

adaption to social activities and friendship; (2) traumatic factors, including 

disease, bereavement, unemployment or lack of support from fellows and 

adaption to the stress of daily living, such as taking care of children and old 

people; (3) intrinsic factors, including a student's attitude, motivation, 

certain qualities like persistence, endurance or processing capability, and 

learning methods and procedures as well. Castles (2004) also found that the 

factors mentioned above might interact with each other, in spite of ' their 

independence, and that external support is most helpful for learner's 

persistence in learning. 

Rezabek (1999) classified barriers in distance education Into three 

groups: (1) Situational barriers, (2) Institutional barriers, (3) Dispositional 

barriers. Situational barriers result from an individual's general situation or 

enVironment, and include such issues as transportation, age, time 

constraints, and family responsibilities; institutional barriers are created by 

an institution's programs, poliCies, and procedures, and include problems 

with admissions, registration, scheduling of courses, financial aid, and 

support services; dispositional barriers result from an individual's personal 

background, attitude, motivation, learning preferences, and self-confidence. 

Rezabek's classification is in accord with the first three groups of Garland's 

(1993) classification. 

Through researching the online classroom experiences of the learners 
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who drop out of Web-based courses, Schilke (2001) updated and improved 

Garland's (1993) model. The model was updated to reflect the unique 

features of learning delivered through the World Wide Web, and divided the 

learners who suffer attrition from web-based courses through online 

classroom experiences into five groups: (1) Situational; (2) Dispositional; (3) 

Epistemological; (4) Institutional; (5) Technological. It can be seen that 

Schilke (2001) adds a group of technical factors to Garland's model. 

Based on Schilke's (2001) research, Mungania (2004) investigated the 

learners who had participated in Web-based training delivered 100 percent 

online. It was suggested that learners' learning barriers can be classified into 

seven groups as follows: (1) Dispositionali (2) Learning preferencesi (3) 

Instructional; (4) Organizational; (5) Situational; (6) Content-suitability; (7) 

Technological barriers. 

Berge, Muilenburg and Haneghan (2002) explained the factors and 

framework of learning barriers firstly by enumerating the sixty-four barriers 

to distance education identified in research and then by doing factor analysis. 

The factor analysis of the sixty-four barriers to distance education resulted In 
.. 

ten factors that accounted for 52% of the overall variance, which were: (1) 

Administrative structure; (2) Organizational change; (3) Technical expertise; 

(4) Social Interaction and qualitYi (5) Faculty compensation and time; (6) 

Technology threats; (7) Legal issues; (8) Evaluation/effectiveness; (9) 

Access; (10) Student support services. 

Based on further research, Muilenburg and Berge (2005) enumerated 

eight barriers to online learning in order of seriousness, from light to heavy, 

as follows: (1) Administrative Issuesi (2) Social Interactioni (3) Academic 

skills; (4) Technical skillsi (5) Learner motivationi (6) Time and support for 

studies; (7) Cost and access to the Internet; (8) Technical problems. Among 
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the eight barriers, social interaction, administrative issues, learner 

motivation and time and support for studies were the four of most 

importance. 

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) attempted to explain the four most 

important learning barriers mentioned above through eleven independent 

variables, including: (1) gender; (2) age; (3) self-reported ethnicity; (4) type 

of learning institution attended; (5) ability and confidence with online 

learning technology; (6) learning effectiveness in the online environment; (7) 

learning enjoyment in the online classroom; (8) the number of online courses 

completed; (9) the number of online courses dropped; (10) the likelihood of 

taking a future online course; and (11) whether or not students experienced 

prejudicial treatment in the traditional classroom due to cultural background, 

disability, or other personal characteristics. Through statistical and 

quantitative analysis, the researchers found the five independent variables 

that have the most effect on the above four barriers are: (1) ability and 

confidence with online learning technology; (2) effectiveness of online 

learning; (3) online learning enjoyment; (4) online courses completed; and 

(5) the likelihood of taking a future online course. It was also found in this 

research that the barrier of social interaction was the most serious one of all, 

which constituted a strong connection between enjoyment and the 

effectiveness of online learning, and the likelihood of taking a future online 

course. Accordingly, it would be possible to counteract some learning barriers 

by improving social interaction in onllne learning, which will also bring more 

enjoyment and effectiveness to online learning. 

The various classifications of learning barriers given in the researches 

summarised above are, of course, different, but they generally share some 

common factors such as situational, institutional, disposi~ional and technical 

factors. 
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However, in much of the research summarised above the researchers did 

not indicate clearly the respect in which learning barriers were classified or 

what precisely were the standards of the classification; and as a result, 

existing classifications of learning barriers are at best ambiguous, and rarely 

sufficiently comprehensive; many do not relate systematically to other 

studies, whilst some amount to little more than duplications of others. 

Meanwhile, some of the classifications cannot, it seems, distinguish 

between characteristics which adversely affect learning achievement and 

barriers to effective learning. Some of the barriers stated in certain 

classifications, such as intrinsic factors, including a student's attitude, 

motivation and so on, are learner characteristics. 

In terms of research methods, some of the research reported was based 

principally on theoretical analysis, building up a theoretical framework of 

which constitutes 'learning barriers'. Then empirical researches based on 

questionnaire surveys became the mainstream form of inquiry, and some 

research conclusions, supported by quantitative data, began to be drawn 

from these survey results. 

To research learning barriers in distance education more fully and 

thoroughly, combining with a study of The 0 Institution's characteristics, this 

study attempts to make a deeper study of learning barriers in distance 

education and their classification, and to build a more distinct and rational 

framework. When the literature review of domestic literature on learning 

barriers is finished, I attempt to advance a classification or 'framework' of 

learning barriers in this chapter, so as to direct my research design more 

effectively. 

3.2 Factors Influencing Learning Barriers 

In my empirical study, I will follow previous studies that threw light on 
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the factors influencing learning barriers in China. Synthesizing the researches 

outlined above (Castles, 2004; Muilenburg and Berge, 2005), I suggest 

classifying and enumerating the key influencing factors that might lead to 

learning barriers for adult learners or online learners, as follows: 

(1) Learners' demographic variables, including gender, age, ethnicity, 

marriage, children, entry education level, work pressure, financial burdens, 

support from family, the number of online courses completed, the number of 

online courses dropped, and the likelihood of taking a future online course. 

(2) Learners' psychological features, Including learning motivation, 

learning preferences, influence of previous education experience, whether or 

not students experienced prejudicial treatment in the traditional classroom, 

ability of self-control and self-adjustment, expectation on success, learning 

effectiveness in the online environment, and learning enjoyment in the online 

environment. 

(3) Learners' learning skills, including the ability in using computers to 

learn, ability to balance learning requirements with other responsibilities 

such as household work, accomplishment of successful learning based on the 

use of resources, ability to understand feedback and dealing with 

assessment. 

(4) External factors, including teachers' instruction and support, the 

learning environment, availability of a learning support system, whether or 

not the courses are well deSigned, appropriately presented and suitable for 

students' needs and levels, access to learning resources and facilities, 

including computers, the Internet and World Wide Web. 

It is worth emphasizing that these factors might not exist alone, but 

rather affect each other. And it is even more important th?t these factors are 

very likely, interweaving with one another, to lead to learning barriers, rather 
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than coming to constitute learning barriers by acting alone. 

3.3 Suggestions for Overcoming Learning Barriers 

Some suggestions of how to overcome learning barriers have been made 

in many of the above-mentioned researches. Based on the integration of 

much literature on strategies for overcoming barriers to Web-based learning, 

Mungania (2004) put forward a relatively comprehensive and systematic, 

strategic framework, which can be divided roughly into three parts, including 

learner, courses and teaching, and educational institutions. 

Learners 

(1) To better understand and meet learners' characteristics and 

expectations. The barrier, for example, might be the use of irrelevant course 

content or materials, which does not meet learners' expectations. 

(2) To offer learner opportunities for development. The barriers, for 

example, might be the result of learners' lack of preparation. 

(3) To offer learner technical training and exchange. The barriers, for 

example, might simply be learners' limited skills or anxiety in using skills. 

(4) To enhance learner's self-efficacy (that does not necessarily mean 

that one Is confident about e-Iearning in spite of his/her success in other 

endeavours). 

Courses and teaching 

(1) In terms of course design, various learning preferences of different 

learners need to be considered. The barriers might be aversion to other 

technologies for teaching delivery. Pickett (2009) examined adult learning 

and ways In which the effective use of technology can foster the learning 

environment and found that learning style had little to do with online student 
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interactivity, rather, an instructional design customized for the specific 

learning outcomes was found to improve online experiences and course 

satisfaction. Pickett suggested that a modular course design should be 

provided to better integrate individualized learning outcomes. 

(2) To offer learner abundant e-Iearning resources. The barriers might 

be that learners cannot find the resources suitable for online learning. 

(3) To avoid information overloaded. The barriers might be caused by 

learners being overwhelmed by the provision of too much information and 

discrepancy in their requirements. 

(4) To pay attention to tracking learner progress in learning and 

post-learning. The barriers might be learner's unawareness of his/her status 

and improvement. Chan and Waugh (2007) investigated the barriers that 

affected learners' participation in the online learning at the Open University of 

Hong Kong and found that adding learners' assignment records would 

improve the participation in the online learning. 

(5) To make sure tests and assessments are clear and not confusing. The 

barriers might be caused by unsuitable assessments or tests that do not add 

value. 

(6) To make sure that course content is easy to obtain or access. The 

barriers might be caused by unreliable technology and inconsistent access. 

(7) To pay attention to course design. The barriers might be curriculum 

incoherence, illogicality and obscurity or too poor integration of different 

course elements and the means chosen for their delivery. 

(8) To pay attention to course navigation. The barriers might be 

difficulties in finding one's way through inconsistent and poorly designed 

programmes or where learners lack organisational skills. 
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(9) Teachers need to be competent as facilitators of online courses. The 

barriers might be caused by teachers' own lack of e-Iearning knowledge, 

skills and positive attitudes. 

(10) Teaching must be clear and logical. The barriers might be caused by 

poorly organised or badly structured teaching, resulting in a sense of chaos or 

confusion. 

Educational Institutions 

(1) Educational institutions need to inspire learners. Barriers might be 

caused by lack of understanding of learner's motivation or failure to engage 

students' enthusiasm and interests and thus fail to Inspire learners. Barriers 

may also arise because learners themselves are not clear about their reasons 

for learning. Thus, Chyung (2001) found that an Important reason why 

learners felt lacking in confidence in distance learning was that they did not 

know exactly what they wanted. Chyung suggested that distance learning 

environments need to appeal to the goal orientation of distance learners. 

(2) Educational institutions should not compromise on quality in order to 

cater for the learner's need. Barriers will certainly be caused by courses of 

poor quality, Inattention to the maintenance of high standards, low 

expectations of learners and relaxed requirements. 

(3) To offer learners interactive Information of course and enrolment. 

Barriers might be caused by poorly organised or badly communicated 

information, insufficiency of course information, or by poor interaction with 

would-be learners. 

(4) To enhance employees' self-efficacy. The neglect of inculcating 

employees' self-efficacy might lead to a reduction of quality of teaching and 

support services, thus might impact the learners' effectiveness of learning 
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and increase potential learning barriers. 

(5) To establish or maintain the reputation of e-Iearning. The barriers 

might be learners' distrust of e-Iearning's credibility and the reputation of the 

providing institution. 

In addition, some literature provides suggestions for overcoming 

potential learning barriers facing adult learners, including: 

(1) Educational institutions should promote adult learners' demand for 

self-assessment, set goals and make plans together with learners, offer 

suitable learning materials and equipment, both of which are appropriate for 

adults, and provide adult learners with feedback and tracking self

assessment (Dettmer, 1986). 

(2) Educational institutions should help adult learners set their own 

learning pace, offer learners 'problem-centred' learning materials, provide 

learners with practical course contents, give Interior and external inspiration 

so as to adapt to learners' various learning preferences and characteristics, 

and offer timely feedback (Collins, 2004). 

(3) Online education systems should provide adult learners with a 

participation mechanism to make group interaction possible and support 

interoperation with other tools of online education, for Instance, building 

virtual groups (Pimplapure, 1996; Walker, 1999). 

(4) Online education systems should provide a structured, yet flexible 

classroom environment and establish trusting relationships among learners 

(Young, 2006). 

From the above review of the literature, it appears that there are few 

research-based suggestions regarding the issues of learning hardware and 

facilities and the barriers to online learning that these might entail. This 
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might be saying that these factors are the easiest to deal with and any 

associated problems are the easiest to overcome. At the same time, the 

strategies or suggestions given in existing research that focus on issues 

where teachers or learners can effectively intervene or improve, are mostly 

concerned with such matters as the online course design, the provision of 

technical training, improving learner's learning strategies, methods and skills, 

Increasing interaction between teachers and students. Increasing the 

interaction of adult learners both online and off-line is taken as the most 

crucial issue by many researches. 

4 A Review of Domestic Literature on Learning Barriers 

Domestic research on learning barriers can be divided into two groups: 

one focusing on holistic investigation of all factors influencing distance 

learning behaviour and outcomes, working towards some sorts of 

classification or categorization of learning barriers; the other Inclined to 

targeted studies of just certain aspects of learning barriers, concrete studies 

of just one type or a limited number of learning barriers and giving some 

correspondi ng suggestions. 

4.1 Classification of Learning Barriers 

Bal and Ge (2004) summarize, through their own reading of the literature, 

the present learning barriers facing Chinese onllne learners as follows: lack of 

self-efficacy, psychological barriers(for Instance, learning anxiety), poor skills 

in computer operation and usage of learning tools, low learning motivation 

and learning control ability, lack of timely help from tutors, frequent 

loneliness In Web-based learning, poor quality of teaching materials, lack of 

interaction, and neglect of learner's characteristics. 

Jiang (2003) made an overall study on the barriers to Web-based 
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learning, similarly through a literature study, and classified these barriers 

into three groups as follows: Firstly, those originating with learners 

themselves, for instance, financial problems, lack of learning motivation and 

learning control ability, psychological problems such as loneliness and loss of 

sense of belonging and common identity(both of which result from learners' 

separation from each other), lack of necessary distance learning skills and 

experience, and lack of necessary training in operational skills. Secondly, 

those originating with teaching staff, for instance, lack of a valid and 

necessary concept of Web-based education, lack of knowledge or 

understanding of learners' needs, lack of essential technology training, and 

shortages of appropriate professional staff. Thirdly, those originating with the 

on line courses, for instance, insufficiency of course description, poor quality 

of teaching materials, unsure availability to learning resources, either 

overabundance or insufficiency of resources, inconvenience of access to 

resources, lack of technology of assessment for learners. 

From a different point of view, Tao (2004) classified the major difficulties 

learners faced in distance learning into three groups as follows: (1) problems 

of learning, referring to learning methods and troubles of technology and 

resources happening during the course of study; (2) problems of 

communication, referring to difficulties In communication and of information 

dissemination to learners during their interaction with distance educational 

institutions in other cities or their representatives and (3) problems of 

individuals, referring to the problems of learner's family, job, or finance. 

Leng, Wang and Diao (2005) believe that successful online distance 

learning should contain the following factors: successful Web-based learning 

requires appropriate and adequate motivation on the part of the learners; 

active interaction between person and computer; learners po~sessing certain 

online communication skills; learning environments with the capacity for 
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flexible interaction; an emphasis on learners' ability for self-directed learning; 

high quality Information; the provision of learner support services and 

assistance; and the Integration of theoretical knowledge with practice and 

training. 

Besides these literature studies, some Chinese researchers have 

undertaken empirical research and compiled claSSifications of learning 

barriers based, for example, on questionnaire surveys. For instance, Zhang 

and Hu (2002) investigated the characteristics of, and the learning barriers 

encountered by, distance learners in Northwest China through the use of a 

questionnaire survey. They found that the first three barriers for these 

learners were insufficiency of learning time, family financial burdens and lack 

of necessary working experience. The researchers made a further analysis on 

the causes of the barriers, which are concluded to be as follows: (1) Learners 

do not have enough time and energy, because, as in-service adult learners, 

they have to give consideration to working and family as well as learning. (2) 

Learners might encounter barriers of inadequate learning support and 

learning motivation, confidence and Interest. (3) People's income is low in 

Northwest China where the research population lived, because of regional 

economic backwardness and the costs of learning were onerous. 

Additionally, Zhang and Huang (2003) found, in an investigation of 

learners In Shanghai TV University, that the difficulties students faced in 

online learning can be summarized into five groups. These were, in sequence: 

time management, expense, technology, methods of teaching and learning, 

and slow processes on computers. Difficulties In management of learning 

time came first. Secondly, the expense of studying online restricts the time 

available for onllne learning. Difficulties of technology Included common 

problems, for example, computer system breakdown, the onllne platform not 

working, lack of familiarity with the terminology used on the onllne teaching 
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platform, and low level of computer operational capability. More than one 

third of students were unfamiliar with the style of reading instruction and 

were short of an ability to engage in self-directed learning, and a considerable 

number of students were suffering from difficulties of typing in 

communication online. 

4.2 Comments on Domestic Research on Learning Barriers 

Compared with foreign research on learning barriers, current Chinese 

research on learning barriers is weak, as can be shown by the following two 

points: 

Firstly, research methods. Existing domestic research is inclined to use a 

single method of enquiry. Desk-based research and literature reviews alone, 

are used in most researches, while empirical research is seldom adopted. In 

terms of studies of the literature, existing Chinese literature on learning 

barriers In distance education is not abundant enough, so such research 

tends to rely overmuch on personal experience and, consequently, suffers 

from a lack of scientific perspective, objectivity and hence persuasiveness. 

Even though some researchers have made use of questionnaire surveys, the 

generalisability of these studies' conclusions is doubtful, as the range of 

learning barriers these researches focus upon is too narrow, and the sample 

for the questionnaire surveys is usually selected from a small group. 

Secondly, there is a lack of in-depth analysis of learning barriers. For 

instance, existing research seldom discusses the following issues, such as 

which barriers are acting as key factors? What are the other factors 

connected with these barriers? How deeply or seriously do learning barriers 

influence learners' learning? Do the various factors or barriers interact in any 

way? 

Accordingly, on the whole, domestic research in this field remains at a 
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low level, which is out of line with China's extensive and rapid development of 

modern distance education. And this is also one of the motivations inspiring 

me to undertake in-depth research on learning barriers In Chinese online and 

Web-based learning. 

5 An Initial Conceptual 'Framework' of Learning Barriers 

facing Online Learners 

The International and domestiC literature on learning barriers that I have 

briefly reviewed above involve, or result in the development of, classifications 

about learning barriers and their influencing factors, and some suggestions 

for overcoming learning barriers, as well as the characteristics of the sample 

learners. 

Among all of the literature that I reviewed, I think the researches of 

Rezabek (1999), and Berge, Muilenburg and Haneghan (2002), as well as 

Muilenburg and Berge (2005), are most influential in guiding my own 

research, and in helping me to establish my own initial conceptual 

framework. 

Synthesizing International and domestic literature on learning barriers I 

reViewed, especially based on the researches above-mentioned which have 

been most helpful and Influential, a conceptual framework emerged in my 

mind in which I classify the factors that might constitute distance learners' 

online learning barriers Into just two broad groups as follows: 

(1) Factors originating In learners themselves, Including their learning 

motivation, self-directed learning ability, financial burdens and. external 

support, readily available computer and the Internet facilities, skills for using 

computer and Internet, and Interaction In learning. 

(2) Institutional factors in distance education, Including the curriculum 
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(course contents, course burdens and examinations), the teaching and 

learning environment (teachers, resources and process) and range and 

availability of support services (course support services and administrative 

support services). 

My conceptual framework for online learning barriers of distance learners 

is shown in Figure 2-1. 

-----.~ 

Figure 2-1 On line learning barriers framework of distance learners 

Drawing on the research of Serge, Muilenburg and Haneghan (2002) and 

the research of Muilenburg and Berge (2005), I am seeking to elaborate 

every aspect summarized in Figure 2-1. The elaboration of each aspect's 

manifestation and the associated factors are shown in Table 2-1. 

Figure 2-1 and Table 2-1 constitute my initial analytical framework for 

understanding and studying the barriers to learning online faced by online 

learners in this study, and on which the design of the Interview outline and of 
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the questionnaire that I used in my empirical inquiry is based. 

Table 2-1 Online learning barriers framework of distance learners 

Factors Manifestation 

Learning motivation 
Impetus for promoting learner's learning, including interior 

and external learning motivation. 

Self-directed 
Including learner's education background, confidence of 

learning ability 
learning, whether or not to develop and carry out learning 

plans, whether or not to guarantee enough learning time. 

Financial burden Financial burdens caused by learning, and support from 

and external support family, friends and employers. 
Learners 

themselves Computer 

availability and Whether or not learner owns a personal computer, and 

accessing the whether or not it is convenient to access the Internet. 

Internet 

ICT Skills 
Skills in using computers and the Internet, as well as the 

online learning platform. 

Interaction in Experience of distance learning and interaction with 

learning teachers and other learners. 

Whether or not the course contents, teaching materials and 

Curriculum course burdens are suitable to learner's demands; whether 

or not the examinations are suitable for adults. 

Universities Teachers: teachers' qualification, teaching ability; 

and Teaching & Resources: quality, convenience of the usage of courseware, 

distance Learning abundance and suitability oflearning resources; Process: the 

education Environment quality of teaching delivery, interaction between teacher and 

institutions student. 

Administrative support services: the availability and degree 

Support Services of satisfaction of services online and off-line; Course 

services: the availability and quality of the tutorials. 

6 Research Questions 

Synthesizing my literature review and previous Interviews with some 

web-based distance learners in a learning centre, as well as focused 
68 



conversations and discussions with some researchers, managers and 

practitioners, and based on the initial conceptual framework that I 

established, I focused my research questions on the following: 

(1) Who precisely are the learners in online education? 

A. What are their demographical features and learning characteristics? 

B. What are their previous learning abilities and achievements? 

C. Are there any differences in the learning characteristics and abilities 

or achievements of learners from different groups? 

(2) What kind of barriers might online learners confront in online learning? 

A. What are the main barriers to online learning faced by web-based 

distance learners in China, as manifested through my own 

empirical study? Which ones are the most frequently encountered? 

B. What factors constitute or contribute to the barriers to online 

learning faced by web-based distance learners in China, as 

evidenced by my study? 

C. Are there any significant statistical differences in those learning 

barriers for learners with different characteristics? 

D. What, if any, is relationship between different learning barriers? For 

an individual learner, is there any discernible interaction between 

these different learning barriers? Will one or more barriers become 

weakened or eliminated because of the elimination of another? 

7 Research Hypothesis in Need of Empirical Test 

In order to answer the questions above-mentioned in part, I would like to 

propose some research hypotheses which arise from the literature review and 
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next need to be put to empirical test and accordingly reported in the chapters 

on empirical inquiry in this study. 

I hope that, the distinct characteristics of Chinese online learners, as 

evidenced by the data from my study, and the principal barriers to their 

online learning could be identified by proving or disproving those hypotheses. 

The principal research hypothesis on the characteristics of Chinese online 

learners is as follow: 

There will be significant differences in the characteristics of learners 

studying different major subjects. 

The research hypotheses concerning the principal barriers to online 

learning are as follows: 

(1) The barrier of poor opportunities for interaction online Is the key 

barrier that adult online learners encounter and has significant Impacts on 

the learners' onllne learning. 

(2) The various learning barriers Identified are likely to Influence each 

other and to be otherwise related. The elimination of one barrier can lead to 

the weakening or elimination of another barrier or several other barriers. 

8 Summary: From Learner Characteristics to Learner Barriers 

International and domestic literature on learner characteristics and 

learner barriers that I reviewed Involved the development or application of a 

variety of classifications about learning barriers and their Influencing factors, 

and some suggestions for overcoming learning barriers, as well as the 

characteristics of the sample learners. 

In terms of the classifications of learning barriers, they were, of course, 

different, but they generally shared some common factors such as situational, 
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institutional, dispositional and technical factors. 

However, in much of the research summarised in this chapter the 

researchers did not indicate clearly the respect in which learning barriers 

were classified or what precisely were the standards or criteria of the 

classification suggested or the relative weight of the different factors 

identified. Meanwhile, some of the classifications could not distinguish 

between characteristics which adversely affect learning achievements and 

barriers to effective learning. 

In terms of the influencing factors underlying learning barriers, the key 

influencing factors that might lead to the presence or emergence learning 

uarriers could be enumerated as follows: demographic and psychological 

variables, learning skills, external factors and so on. 

In terms of the suggestions for overcoming learning barriers, they could 

be divided into three parts: learner, course and teaching, and educational 

institution. 

In terms of the characteristics of the online or adult learners involved, the 

analysis was based on the following aspects: demographiC, psychological, 

disease and health, learner's entry competency and learning readiness, 

learner's learning preference and learning strategy, and learner's learning 

motivation. 

Generally speaking, learner characteristics are various and complex, 

Including cognitive, affective, physiological, social characteristics and specific 

prior knowledge and so on, affecting learning process which the learner 

engages in. Different learners may have some general and steady 

characteristics, but may also reveal various and possibly decisive differences 

In their characteristics. Some learner characteristics may dir~ctly constitute 

or be closely linked to learner barriers in a certain context, circumstances and 
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environment in which learners study. In other words, learner barriers may 

originate in manifold factors, but many factors may have their origins in some 

learner characteristics. Especially, some emotional, mental or attitudinal 

barriers may be related to learners' characteristics. Therefore, in order to 

Investigate learner barriers systematically, we should have to inquire learner 

characteristics. 

I would like to emphasize that although this thesis manages to deal with 

learner characteristics and learner barriers as two separate categories; both 

sets of the factors may overlap inevitably when they come to an overall 

understanding the barriers facing online learners. This might be why some of 

the above-mentioned literature I reviewed discussed barriers to learning 

without distinguishing between characteristics which adversely affect 

learning achievements and barriers to effective learning. 

In this thesis, I will report on my data and on my empirical analysis of 

learner characteristics and learner barriers separately in chapter 4 and 

chapter S. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

1 Choice of Research Methods 

Broadly speaking, research methods can be divided into two types: 

quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research uses numerical methods 

to collect and analyze research data drawn from different sources which can 

include surveys, collection of statistics, the testing of hypotheses by 

numerical data, and the application of a range of statistical analytical 

techniques used to assess theories, to test or develop concepts and, for 

example, thus to judge the quality of education phenomena, or to discover 

any underlying laws and to test certain theoretical hypothesis (Chen, 2005). 

Qualitative research focuses principally on the meanings actors give to their 

own and others' behaviour and relies on the researcher becoming the main 

research tool to explore social phenomena through various methods of 

data-collection such as observation in natural settings, direct participation in 

events or activities, in-depth interviews, the use of documents, and proceeds 

by analysis of data by induction on which interpretation and theory are 

developed. Thus, interpretive understanding of the research object's 

behaviour and meaning is achieved through interaction between the research 

object and the researcher himself (Chen, 2000). 

From the literature reviews, both domestic and international, it can be 

seen that a range of research methods have been utilized in empirical studies 

of learner characteristics and of the factors that inhibit learning or which 

constitute barriers to learning. Both quantitative and qualitative research 

methods have been widely used in those studies. In the studies using 
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quantitative research methods, the relevant learners' information is mostly 

obtained through questionnaires, and then the research issues or 

assumptions are tested through the application of a variety of statistical and 

measuring methods, including frequency analysis, means comparison, 

cross-tabulation with tests of significance, showing distribution and 

discrepancy, correlation analysis, and regression analysis. In the studies 

using qualitative research methods, methods such as interviews, Delphi 

expert interviews, observation notes, case studies and 'contrast experiments' 

are applied. 

The inquiry that I report here is based largely on quantitative research, 

using questionnaires to collect data which I then analyze through the use of 

a variety of statistical and quantitative techniques. In my study, qualitative 

methods play a supplementary role, mainly in the design of the questionnaire, 

including their use to check the questionnaire's validity. I also make use of 

several, well-targeted 'In-depth' Interviews, which provided valuable 

information and findings and which have also proved of some importance In 

supporting and explaining the main Ideas Issuing from the quantitative data 

analysis. 

Thus, in my study, quantitative and qualitative research methods are 

combined, the former as the principal approach, supplemented by the latter. 

I decided to do this for the following reasons. 

Firstly, the choice of research methods ought to be decided according to 

the main research questions and issues being addressed. In my case, .the 

research was aimed at exploring the characteristics of online learners In 

large-scale provision, and the difficulties and barriers they encounter in 

learning, the Influence that these negative factors constitute for their 

learning, and the measures taken to reduce or remove ,these negative factors. 
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In this study, this research focus has been carried forward through statistical 

description and the sorting of comparisons, in which quantitative research 

was more advantageous than qualitative research would have been. 

Secondly, in quantitative research, the researcher usually has already 

made certain theoretical assumptions, or has taken the concepts and theories 

of other researchers, and has determined to test these assumptions or 

concepts numerically. In this study, certain verifiable assumptions were 

sorted out first through the literature review. Even though there was a need 

for several assumptions yet to be finally formed, the research issues were 

thus initially clarified to be tested through statistic analysis. 

Thirdly, compared with qualitative research, which is particularly well 

adapted for in-depth analysis of samples on a limited scale, quantitative 

research, focusing on overall conditions and seeking any underlying laws of 

relevant phenomena, Is more suitable for the analysis of large scale data. In 

this study, it is viable to carry out a quantitative research because I was able 

to collect large scale data. 

Fourthly, while quantitative research is of particular advantage to the 

issues being researched in this study, qualitative research is applied in some 

specifics to enrich and where possible to cross-check, any conclusions or 

propositions that arise from the statistical analysis. In any case, it needs to be 

borne in mind, that, however sophisticated the statistical analysis, such 

quantitative methods are only able to indicate associations between factors 

or variables (or, of course, the absence of associations): in themselves, they 

neither 'prove' a causal link between variables, nor do they constitute an 

explanation or theory in their own right. At the same time, rigorous statistical 

analysis can be very usefully deployed to explore the relationship between 

factors or variables, especially if supplemented by qualitative evidence, such 
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as might be drawn from a variety of qualitative sources, including observation, 

In-depth Interviews and reflection on personal experience. 

Fifthly, of course, quantitative analysis is only as good as the clarity and 

reliability of the definitions and concepts which give shape to the various 

factors or variables and their interaction that the statistical analysis seeks to 

illuminate. 

Lastly, the domestic literatures on barriers to online learning are mostly 

summaries or reflections on experiences and phenomena, mostly lacking 

sophisticated quantitative research. 

Although my study Is mainly based on quantitative research, qualitative 

Interviews playing a significant supplementary role, are applied in the 

Identification of research questions and the design of questionnaire, as well 

as In verifying, supporting, qualifying and explaining more deeply the main 

Ideas Issuing from the quantitative data analysis, adding to the value and 

validity of the findings more generally. 

2 The Procedure of Questionnaire Design 

2.1 Establishing an Analytical Framework 

In chapter 2, I reviewed International and domestic literature on learner 

barriers and learner characteristics. Different literatures mentioned different 

learning barriers and their Influencing factors, and some suggestions for 

overcoming learning barriers, as well as the characteristics of the sample 

learners. In terms of learning barriers, they were, of course, different, but 

they generally shared some common factors such as situational, institutional, 

dispositlonal and technical factors. In terms of learner characteristics, the 

analysis was carried out according to the following a,spects: demographic, 
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psychological, disease and health, learner's entry competency and learning 

readiness, learner's learning preference and learning strategy, learner's 

learning motivation and so on. 

Based on the literature review, I established an analytical framework for 

my study which was showed in chapter 2 (refer to Figure 2-1 and Table 2-1). 

In this conceptual framework, I classified the factors might constitute 

distance learners' online learning barriers into two groups as follows: 

(1) Factors originating in learners themselves, including their learning 

motivation, self-directed learning ability, financial burdens and external 

support, readily available computer and the Internet facilities, skills for using 

c.omputer and Internet, and interaction in learning. 

(2) Institutional factors in distance education, including the curriculum 

(course contents, course burdens and examinations), the teaching and 

learning environment (teachers, resources and process) and support services 

(course support services and administrative support services). 

Furthermore, synthesizing literature review and my years' acquaintance 

with online education, as well as previous interviews with some web-based 

distance learners in a learning centre, I sorted out my research questions and 

hypotheses (also refer to chapter 2). 

Based on the analytical framework, taking my research questions and 

hypotheses into account, I developed an initial questionnaire, including items 

which I sorted out from the literature review. 

2.2 Preliminary Study: Developing a Draft Questionnaire 

In order to construct the questionnaire items, two group discussions 

were conducted in order to identify the online learners' barriers and 

supplementary items. The first group discussion was organised in a learning 
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centre based in Beijing, with 9 learners selected by convenience sampling. 

The second group discussion was organised in The 0 Institute where I worked, 

with 5 experts (2 professors from The Open University of China, 2 distance 

education researchers from Beijing Normal University and The 0 Institute 

respectively, and 1 tutor from a learning centre). 

Based on results of literature review and the group discussions, a 

questionnaire was drafted, Including three sections: 

The first section consisted of 10 headings with 48 items aimed at 

collecting learner basic information according to their characteristics 

variables: demographic, psychological, disease and health, entry 

competency and learning readiness, learning preference and learning 

strategy, as well as learning motivation. 

The second section centred on the possible learner barriers to online 

learning, comprised 10 headings with 56 items, Involving learner's 

competence In self-directed learning, the financial burdens they faced and 

the availability of external support. Questions were also designed to elicit 

Information on students'. experience of the computer and network 

infrastructure, learners' computer skills and facility in network operations, 

the opportunities for communication and interaction in learning, the provision 

of courses, learning resources and teaching process, as well as support 

services for learners. 

The third section consisted of 4 headings with 24 items aimed at probing 

suggestions, possible solutions and the measures of advice to be provided to 

learners, and intended to challenge the barriers encountered, also some 

Items aimed at probing the effect of these various measures in improving 

learning efficiency. 
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2.3 Content Validity Analysis 

The content of the draft questionnaire was validated by experts through 

the method of group discussion. Nine experts were invited and attended the 

group discussion for content validation of the questionnaire, including 5 

distance education researchers from Tshinghua University, Peking University, 

Beijing Normal University, Capital Normal University, and The Open 

University of China respectively; 2 Deans from the Schools of Online 

Education of Renmin University of China and Dongbei University of Finance 

and Economics; and 2 tutors from 2 learning centres affiliated to The 0 

Institute. We discussed the structure and the arrangements of the items of 

tile draft questionnaire. The group's contributions were as follows: 

(1) The objectives, structure and items of the questionnaire were 

reviewed. 

(2) Combined some items to improve the degree of structuring. 

(3) Improved some items' statements to enable them easily to be 

understood and to avoid ambiguity. 

(4) Simplified and shortened the questionnaire by deleting the items 

that could be collected from The 0 Institute's learning platform. 

According to the results of questionnaire validation, the revisions were 

made as follows: 

In the first section of the draft questionnaire, we deleted the items 

related to learner demographic information, their online time recording, and 

their online academic scores and so on. Because these Information can easily 

be collected from The 0 Institution's learner database, which is affiliated to its 

learning platform. Consequently, we got 7 headings with 19 items in this 

section. 
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In the second section of the draft questionnaire, we combined some 

headings and their items and then got 6 headings with 47 items. 

In the third section of the draft questionnaire, we also combined some 

headings and their items and then got 1 heading with 15 items. 

Finishing the revision, we greatly simplified and shortened the draft 

questionnaire by reducing 10 headings with total 47 items. Furthermore, we 

discussed and improved the statements of all the headings and their Items of 

the revised draft questionnaire to ensure that they could be easily understood 

and, as far as possible, to avoid ambiguity. Finally, the members of the group 

checked the draft questionnaire again and thought It was well structured and 

would be a valid instrument to use for the survey of learners In exploring the 

principal research questions. 

2.4 Pilot Study for Suitability Analysis 

I selected 34 students for questionnaire survey as a pilot study from 

three learning centres based in Beijing, Tianjin and Baoding, using a 

convenience sampling technique, following by In-depth interviews with 21 

participants out of them, 'In order to gather their respondences and 

comments on the draft questionnaire as well as the learning barriers that 

they encountered In online learning. (The data from the Interviews was also 

used for supporting and explaining deeply the main findings sorted out from 

the quantitative analysis later.) 

The participants put forward many questions relating to the draft 

questionnaire's structure and Its headings as well as its Individual items. 

Some participants thought the draft questionnaire a little verbose; some 

suggested that it would be better for them to respond to the items just by 

ticking the appropriate choice Instead of filling in the, blanks somewhere; 

some felt the statements of certain headings or Items were ambiguous. 
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In the interviews with the 21 interviewees out of the 34 participants 

selected with 'convenience sampling', I got much supplementary information 

and some comprehensive findings referring to the potential barriers to online 

learning faced by adult learners. 

All the outcomes of the pilot study and the interviews helped me greatly 

in finalizing my questionnaire. The main changes of the draft questionnaire in 

finalizing were stated in the later section in details (referring to '2.7 Finalizing 

the Questionnaire'). 

2.5 Construct Validity Analysis 

A book named Discovering Statistics Using SPSS written by Andy Field 

(SAGE Publications, Second Edition, 2005) enlightened me to analyse the 

construct validity of the questionnaire based on the 34 questionnaires that I 

had pre-tested. Field (2005, p666) suggested that we could use factor 

analysis to validate a questionnaire. Meanwhile, a Chinese book named 

Statistical Data Analysis and Applications of SPSS (Yu and He, 2003) also 

proposed that factor analysis could be a way to validate a questionnaire. 

Furthermore, Zeng and Huang (2005) argued that, in a paper entitled 

Analysis on the Reliability and Validity of Questionnaire, which was issued in 

Statistics and Information Forum, the way in common use to analyse the 

construct validity of a questionnaire was factor analysiS. Moreover, In order to 

understand how other researchers to validate their questionnaires, I 

searched in Google with 'SPSS + validity (in Chinese)' and found a lot of 

Chinese papers using factor analysis to validate questionnaires. So, it seems 

that factor analysis might be In common use to validate a questionnaire, at 

least in mainland China. 

In order to check whether the 34 data from the pilot questionnaire survey 
~ 

were suitable for doing factor analYSiS, the value of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
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Measure of sampling adequacy (KMO) was calculated with SPSS (version 13). 

The results shown that the KMO value was .921, Bartlett's test is highly 

significant (p<.OOl), therefore I concluded that factor analysis is appropriate 

here, indicating the existence of common factors between items. 

(In general, the KMO statistic varies between 0 and 1. A value of 0 

indicates that the sum of partial correlations is large relative to the sum of 

correlations, indicating diffusion in the pattern of correlations. Hence, factor 

analysis is likely to be inappropriate. A value close to 1 indicates that patterns 

of correlations are relatively compact and so factor analysis should yield 

distinct and reliable factors. KMO values between .5 to .7 are mediocre, 

values between .7 to .8 are good, values between .8 to .9 are great and 

values above .9 are superb.) 

The results of the KMO and Bartlett's test are shown in Table 3-1. 

Table 3·1 KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 

df 

Sig. 

.921 

101253.130 

2278 

.000 

The next step was to undertake some factor analysis. In the analysis, 

items were selected according to the following criteria: (1) each item's load 

value on factors should be above .4; (2) the difference between a certain 

item's load values on each of two factors should be greater than .05; (3) each 

factor Included more than two items. (Yu & He, 2003) 

In the first factor analysis, the value of 86_4 was .320, smaller than .4; 

items. I eliminated these items, and then conducted factor analysis again, 

the results accorded with the criteria above-mentioned. Thus, it needed no 

longer do factor analysis again. And then 12 factors remained (where the 
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characteristic value was greater than 1, and the accumulative contribution 

rate was 65.427%). Details are shown in Appendix 7. 

12 major factors and 61 items, each showing a load value greater than .4, 

were reached through factor analysis. According to the items contained in 

each factor, these factors' names, brief explanations and items contained are 

listed hereinafter. 

Factor 1: Teaching & Resources: B3_9, B3_10, B3_8, B3_12, B3_7, B3_6, 

B4_1, B4_2. 

Factor 3: Skills with Computers and the Internet: B2_6, B2_5, B2_9, 

B2_ 4, B2_7, B2_8. 

Factor 4: Ability to Engage in Self-directed Learning: A7_7, A7_8, A7_5, 

A7 _9, A7 _6, A7 _4, B6_1. 

Factor 5: Communication and Interaction: B5_ 4, B5_3, B5_6, B5_2, 

B5_1, B5_5, A7 _10. 

Factor 6: Courses: B3_ 4, B3_2, B3_1, B3_5, B3_3. 

Factor 7: Support Services: B4_ 4, B4_3, B4_5, B4_6, B3_11. 

Factor 8: Learners Evaluation of Learning: B6_6, B6_7, B6_8, B6_5. 

Factor 9: Computer & the Internet Conditions: B2_1, B2_2, B2_3. 

Factor 10: External Support & Financial Burdens: B1_3, B1_2, B1_4, 

B1_1. 

Factor 2: Suggestions about Learning Skills: Cl_9, Cl_10, Cl_11, Cl_8, 

Cl_12, Cl_7. 

Factor 11: Suggestions about Hardware: Cl_2, Cl_3, Cl_1. 

Factor 12: General Characteristics of Learners: A7 _3, A7 "-1, A7 _2. 
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It can be seen from the results of the factor analysis, except for Factor 2 

& Factor 11 (possible remedial measures), Factor 4 & Factor 8 (learners' 

estimating on their own self-directed learning and their likelihood to engage 

further In online learning) and Factor 12 (learner's characteristics), the other 

seven factors are all related to the potential barriers to online learning, which 

represented a good correspondence with the analytical framework of the 

barriers to online learning faced by web-based distance learners. These 

results suggested that the items In the questionnaire could be expected to 

reflect the actual situation of the barriers to online learning faced by 

web-based distance learners, which suggested to me that questionnaire was 

valid. 

2.6 Reliability Test 

Reliability just means that a scale should conSistently reflect the 

construct it is measuring. The better method to check the reliability should be 

test-retest. One way to think of this is that, other things being equal, a person 

should get the same score on a questionnaire if they complete it at two 

different points in time (e.g. a month later). But it was too difficult because I 

found it almost impossible to get the same participants to complete the same 

questionnaire at two different points in time. 

The simplest way to do this in practice is to use split-half reliability. The 

problem with this method is that there are several ways in which a set of data 

can be split into two and so the results could be a product of the way in which 

the data were split. To overcome this problem, Cronbach (1951) came up 

with a measure that is loosely equivalent to splitting data In two in every 

possible way and computing the correlation coefficient for each split. The 

average of these values is equivalent to Cronbach's alpha coeffiCient, which is 

the most common measure of scale reliability. So, in my study, the 
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Cronbach's alpha coefficient was applied in carrying out a reliability analysis. 

Table 3-2 Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the questionnaire and the items included 

Items Cronbach's alpha coefficients 

Suggestions on Learning Skills 0.923 

Skills of Computer & The Internet 0.898 

Courses 0.885 

Support Services 0.881 

Teaching & Resources 0.879 

Communication and Interaction 0.860 

Suggestions on Hardware 0.836 

Computer & The Internet Conditions 0.834 

Learner's Evaluation on Learning 0.801 

Self-directed Learning Ability 0.747 

External Support & Financial Burdens 0.700 

General Characteristics of Learners 0.502 

Total 0.897 

All factors' alpha coefficients are listed in Table 3-2, as well as the overall 

coefficient. As shown in Table 3-2, the alpha coefficients of the most majority 

of the factors (especially the factors representing barriers to online learning) 

are above .7, and so is the total one, .897, except for the factor of 'General 

Characteristics of Learners' with items A7 _3, A7 _1, A7 _2, .502. That 

indicates both the whole questionnaire and the most majority of the items 

included are reliable, but the items A7 _3, A7 _1, A7 _2 should be checked 

again (referring to '2.7 Finalizing the Questionnaire'). 

(In general, the alpha coefficient should above .6; above.7 means better, 

above .8 means very good.) 

2.7 Finalizing the Questionnaire 

Through content and construct validity analysis and pilot study as well as 

reliability test, the questionnaire's final version was thus refined, enabling it 

be used for measuring and analyzing the barriers to online learning facing 

distance learners. 
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To finalize the questionnaire, I synthesized all the outcomes of the pilot 

study and the interviews as well as the analysis of questionnaire's validity and 

reliability, revised the structure and content of the draft questionnaire again 

as follows: 

(1) Simplified and refined again the statements of the all headings and its 

items to enable them more easily to be understood and to avoid 

ambiguity. 

(2) Utilized tables to sort out some items to make the questionnaire more 

terse and convenient to tick the appropriate response choices. 

(3) Utilized the response choices sorted out from the pilot study and the 

interviews with the 21 participants to improve the questions Al-A6 in 

the first section of the questionnaire, replacing the pattern of filling in 

the blanks with the pattern of response choices. 

(4) Checked the Items A7 _1, A7 _2, A7 _3 (respectively relating to the 

healthy, social activities and family, their Cronbach's alpha 

coefficients are lower than .6) again, found that their original 

statements were ambiguity and then amended them. 

(5) Added two open-ended questions respectively at the ends of the 

second section and the third section, enabling the learners to 

describe other problems in online learning. 

The English version and Chinese versions of the final questionnaire are 

attached in the appendix 1 and 4 respectively, both with a total of 16 

headings (with a total of 83 items), of which 6 are basic information questions, 

2 are open-ended questions and the rest are in the form of a five-point scale 

of learners' responses, with a score of 1 representing 'very much In line with'; 

2 representing 'relatively In line with'; 3, 'neutral response'; 4, 'not In line 
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with'; and 5, 'not in line with at all'. 

It might be noticed that some essential demographic information on the 

learners, such as their gender and age, in the end was not included in the 

questionnaire. That was not because such data are unimportant; to the 

contrary, it was because the sample of learner in this study would be taken 

from amongst the students who were studying in The 0 Institution, and I was 

able to obtain this important demographic information direct from the 

Institution's database. Thus, I was able to save the respondents' time and 

make it convenient for students to take part in the survey. Thus, the final 

version of the questionnaire omitted the demographic information. 

3 Sampling and Conducting of the Questionnaire 

Survey 

3.1 Random Sampling and the Questionnaires' Collection 

As above-mentioned, the sample of learners in this study was taken from 

amongst the students who were studying in The 0 Institution. 

Up to the end of 2009, The 0 Institution, the biggest Distance Education 

Service Providers in China, had contracted with over 40 well-known Chinese 

universities such as Peking University, Zhejiang University, to establish 

cooperative partnerships, through about 2,000 learning centres covering the 

mainland China, offering learning support services for over 400,000 Chinese 

online learners. 

As one of the top managers of The 0 Institution then, I was able to 

conduct a large-scale questionnaire survey among the online learners of The 

o Institution. I decided to select randomly 1 % of the 400,000 online learners 

as my research sample. 
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My sampling and questionnaires' collection procedure was conducted as 

follows: 

Step 1: Establishing a 'sample pool'. 

The learner database of The 0 Institution held more than 400,000 online 

learners, each with a unique ID number. Permitted with the top management 

of The 0 Institution, I asked the database administrator help me draw out 

randomly 4,000 learners ID number. Using the 4,000 learners ID number, I 

established a 'sample pool'. 

Step 2: Distributing the questionnaires and inviting the respondents. 

I embedded my questionnaire Into the learning platform of The 0 

Institution supported by the programmers and Indicated that I would like to 

invite respondents from the 'sample pool' to complete the questionnaires 

online. The data-entry would be automatically completed in the back-end of 

the learning platform of The 0 Institution while the respondents were 

answering the questionnaires. 

Utilizing the ID number In the 'sample pool', I obtained the 4,000 sample 

learners' emall addresses and telephone numbers. I sent an invitation email 

to the all 4,000 sample learners by using the email sending system of The 0 

Institution, following by phone calls conducting by the Call-Centre of The 0 

Institution (to finish the 4,000 phone calls,S dedicated and trained persons 

worked for almost one month), to invite them to log on to the learning 

platform to complete the questionnaire anonymously. One month later, I sent 

the Invitation email to the all sample learners again to remind them to 

complete the questionnaire (somebody might Ignore the second emai! If he or 

she had completed the questionnaire). 

Step 3: Finishing the sampling and questionnaires',collection. 
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I spent near two months in collecting the completed questionnaires, 

supporting by my colleagues with identifying every questionnaire by ID 

number one by one. Although the respondents completed the questionnaires 

anonymously, logging on to the learning platform with their ID number, I 

could obtain their basic demographic information, their online time and 

learning process records, and academic scores, as well as other data needed 

by later statistical analysis, from the learner database of The 0 Institution, 

with their ID number. 

Finally, I got 3,396 completed (returned) questionnaires out of the 4,000 

sample learners. The rate of returned questionnaires is 84.9%, very high 

indeed for this kind of study. 

3.2 Eliminating the Invalid Questionnaires 

In order to avoid distortions to the conclusions that I drew from the 

responses to the questionnaire that might have been caused by the 

information provided (for example, through providing deliberately misleading 

or irresponsible answers), certain 'checking' or 'lie-detecting' questions were 

also included in my questionnaire. There were two pairs of lie-detecting 

questions, as seen in Table 3-3. 

As can be seen in Table 3-3, questions A7 _12 and A7 _13 were designed 

to acts as checks by eliciting answers that were quite opposite. Invalidity was 

recorded as '1', if the same answers were given to this pair of questions. 

Otherwise, the responses were recorded as '0'. Questions 66_4 and 66_5 also 

contradict each other in meaning. Again, the indication of invalidity was 

recorded as '1', if the same answers were given to this pair of questions. 

Otherwise, the responses were recorded as '0'. Any returned questionnaire 

with two indications of invalidity was defined as an 'invalid questionnaire' for 

the purposes of this study. Those with only one indication of invalidity were 
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taken as valid. 

Table 3-3 Lie-detecting Questions 

Very Relatively Not in Not in 
Neutral Label of 

No. Items much in in line line line with 

line with with 
response 

with at all 
Invalidity 

Compared with paper 

A7_12 medium based learning, 1 2 3 4 5 

I prefer online learning. 
1 

Compared with online 

A7_13 learning. I prefer reading 1 2 3 4 5 

paper materials. 

I cannot feel my progress 

B6_4 and lack a sense of 1 2 3 4 5 

accomplishment. 
1 

Overall, I am very 

B6_5 satisfied with this online 1 2 3 4 5 

study. 

950 out of 3,396 returned questionnaires showed one indication of 

invalidity and 465 had two. That means 465 questionnaires were rejected as 

being invalid, and 2,931 were valid, or 86.3% of those returned. 

4 Developing the Interview Outline and Conducting 

Interviews 

4.1 Developing the Interview Outline 

As previously stated, quantitative methods were the principal means of 

Inquiry in this study, supplemented by some Important qualitative data. 

Qualitative research was undertaken in my study by the way of In-depth 

Interviews, designed to contribute to the development of the questionnaire, 

as well as to provide in-depth Information, cross-check emergent themes and 

to add richness to the quantitative data. 

Two types of people involved in distance education were chosen as 
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interviewees in the series of in-depth interviews. One type were distance 

learners undertaking learning online, as described above, and the others 

were experts in modern distance education. As the interviews were designed 

partly to support the development and refinement of the questionnaire t the 

interview was first constructed with a focus on the content of the 

questionnaire. Starting from the literature review and the first draft of my 

questionnaire, two separate interview outlines were drawn up, each targeted 

at one or other of the two types of persons involved in online learning, as 

described above. The English version outline of the interview for the online 

learners is attached as Appendix 2, and its Chinese version is attached as 

Appendix S. Whilst, the English version outline of the interview for experts in 

distance education is attached as Appendix 3, and its Chinese version is 

attached as Appendix 6. 

Interviews were conducted, centring on the question of the barriers, or 

potential barriers, facing online learning undertaken by distance learners. 

The interviewees were expected to draw attention to deficiencies in the 

questionnaire as well as talk about their feelings or the story of their 

experiences of the barriers in online learning they encountered, in a more 

detailed and fresh manner during the interviews. 

In the second set of interviews, with experts in distance education, I 

expected to be able to gather a range of expert views, suggestions and help 

on the research Issues and methods, as well as on the substance of barriers 

to online learning and how to tackle them. 

4.2 Conducting the Interviews 

I carried out the interviews while I conducted the pilot study on my draft 

questionnaire in three learning centres located respectively in Beijing, Tianjin 

and Baoding in May and June, 2009. I selected 34 partiCipants with 
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'convenience sampling' from the three learning centres to conduct the pilot 

study and 21 Interviewees out of the 34 participants to conduct in-depth 

interviews, gathering their responses and comments on the draft 

questionnaire as well as the learning barriers encountered in online learning. 

The interviewees put forward many questions relating to the draft 

questionnaire's structure and its headings as well as its individual Items, and 

provided some supplementary Information referring to the potential barriers 

to online learning faced by adult learners. The outcomes of the pilot study and 

the interviews helped me greatly in finalizing my questionnaire. Also, the 

data of interview would use for supporting and explaining deeply the main 

findings sorted out from the quantitative analysis later. 

The 21 interviewees came from the enrolled learners of the three 

learning centres registered respectively in six universities: Beijing Language 

and Culture University, Southwest University, China Medical University, 

Dongbel University of Finance and Economics, Renmin University of China 

and Xi'an Jiaotong University. These interviewees majored in 10 subjects, 

including Chinese language & literature, Japanese, Economics & Management, 

Administration Management, Clinical Pharmacy, Nursing, Law, Business 

Administration, Public Utilities Management and Human Resources 

Management. The interviewees included not only experienced learners with 

two or three years' online learning history, but also freshmen newly attending 

distance education, who enrolled In September 2005, March 2006, 

September 2006, March 2007, September 2007 and March 2008. Their age 

distribution was between 20 and 50. Table 3-4 shows the detailed information 

distrlbution9
• 

9 The demographic information of all 34 learners involved in the pilot study could not be collected, for 
they tilled out the questionnaires anonymously as against 21 out of the 34 who participated in the 
In-depth interviews, which made it possible to collect their demographic information. Thus, the 21, 
instead of the 34, are described in the overall information of all the learners involved in the pilot study. 
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Table 3-4 Sample structure of interview 

Learning Number of Home Number of Gender Nurnberof Age Number of 

Centre Learners Location Learners Learners Learners 

Baoding 12 Urban 18 Male 9 50+ 2 

Beijing 4 Town & Rural 3 Female 12 40-50 5 

Tianjin 5 30-40 7 

20-30 7 

Total 21 Total 21 Total 21 Total 21 

4.3 Principles in Using the Interview Materials 

To keep interviewees' personal information and identities confidential 

and to avoid any adverse or other influence the data collected in the research 
) 

might have on certain institutions or individuals, all the names involved in 

reporting my research are assumed. Moreover, the interview materials 

collected were not subject to separate, systematic analysis, but only taken as 

a complement to and further illustration of the statistical analysis. 

5 Summary 

In this chapter I have reported the research methods used in this study of 

online learners in The 0 Institution and the barriers, or potential barriers that 

they face. The study was based principally on quantitative research methods 

and was supplemented by qualitative research methods. My approach to 

quantitative research, questionnaire deSign, tests of validity and reliability, 

the distribution and collection of questionnaires, the decisions taken on 

sampling method, the elimination of Invalid questionnaires and simple 

description of samples were all introduced in this chapter. As regards 

qualitative research, the purpose of the interviews, designed not only to 

contribute to my questionnaire's development, was also to provide 

complementary information and further illustration to the data collected from 

the questionnaire survey and to cross-check emergent themes in my study. I 
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also described here my reasons for maintaining the anonymity of both 

individuals and institutions taking part in my study. 
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Chapter 4: 

The Characteristics, Circumstances and 

Attitudes of Distance Learners 

In this chapter, I report the empirical findings of my research on the 

learning characteristics, circumstances and attitudes of distance learners in 

China, based both on the literature review undertaken and on the specific 

data collected. The aim in the chapter is simply to explore in more detail the 

nature of the online learners who participated in the study, to throw some 

light on their personal characteristics and the circumstances of their lives, to 

examine their attitudes, and to look at their levels of satisfaction. At this 

stage, I am not yet seeking to understand how, or to what extent exactly, any 

of the characteristics, personal circumstances or attitudes either constitute in 

themselves, or contribute to, barriers to their effective or successful 

engagement with the online facilities available to them. Nevertheless, it will 

become evident as the chapter unfolds that the personal characteristics and 

attitudes revealed may indeed represent barriers, and further analysis of 

their impact will be undertaken in subsequent chapters. 

The chapter is divided into the following four parts. Firstly, an 

introduction to the basic data on the learners collected in my research; 

secondly, a more comprehensive report on the learners' learning 

characteristics in my sample; thirdly, an account of specific tests of the 

hypotheses derived from the earlier literature review and my initial analytical 

framework; finally, I provide a brief summary of the chapter. 

In this Chapter, I begin to test out the extent of negative impact on 
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studying experienced by the learners in my sample arising from a number of 

possible sources, as suggested by the literature, previous studies and my 

initial analytical framework. Thus, I present a large number of tables that 

examine the extent of these possible negative impacts, or barriers to learning, 

according to the experiences of the learners in my sample. 

1 Basic Data 

1.1 Gender and Ethnic Distribution of the Sample 

Table 4-1 shows the gender and ethnic distribution of the sample of 

learners studied. The sample includes 1578 males, accounting for 53.8%, 

slightly higher than the proportion of female learners. As already mentioned 

in the literature reView, by contrast the majority of China's empirical 

investigations have found that female learners account for a larger proportion 

of distance learners. I believe that this is likely to be due largely to the 

limitations of the various samples, which were often taken from learners 

majoring in the humanities and social sciences, where there are more female 

learners registered and this is possibly reflected in the samples studied. I also 

believe that the sample sex ratio would change once this factor accounting for 

the major difference is controlled. This chapter will further test this 

hypothesis in the following sections. 

In my study, 2804 cases were Han Chinese, accounting for 95.7% of the 

total, ethnic minority learners accounted for only 4.3%. This was only broadly 

In line with China's overall ethnicity. In 2005, China conducted a nationwide10 

sample survey of 1% of the total population and had found that the Han 

population accounted for 90.56% of the total. In view of this, the proportion 

of the Han Chinese learners in my sample was higher than the proportion of 

10 'Nationwide' here means 32 provinces including Taiwan, but without Hong Kong and Macao Special 
Administrative Regions. 
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the Han Chinese in the entire country. The possible reason for this 

phenomenon, I suggest, is that ethnic minorities are mostly concentrated in 

the frontier provinces, while the learners in these areas are less active in 

distance learning, especially online learning, and less likely to enrol in The 0 

Institution. 

Table 4-1 Gender and Ethnic Distribution 

Frequency Percent 

Male 1578 53.8 

Gender Female 1353 46.2 

Total 2931 100.0 

Han 2804 9~.7 

Ethnic Minority 127 4.3 

Total 2931 100.0 

1.2 Age Distribution of the Sample 

The number of people of different ages and each age group's percentage 

in the sample can be found in Figure 4-1. Table 4-2 lists the lowest age, th'e 

highest age, the mean age and the standard deviation of the age distribution 

of sampled distance learners. From Figure 4-2 and Table 4-2, it can be seen 

that the age distribution of the distance learners in my sample is mainly 

concentrated in the range between aged 20 and 45, while the other age 

groups account for smaller proportions. The age of the youngest respondent 

in my sample was 17 and the oldest was 57, with the mean age being 28.75. 

Thus, it can be noted my sample learners were mainly relatively young adult 

learners of working-age. 
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Figure 4-1 Age Distribution of the Sample Learners 

Table 4-2 Lowest, Highest and Mean Age 

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Age 2931 17 57 28.75 6.801 

1.3 Major Subject Distribution of the Sample 

Table 4-3 lists the distribution of the sample learners in terms of the 

major subject being studied, from which it can be seen that majors of 

management, engineering and economics were the most popular while those 

of agronomy, history and philosophy were less likely to be studied by the 

distance learners in my study. This is consistent with the current data on the 

distribution of learners across the major subjects being stud ied in distance 

education in China. There are more programmes in economics, engineering 

and management science delivered through distance education in China, and 

fewer programmes in history, philosophy and agricu lture, possibly because 

the former ones have a closer relationship with the labour market currently. 

If this is true, and the study was not specifically designed to test that 

proposition, it nevertheless suggests that the distance learners in my sample, 

as in higher education in China more generally, are mainly studying subjects 

that are li kely to be, at least in part, labour market- oriented or labour 
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market-focused. 

Table 4-3 Major Subject Distribution of the Sample Learners 

Major Subject Frequency Percent 

Management 826 28.2 

Engineering 794 27.1 

Economics 526 17.9 

Literature 257 8.8 

Law 159 5.4 

Medical Science 146 5.0 

Education 144 4.9 

Science 64 2.1 

Philosophy 9 0.3 

History 3 0.1 

Agronomy 3 0.1 

Total 2931 100.0 

2 The Characteristics of the Sample Learners 

2.1 Marital Status of the Sample Learners 

Table 4-4 shows the distribution of the marital status of the sample, in 

which unmarried and married each accounts for about 50%. As marital status 

is often a differentiating characteristic amongst adult learners, the possible 

implications, if any, will be explored, of the learners' marital status for their 

learning behaViour, and for the learning barriers that they face. The overall 

learning effects and learning outcomes will be further discussed In the 

following sections. 

Table 4-4 also shows whether learners in the sample have children. The 

result shows that 49% of the sample learners already have children, and a 

further 2.7% of them are planning to have children. As to whether learners 

having children would affect their time use and might possibly constitute a 

pressure on their learning, a barrier to learning and affect. their learning 
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outcomes - all possible effects of having children - will be further discussed 

in later sections of this study. However, due to the possible similarity of the 

effects of marital status and of having children on study behaviour, it will be 

necessary to undertake a comprehensive consideration of these two factors 

later. 

Table 4-4 Marital Status and Children 

Frequency Percent 

Single 1482 50.6 

Marital Status Married 1449 49.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

With children 1436 49.0 

Children 
About to have children 80 2.7 

Without children 1415 48.3 

2.2 Employment Status of the Sample Learners 

Table 4-5 shows the employment status of the sample. Unemployed 

learners in the sample account for only 9.1%, while the proportion of 

employed respondents reaches as high as 90.9%. Being employed Is an 

Important feature of the adult learners In my sample, as it often is of all adult 

learners, not only in China but elsewhere. 

Table 4-5 Employment Status and Full-time/Part-time Study 

Frequency Percent 

Unemployed 268 9.1 

Employment Employed 2663 90.9 
Status Total 2931 100.0 

Full-time 176 6.0 

Full-time/Part-time Part-time 2755 94.0 

Total 2931 100.0 

Distance Education Learners can be studying either full-time or part-time. 

Table 4-5 also shows the mode of learning - part-time or full-time - of my 
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sample of learners, with only 6% of the learners choosing to be full-time 

learners, while most were part-time. Comparing this information with the 

data on the sample's employment status, it can be seen that even some 

unemployed people choose to study at a distance on a part-time basis. One 

possible explanation is that although some learners have no jobs, they may 

have other commitments, so they still do not fully dedicate themselves to 

distance learning. For example, some women may choose to stay at home, 

but they are likely responsible for tasks as carers, as full-time housewives or 

full-time mothers or carers, and distance learning thus constitutes only their 

part-time commitment. This characteristic of'part-time' study amongst adult 
") 

and online learners is clearly of importance in the design of programmes of 

study for learners, the availability and accessibility of learning facilities, as 

well as in the types and levels of support offered and the opportunities that 

they have for contact and communication. 

2.3 Tuition Fees for Distance Education 

In China, higher education is not a part of compulsory education. Since 

1997, colleges and universities have begun to implement a comprehensive 

cost-compensation mechanism, which means that, except for the learners 

majoring in military and some normal college programmes, the majority of 

learners need to pay for their higher education. Distance higher education is 

mainly for adult learners, and learners are charged tuition fees from the very 

beginning. 

Table 4-6 shows the situation regarding the payment of fees by my 

sample. The overwhelming majority of the learners were paying the total 

tuition fees at their own expense (95.6%), while only 25 had obtained 

complete financial support from their employers (only 0.9%). Together with 

the 3.5% of the learners who share the payment of the fees with their 
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employers, only 4.4% of the learners in my sample received some financial 

support from their employers. Whether the learners' situation with regard to 

the payment of fees will constitute learning barrier will be further analyzed in 

the later sections of this study. 

Table 4-6 Payment of Tuition Fees 

Frequency Percent 

Payment at learners' own expense 2803 95.6 

Total financial support from employers 25 0.9 

Shared payment by employers and learners 103 3.5 

Total 2931 100.0 

2.4 Learners' Physical Health 

Table 4-7 shows the answers of the sample of learners to the following 

question: "Please choose the answer based on the extent of your agreement 

with this statement 'I am physically very healthy': 1. very much in line with; 

2. relatively in line with; 3. neutral response; 4. not In line with; 5. not In line 

with at all. flll 

Table 4-7 Considering Self to be in 'Excellent Health' 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 1916 65.4 

Relatively in line with 2 722 24.6 

Neutral response 3 278 9.5 

Not in line with 4 13 0.4 

Not in line with at all 5 2 0.1 

Total 2931 100.0 

It can be seen from the results In Table 4-7 that 65.4% of the sample 

learners consider themselves to be in excellent health; 24.6% of the sample 

learners consider themselves relatively healthy: together, these two add up 

to 90%, which shows that the great majority of the sample learners regard 

themselves as being in fairly good health. In addition to this, In China, 

11 In the following contents, I will omit the five options. 
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currently it is thought that distance education represents a convenient and 

flexible way of learning for healthy, employed adult learners but not for the 

disabled, mainly due to the reason that people with disability have to deal 

with many disadvantages in the competitive circumstances of contemporary 

society, and their lives are mostly supported by their families and society at 

large, but not specifically in the field of distance education online. Both 

subjective and objective conditions need to be improved for the disabled to 

participate fully and on equal terms with able-bodied learners in distance 

education. 

2.5 Social activities 

Table 4-8 shows the answers of the sample of learners to the question, 

"Please choose the answer based on the extent of your agreement with this 

statement '1 have social activities every week'." 

Table 4-8 Weekly Participation in Social Activities 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 657 22.4 

Relatively in line with 2 716 24.4 

Neutral response 3 1103 37.6 

Not in line with 4 408 13.9 

Not in line with at all 5 47 1.6 

Total 2931 100.0 

It can be seen from Table 4-8 that just over one fifth (22.4%) of the 

sample reported that they have frequent social activities and a further 

quarter (24.4%) of the sample said that they have relatively frequent social 

activities. These two add up to 46.8% of the overall sample, or nearly half of 

the learners in my study. Only 1.6% of the sample learners indicated that 

they have very few, if any, weekly social activities, while 13.9% reported that 

they do not engage very frequently in social activities and over one third gave 
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a 'neutral' response, which might indicate a range of social activity 

behaviours and only 15.5 % of the sample learners in this study reported 

little engagement in social activities. Thus as a whole, it appears that in this 

sample of learners, the largest group reported either a relatively high level of 

social activities, or at least regular social activities. 

2.6 Family Harmony 

Table 4-9 shows the answers of the sample of learners to the question, 

"Please choose the answer based on the extent of your agreement with the 

following statement 'My family is very harmonious'." 

Table 4-9 Reported Family Hannony 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 1904 65.0 

Relatively in line with 2 793 27.1 

Neutral response 3 217 7.4 

'Not in line with 4 15 0.5 

Not in line with at all 5 2 0.07 

Total 2931 100.0 

It can be seen from Table 4-9 that 65% of the sample learners think their 

families are harmonious and that 27.1% think their families are relatively 

harmonious. These two add up to 92.1%, which indicates that the great 

majority of the learners think, or at least report, that their families live in 

harmony; less than 0.1% of the sample learners think that their families are 

not getting along well and 0.5% do not consider their families harmonious, 

which means that less than 1 % of the sample think they have 'unharmonious' 

families. Thus as a whole, it can be reported that the families of my sample 

learners are considered by them to be harmonious. 
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2.7 Learning Preferences 

Table 4-10 shows the answers of the sample learners to the question, 

"Please choose the answer based on the extent of your agreement with this 

statement, 'Compared with studying alone, I prefer to study following the 

teachers' guidance'." 

Table 4-10 Preference for Following Teachers' Teaching 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 609 20.8 

Relatively in line with 2 1099 37.5 

Neutral response 3 985 33.6 

Not in line with 4 211 7.2 

Not in line with at all 5 27 0.9 

Total 2931 100.0 

From Table 4-10, it can be seen that only one fifth (20.8%) of the sample 

learners whom I studied reported that they strongly preferred to follow the 

teachers' teaching, and a further 37.5% of them also liked to learn from their 

teachers, adding up to a total of 58.3%, or more than one half of them all, but 

by no means an overwhelming majority. Only 0.9 % of the sample learners 

did not like to follow teachers' teaching at all and 7.2% did not enjoy learning 

from teachers. According to these responses, a majority of the adult, online 

learners who constituted my sample for study still prefer to follow the 

teachers in their studies. Again, it is notable that one third of all respondents 

chose the 'neutral' answer to this question of one aspect of their preferred 

learning style. As may be imagined, this preference raises a whole range of 

questions regarding the design, organisation, delivery and operations of both 

distance and online learning programmes, but may also of course have been 

a product of the question design. 
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Table 4-11 Preference for Studying together with Fellow Students 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 545 18.6 

Relatively in line with 2 1054 36.0 

Neutral response 3 1066 36.4 

Not in line with 4 232 7.9 

Not in line with at all 5 34 1.2 

Total 2931 100.0 

Table 4-11 shows the answers to the following question, "Please choose 

the answer based on the extent of your agreement with this statement, 

'Compared with separate study, I prefer to study together with fellow 

students'. /I 

From Table 4-11, It can be seen that just 18.6% of the sample of learners 

really liked studying together with fellow students a lot, but a further 36.0% 

also rather liked to do that, adding up to a total of 54.6% or a small majority, 

just over one half of all respondents. Only 1.2% of the sample said that they 

did not like to study together with fellow students at all and 7.9% reported 

that they did not enjoy learning with classmates together. Again, it Is worth 

noting that one third of the respondents chose the neutral response. 

Thus, most of my sample learners preferred to follow the teachers and 

study together with other learners rather than just study by themselves. 

However, distance learning, because of the separation of space and time 

involved, In most cases, may not be able to provide learners with real chance 

of directly following their teachers' teaching or of studying together with a 

group of other learners. 

In the absence of their ability to learn alone successfully, or by 

communicating effectively online with other learners or their teachers, this 

could easily hinder the learning or the achievements of these learners, 

although for some this might be their preference, but In its absence they 
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persevere and even succeed. fvloreover, whether or not these 'learning style' 

preferences also lead to the construction of learning barriers in practice will 

be further analyzed later in this study. 

2.8 Preferences for Medium of Study 

Table 4-12 shows the answers of the sample learners to the following 

question, "Please choose the answer based on the extent of your agreement 

with this statement, 'Compared with online learning, I prefer reading paper 

materials'." 

Table 4-12 Preference for the Medium of Paper 

Frequency Percent 

Very much in line with 1 359 12.2 

Relatively in line with 2 766 26.1 

Neutral response 3 1273 43.4 

Not in line with 4 431 14.7 

Not in line with at all 5 102 3.5 

Total 2931 100.0 

From Table 4-12, it can be seen that only 12.2% of the sample learners 

express a strong preference for learning based on paper media, compared 

with learning online, while a further quarter (26.1%) expressed a relative 

liking for the medium of paper, adding up to a total of 38.3%, or more than 

one third of my respondents. On this occasion, the largest single category of 

response was 'neutral'. This indicates that there is still a considerable number 

in the sample of learners studied by me either preferring to learn through the 

traditional medium of paper or who have not yet firmly decided that online 

learning Is the preferred method for them, which might constitute a 

disadvantage to them as distance learners, depending on the availability and 

quality of the learning materials provided. Whether the preferred medium will 

lead to differences between learners in terms of the learning barriers 
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encountered will be further analyzed later. 

3 Empirical Tests on the Research Hypotheses Concerning 

Learners' Characteristics 

The various research hypotheses regarding learners' characteristics have 

already been mentioned in the earlier sections of this paper. Below, I set out 

again the details of the research hypotheses and the empirical tests I carried 

out on them. 

3.1 Empirical Tests on the Different Characteristics of Learners 

Studying Different Major Subjects 

From the literature review I found that most current studies in China 

have found that female learners constitute the majority of adult learners and 

online learners (Wang, 2006; Zhuang and Wang, 2006; Li, Vu, Li, 2006). I 

believe that this may be due to the limitations of the various samples in those 

studies, which were taken from learners mainly majoring In the humanities 

and social sciences, where women are in the majority, and where no 

consideration of this was taken Into account in describing the different 

samples. Therefore, the first hypothesis concerning learners' characteristics 

Is based on this. 

Hypothesis 4.1: There are significant gender differences amongst the 

distance learners studying different major subjects. 

Table 4-13 sets out the sex ratio of learners In different major subjects, 

from which it can be seen that except for philosophy, history and agriculture 

which have a total of less than 30, the rest of the eight major subjects have 

a clear sex ratio difference. These differences are highly statistically 

significant, with a significance level of p<O.Ol. 
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In the science field, the proportion of male learners reached 54%, higher 

than 46% of the proportion of female learners; in the engineering field, the 

gender gap is even more obvious with the proportion of male learners being 

80.5%, far exceeding the proportion of female learners. These two major 

subjects are still in China, as in many other countries, traditionally 

'male-dominated' subjects. 

In addition to science and engineering, law and management (both of 

which belong to the social sciences, but are often directly linked to future 

career or professional intentions) also have a larger proportion of male 

learners. In terms of law, the proportion of male learners is 66.7%, which 

might be a reflection of a larger proportion of male workers in the field of law, 

although this study was not specifically designed to explore that issue. As for 

management, the phenomenon of having more male learners than female 

learners may possibly suggest that male learners are more active in 

accepting management study through distance education either because 

generally speaking, these are career routes more typically pursued by or 

particularly attractive to men (and correspondingly 'off-putting' to women), 

associated with a whole bundle of career and course programme 

characteristics, or else males might believe that they will have a distinct 

advantage, and females believe they will be relatively disadvantaged, in 

seeking management positions. But all of this is largely speculation. 

Whatever the explanation for these figures, again it needs to be noted 

that this question of the relative distribution of men and women between 

different major subjects of study was not a core issue to be explored in this 

study: what is of interest in the actual differential distribution in my sample 

and the possible implications of this will be further explored later. 

As for 'female-dominated' major subjects, the proportions of male 
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learners in Economics, Education, Literature and Medicine are respectively 

31.6%, 27.8%, 36.2% and 4.8%, showing that in these four major subjects 

by contrast, the proportion of male learners is lower than that of female 

learners. Economics and education belong to social sciences, while Literature 

belongs to the humanities, which raises the question why apart from some 

specialist major subjects such as Law or Business Studies, female learners 

constitute the great majority in major humanities and social science majors. 

One might speculate that this distribution reflects the different perceived 

future job opportunities for men and women, or it might be related to the 

actual or perceived focus of the subjects to be studied, or that these subjects 

are regarded as Inherently more 'female' by students, or else it might simply 

be a reflection of a long-established tradition (i.e. 'these are the subjects that 

girls mostly like to study'). The reason why females are so dominant in the 

study of medicine could again be a reflection of the structure of labour market 

opportunities in China, or of a 'traditional' division of labour. These thought Is 

strengthened by the fact that my sample learners are all studying for a 

college degree or undergraduate degree through distance education, which 

mainly provides learners programmes in nursing and pharmacy. These 

programmes both relate to traditionally 'female-dominated' occupations. 

From the arialysis of Table 4-13, It can be seen that Indeed there are very 

obvious gender differences amongst the distance learners studying different 

major subjects. Overall, in distance education, there are more male learners 

majoring in Science and Engineering while female learners appear to tending 

more to major In the Humanities, Social Sciences and health-related Medical 

programmes. 

This pattern of gender distribution Is also consistent with that found in 

standard, campus-based, higher education. 
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Table 4-13 Gender Comparisons of Distance Learners Studying Different Major Subjects 

Major Subjects Male Female 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Agriculture 3 100.0% 0 0% 

Engineering 639 80.5% 155 19.5% 

Law 106 66.7% 53 33.3% 

History 2 66.7% 1 33.3% 

Management 482 58.4% 344 41.6% 

Philosophy 5 55.6% 4 44.4% 

Science 35 54.0% 29 46.0% 

Literature 93 36.2% 164 63.8% 

Economics 166 31.6% 360 68.4% 

Education 40 27.8% 104 72.2% 

Medical Science 7 4.8% 139 95.2% 

Total 1578 53.8% 1353 46.2% 

Pearson Chi-Square 565.610 

Likelihood Ratio 615.824 

Df 11 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

Fan (2011) investigated 47,000 freshers who enrolled in 175 universities 

based in 31 cities of mainland China in summer 2007, and found that, there 

were obvious differences in the propensity for males and females to choose 

major subjects. Both males and females were apt to choose those major 

subjects considered as more appropriate for their respective genders, at least 

according to conventional and traditional views. The statistics revealed that, 

in 47 undergraduate major subjects investigated, except Mathematics, 

Chemistry, Basic Medicine, Clinical Medicine and Medical Technology, there 

were obvious difference in the probability of males and females choosing the 

remainder of major subjects. Those major subjects chosen by males that 

were twice as likely to be chosen by males than by females, were Materials 

Science, Geology, Mining, Mechanical Engineering, Engineering MechaniCS, 

Physics, Science and Technology of Electronic Information, Civil Constructionl 
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Surveying and Mapping, and so on. Especially in the first 5 major subjects, 

the probability of being chosen by males was 5 times more than being chosen 

by females. Obviously, those majors were all typical Engineering or Science 

subjects, traditionally 'male-dominated'. In contrast, those major subjects 

whose probability of being chosen by females was twice that of being chosen 

by males were Linguistics and Languages, Library Science, Archival Science, 

Nursing Science, Sociology, Education, Journalism and Communications, Arts, 

Psychology and Statistics. Especially in the foremost 4 major subjects, the 

probability of being chosen by females was 4 or 5 times more than that likely 

to have been chosen by males. Those majors are all typical Humanities and 

Social Sciences subjects, traditionally 'female-dominated' in Chinese higher 

education, as is often the case elsewhere in the modern world. 

In the literature review section, I suggested some possible reasons why, 

overall in online distance education, the proportion of male learners is lower 

than that of female learners. In addition to the factor of the major subject 

being studied, there is another possible reason. Most adult learners are paid 

workers as well as learners. In addition to the matter of finding time to study 

alongside paid work, there Is the fact that male workers in China have higher 

salaries than do females. Tan (2012) uses the data of 'Survey of Chinese 

Graduates Applying for Jobs and Their Work Skills' to examine gender salary 

gaps for college graduates and its distribution characteristics. Quantile 

decomposition shows that the gender salary gaps are approximately 9 to 20 

percent, with males salaries higher than those of females salaries after only 

six months following their graduation; Cao, Vue (2010) reviewed recent 

studies on gender salary gaps In Chinese labour market and also found that 

there was a significant difference in favour of males. The data of a survey 

conducted in 1999 on the Incomes of residents in mainland China also 

showed that female salaries were lower than the salaries of men in general In 
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almost every occupation. Male learners thus have to face potentially higher 

opportunity costs in order to undertake adult learning, which might act as a 

disincentive and thus prevent more male workers from engaging in distance 

education learning. Therefore, this chapter suggest a second research 

hypothesis as follows: 

Hypothesis 4.2: When the factor of major subject being studied is 

controlled, there will be a notable decrease of the number of male learners in 

distance education. 

In order to test hypothesis 4.2, then I constructed a binary Logistic 

regression model, in which the dependent variable is the gender binary 

dummy variable, with female as the reference group. 

The independent variables include binary dummy variables of 10 

different major subjects, which are Philosophy, Economics, Law, Education, 

Literature, History, Science, Agriculture, Medicine and Management. It 

means that Engineering operates as the reference group. In addition, the 

independent variables also include the employment status of learners with 

the unemployed as the reference group. Regression results can be found In 

Table 4-14. 

From Table 4-14 it can be seen that the coefficient of constant Is positive 

and also significant. The significance level is p<O.Ol. This shows that with 

control of the major subject being studied, there are more male learners 

because of this. This refutes hypothesis 4.2. Then why is this? The reason 

why I came up with hypothesis 4.2 was that this was due to the fact that 

distance education learners were mostly adult learners and given that male 

adult learners would have higher incomes than females, this could mean that 

the opportunity costs faced by male workers were higher and their 

participation in distance education would possibly be less than that of 
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females. 

However, the research shows that it is quite the opposite. A possible 

explanation for this is that males have higher aspirations and expectations of 

their careers and this requires continuous investment in their human capital, 

which encourages more males to choose distance learning. This pOint is also 

supported by research conducted by Cao and Vue (2010), where they 

suggested that, compared with females, males might be more apt to invest in 

human capital, and also might have more opportunities in work for education, 

training and promotion. 

Table 4-14 Regression Analysis on Learners' Gender 

B S.E. Wald Df Sig. Exp(B) 

Philosophy -1.205 0.677 3.171 1 0.075 .300 

Economics -2.184 0.131 278.756 1 0.000 .113 

Law -0.742 0.193 14.719 1 0.000 .476 

Education -2.355 0.207 129.618 1 0.000 .095 

Literature -2.016 0.161 157.641 1 0.000 .133 

History -0.735 1.228 .358 1 0.549 .479 

Science -1.269 0.268 22.363 1 0.000 .281 

Agriculture 19.774 23205.422 .000 1 0.999 387,208,895.164 

Medicine -4.415 0.398 123.236 1 0.000 .012 

Management ·1.063 . 0.114 86.344 1 0.000 .345 

Employment 0.269 0.140 3.702 1 0.054 1.308 

Constant 1.160 0.157 54.681 1. 0.000 3.189 

-2 Log likelihood 3377.519 

Cox & Snell R Square 0.192 

Nagelkerke R Square 0.256 

N 2931 

Note: The dependent variable is the binary dummy variable of whether the learners are male. 

From Table 4-14 it can be seen that the variable of 'employment' is also 

significantly positive, indicating that employed male people tend to choose 

distance education. This can also support the former assertion, that is, 

114 



employment itself may not become a factor hindering learners' investment in 

distance education, but it is a contributing factor in the investment in distance 

education for adults. 

The assertion has also been supported by data provided from the 

interviews that I conducted. In Learning Centre B, there was a male learner 

B. When asked why he chose online learning, he answered: 

II graduated from a college and entered the present enterprise. Now I am 

a middle-level manager. Many of my team members hold bachelor's 

degrees, master's degrees even doctor's degrees. This has given me a lot 

of pressure. Some time ago, a colleague got promoted from middle-level 

manager to senior manager, whose age and seniority are both lower than 

me. Then why was it not me who got promoted? In fact, my performance 

is better than his. So the most likely cause is my lower academic 

qualification. Then I told myself, I will get a bachelor's degree as soon as 

possible and will pursue a master's degree. ' 

In the literature review, I pointed out that the reason why there are great 

differences in the marital status of adult learners and distance learners is 

possibly that this reflects a difference in the major subject being studied. 

Thus, I would like to put forward hypothesis 4.3: There are significant 

differences of marital status among distance learners studying different 

major subjects. 

Table 4-15 is the marital status distribution among learners studying 

different major subjects. It can be seen from Table 4-15 that indeed there is 

a notable difference in the marital status of learners in the different major 

subjects. The significance level is p<O.Ol. In particular, where the major 

subject is Economics, Law, Literature, Engineering and Management, the. 

proportion of unmarried students is obviously higher. 
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Table 4-15 Marital status among learners studying different major subjects 

Major Subjects Unmarried Married 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Philosophy 1 11.1% 8 88.9% 

Economics 296 56.3% 230 43.7% 

Law 86 54.1% 73 45.9% 

Education 59 41.0% 85 59.0% 

Literature 127 49.4% 130 50.6% 

History 0 .0% 3 100.0% 

Science 14 22.2% 50 77.8% 

Engineering 408 51.4% 386 48.6% 

Agriculture 0 .0% 3 100.0% 

Medicine 61 41.8% 85 58.2% 

Management 430 52.1% 396 47.9% 

Total 1482 50.6% 1449 49.4% 

Pearson Chi-Square 51.552 

Likelihood Ratio 56.219 

Df ] ] 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

3.2 Comparison of Different Learners' Satisfaction 

The following section of this chapter compares the differences in learners' 

levels of satisfaction with distance education, so as to suggest some 

conclusions about of the characteristics of those who are satisfied with 

distance education. 

The Information on learners' satisfaction comes from the answers of the 

learners to the question: 'Overall, I am very satisfied with this online study.' 

Table 4-16 shows the distribution of the satisfaction of learners. 17.2% 

of learners are very satisfied with their study; 41.2% of learners are 

relatively satisfied with their study. If, as usual, we assign values 1-5 to the 

five degrees of 'very satisfied', 'relatively satisfied', 'neutral response', 
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'dissatisfied' and 'very dissatisfied' respectively12, the average satisfaction 

score would be 2.29. Thus, overall, learners' satisfaction with their study is at 

the midpoint with a slight upper position, certainly not a marked inclination 

towards satisfaction. 

Table 4-16 Learners'Satisfaction 

Learning Satisfaction Frequency Percentage 

Very satisfied 503 17.2 

Relatively satisfied 1209 41.2 

Neutral response 1107 37.8 

Dissatisfied 101 3.4 

Very dissatisfied 11 0.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Gender and Satisfaction with Online Learning 

Table 4-17 is the cross-tabulation of learners' gender and their level of 

satisfaction with on line learning. 

Table 4-17 Gender and Satisfaction with online learning 

Very Relatively Neutral Very 
Gender Dissatisfied Total 

Satisfied Satisfied response dissatisfied 

Male 20.1% 41.6% 34.9% 3.0% 0.4% 100.0% 

Female 13.7% 40.9% 41.2% 3.9% 0.3% 100.0% 

Pearson Chi-Square 26.888 

Likelihood Ratio 27.131 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

From Table 4-17, it can be seen that there is a significant difference in 

satisfaction levels between females and males, with a significance level of 

p<O.Ol. The proportion of males choosing 'very satisfied' or 'relatively 

satisfied' is higher than that of females, and the proportion of males choosing 

12 In the following contents, I will assign values according to the same way. 
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'dissatisfied' and 'very dissatisfied' is lower than that of females. Why do 

female learners show less satisfaction compared with male learners? This 

might be because males have more interest in information technology than 

females and they can Improve their communication skills through online 

learning; on the other hand, it may be that females have stricter standards 

than males, and expect more of their studies. However, this Is all speculation 

and, it deserves further reflection and study on why men are apparently more 

satisfied with their online learning. 

Marriage and Satisfaction with Onl/ne Learning 

Table 4-18 is the cross-tabulation of marital status and level of 

satisfaction with online learning of the learners In my study. 

Table 4-IS Marital Status and Satisfaction with onIine learning 

Very Relatively Neutral Very 
Marital status Dissatisfied Total 

Satisfied Satisfied response dissatisfied 

Unmarried 16.5% 37.2% 41.5% 4.3% 0.4% lOO.O% 

Married 17.S% 45.3% 34.0% 2.6% 0.3% 100.0% 

Pearson Chi-Square 30.063 

Likelihood Ratio 30.1S7 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
, . 

0.000 

From Table 4-18, It can be seen that there Is a significant difference of 

learning satisfaction in terms of marital status, with a Significance level of 

p<O.Ol. Here, unmarried learners have significantly lower levels of 

satisfaction. 

Some reasons can be speculated from the following interviews conducted 

with two learners and an expert In distance education. 

In learning Centre D, learner A who was unmarried mentioned in the 

Interview: 
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'As I'm very busy usually, I rarely come to the learning centre to learn or 

review, nor do I make full use of the online learning platform in my spare 

time. Yet, it is only one week from our examination, so I have to come 

here to try my best to review what I've learned in order to get a good 

score ... In fact, I think most ofthe learners coming here today are similar 

to me.' 

Learner D in Learning Centre T who was married said bluntly when being 

interviewed: 

'I do not care about the barriers or difficulties encountered during the 

learning, I actually just want an easy way to get a certificate and that's 

exactly why I picked online learning ... As long as I can eventually pass 

all the examinations, and can finally get a certificate, 1 am satisfied. ' 

The Dean of the Online Education College in D University, who is an 

expert and also a practitioner of distance education, talked about his 

confusion during the interview: 

'We normally use the pass rate and academic achievement of learners to 

evaluate a learning centre, a teacher or a tutor but found that it was a 

mistake. The reason is that once the teachers and staff members set 

stringent requirements for learners, it may become very difficult for 

many learners to pass the exams and the dropout rate of enrolled 

learners will become serious. On the contrary, if the teachers require the 

learners less, the scores would go up but the quality actually goes down. ' 

Thus, in online education, academic achievement and learning 

satisfaction may be two completely different evaluation Indices, which 

deserve attention and further research by distance education practitioners 

and researchers. 
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Distance Learning Experience and Learning Satisfaction 

Table 4-19 Distance Learning Experience and Learning Satisfaction 

Distance learning Very Relatively Neutral Very 
Dissatisfied Total 

experiences Satisfied Satisfied response dissatisfied 

With experience 19.2% 43.9% 34.0% 2.8% 0.2% 100.0% 

Without experience 15.5% 39.2% 40.8% 4.0% 0.5% 100.0% 

Pearson Chi-Square 24.301 

Likelihood Ratio 24.693 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

Table 4-19 is the cross-tabulation of whether learners have had previous 

experience of distance learning and their levels of satisfaction with their 

current online learning. From Table 4-19, It can be seen that the proportions 

choosing 'very satisfied' and 'relatively satisfied' of those who have had 

previous distance learning experience are, respectively, 19.2% and 43.9%, 

which are both notably higher than the corresponding proportions of 15.5% 

and 39.2% amongst those who have had no previous distance learning 

experience. And the proportions of choosing 'dissatisfied' and 'very 

dissatisfied' of those who have had distance learning experiences before are 

respectively 2.8% and 0.2%, which are both lower than the corresponding 

proportions of 4.0% and 0.5% amongst those who have had no previous 

distance learning experience. This shows that, generally speaking, whether 

or not learners have had previous distance learning experience appears 

significantly associated with their level of satisfaction with online learning. 

Learners who have had previous distance learning experience are obviously 

more content with their current mode of study than those without such 

previous experience. 

This conclusion can be further supported by the Interview Information 

provided by the distance learners. When asked whether he felt lonely when 

studying online, Learner A from the Learning Centre B replied: 
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"No, not at all. Isn't online learning aimed at learners' self-dependence? 

I have alreadY got my college diploma through online learning and am 

going to get bachelor's degree through this, too. I do not feel lonely at 

all. " 

Although what the learner said about the independent study in online 

learning may not be totally right, it actually reflects the self-positioning of 

those who are already familiar with distance learning. Of course, this does not 

mean that the reason why learners feel dissatisfied is just that they have had 

no previous experiences of distance learning. On the contrary, distance 

education institutions should pay more attention to those who have had no 

relevant previous experiences of distance learning so as to improve their 

levels of satisfaction with online learning. 

Having Children and Learning Satisfaction 

Table 4-20 Having Children and Learning Satisfaction 

Status of having Very Relatively Neutral Very 
Dissatisfied Total 

children Satisfied Satisfied response dissatisfied 

With children 18.8% 45.0% 33.2% 2.8% 0.2% 100.0% 

Without children 15.5% 37.4% 42.5% 4.1% 0.5% 100.0% 

About to have children 16.3% 42.5% 36.3% 3.8% 1.3% 100.0% 

Pears on Chi-Square 35.032 

Likelihood Ratio 35.210 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

Table 4-20 is the cross-tabulation of the learners having or not having 

children and their level of satisfaction with their current learning. From Table 

4-20 it can be seen that the proportions choosing 'very satisfied' and 

'relatively satisfied' of those who have children, or who are about to have 

children, are significantly higher than those who have no children, with a 

significance level of p<O.01. This is consistent with the earlier findings in 
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terms of the marital status of learners. Here, people with children, or about to 

have children, show significantly higher levels of satisfaction. 

This suggests that, on the one hand, whilst family responsibilities and 

child-rearing responsibilities can significantly bring down distance learners' 

learning outcomes, on the other hand this group of learners manifests a 

significantly higher level of learning satisfaction. According to the results of 

the previous interviews, I believe that one possible reason why learners with 

no family responsibilities appear to have lower levels of satisfaction is that 

because they may be more critical of what is provided and perhaps more 

sensitive to the quality of online learning, or they might have higher or even 

unrealistic expectations of what online learning can offer. Whatever the truth 

is (and again it requires more in-depth research), this finding indicates that 

online education providers should improve every aspect of their teaching and 

management so as to truly improve the quality of online education and the 

learning experience which provides to all types of online learner, irrespective 

of their age, marital or family status, gender or prior experience of distance 

or online learning. 

Family Harmony and Learning Satisfaction 

Table 4-21 is the cross-tabulation of learners' feelings about their family 

harmony or otherwise and their levels of satisfaction with current learning. 

From Table 4-21, it can be seen that apart from a small number of sample of 

learners who reported having unharmonious and very unharmonious families, 

the proportions of learners who choose 'very satisfied' decrease as the extent 

of family harmony declines from 'very harmonious' to 'relatively harmonious', 

which are respectively 22.1%, 8.1%. And the proportions of choosing 

'dissatisfied' and 'very dissatisfied' tend to Increase as the degree of family 

harmony declines from 'very harmonious' to 'relatively harmonious'. The 
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difference is statistically significant with a significance level of p<O.Ol. It can 

be concluded that it appears that family harmony is significantly associated 

with the learner's level of satisfaction with his or her learning. However, as 

ever, we do not know if this represents a direct causal relationship between 

these variables. All we can be absolutely sure of from these data is that there 

is a statistically significant relationship which in itself Is highly suggestive and 

worthy of further inquiry. 

Table 4-21 Family Harmony and Learning Satisfaction 

Degree of family Very Relatively Neutral Very 
Dissatisfied Total 

harmony Satisfied Satisfied response dissatisfied 

Very harmonious 22.1% 41.4% 33.4% 2.7% 0.4% 100.0% 

Relatively harmonious 8.1% 43.4% 44.4% 3.9% 0.3% 100.0% 

Neutral response 7.4% 33.2% 50.7% 8.3% 0.5% 100.0% 

Unharmonious 6.7% 33.3% 60.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Very unharmonious 50.0% 0.0% 50.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Pearson Chi-Square 134.980 

Likelihood Ratio 141.705 

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 0.000 

Summary of characteristics of learners with high levels of 

satisfaction with their current learning 

By comparing different learners' levels of satisfaction with online learning, 

the following characteristics can be found: 

(1) Male learners show significantly higher levels of satisfaction with their 

online learning. 

(2) Family status and learners' learning satisfaction are significantly 

related. Learners who are unmarried or without children show Significantly 

lower levels of satisfaction with their online learning. And of course, the more 

harmonious learner's family is, the higher level of satisfaction with their 

online learning is reported by the learner in this study. 
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(3) Learners with previous experience in distance learning show higher 

level of satisfaction with their current studies. 

4 Summary of Learners' Characteristics 

This chapter has presented a systematic empirical analysis of the 

characteristics of the sample of learners In my study and the following 

characteristics can be found: 

(1) Most online learners are employed people, accounting for 91.9%. 

Most learners study part-time, accounting for 94.0%. Most learners meet 

their tuition fees at their own expense, accounting for 95.6%. 

(2) Most learners engage In relatively frequent social activities and report 

that they have relatively harmonious families. 

(3) Although they are currently studying online, there are still large 

numbers of learners who prefer or strongly prefer their learning materials In 

a paper medium (38.6%). In addition, most learners do not like to study 

alone, but would rather work closely with the teacher and study with other 

students. 

(4) There is a significant gender difference associated with the different 

major subjects being studied (P<O.Ol). Overall, ·science and engineering 

disciplines have more male distance learners, while the humanities and social 

sciences disciplines have more female distance learners. This gender 

distribution pattern is basically consistent with the situation In standard, 

campus-based higher education. 

(5) By controlling the factor of the different major subject being studied 

by learners, there are significantly (p<O.Ol) more male than female learners. 

And also among employed people, more males than females tend to choose 

distance learning. This finding, as well as the data collected through Interview, 
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suggests that males perhaps feel that they need to invest continuously in 

their human capital, maybe due to their higher aspirations and expectations. 

Therefore, for adult learners, it seems that employment status may not be a 

barrier to their investment in distance education, but rather a contributing 

factor in their decision to enrol in such education. Again, this might be one of 

the reasons why online distance education has such a big potential market. 

(6) Whether learners are employed or not is not associated with any 

significant difference in their levels of satisfaction with online learning. 

(7) There are significant correlations between learners' family status and 

their levels of satisfaction with online learning (P<O.l). Unmarried learners 

or learners without children have lower levels of satisfaction with online 

learning. 
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Chapter 5: 

The Barriers to Online Learning Faced by 

Distance Learners 

In the previous chapter, I presented an empirical analysis of my sample 

of online learners' personal characteristics, their circumstances, attitudes 

and levels of satisfaction with online learning. In this chapter, I present a 

great deal of empirical evidences on the barriers faced by online learners, 

based on the Information obtained from my surveys and interviews. Firstly, 

this chapter will introduce the various learning barriers systematically and 

find out which ones are the most frequently encountered and what level of 

reported impact, if any, they have upon the learners in my sample, according 

to their own perceptions. Secondly, this chapter will analyze and discover 

which factors are the key and significant barriers affecting learners' online 

study, through factor analysis and multiple linear regression. Thirdly, this 

chapter will analyze and see whether there is any statistical difference in 

different learners' experiences of learning barriers or obstacles. Finally, this 

chapter will analyze whether one learning obstacle will have impact on 

another one or more, In other words, I will explore whether there appears to 

be any interaction between the different obstacles Identified, again using 

tests of statistical association, to explore this possibility. Thus, when one 

learning obstacle is eliminated or reduced In impact, will another one, or 

more, become weakened or even eliminated? 

1 Learning Barriers facing Distance Learners 

In the second chapter of this thesis, I set up an initial analytical 

framework of online learning barriers, based on the literature review, on my 
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own experience in working in online learning, on conversations with distance 

learning students and experts in the field, as well as on the known 

characteristics of The 0 Institution. On the basis of this very simple 'model', 

I also designed the questionnaire utilised in this study, which, amongst other 

issues, asked the respondents about their experience of a range of possible 

barriers and asked them about their perception of the level of impact of these 

on their studies. In the sections of this chapter which follow, I report those 

learner responses and perceptions and test the various factors that emerge 

for their statistical significance. 

In my study, as I say, the barriers explored arise from my own earlier 

analysis, based on the literature survey, in-depth interviews with key and 

senior informants, my own extensive experience and conversations with 

online learners. The study that I report here, it is important to remember , 

consists principally of the students' perceptions and attitudes as reflected in 

the responses to my questionnaire, supplemented by data collected through 

the interviews with students that I conducted. As will be seen, and as might 

be expected, not all of the online learners studied by me have had the same 

experiences nor do they have the same perception of the impact on their own 

studies of the various barriers explored: that is perhaps only to be expected. 

Moreover, even where a considerable level of impact of a particular factor or 

barrier Is reported, even by a large proportion of the learners themselves, 

this does not of itself mean that there was in practice such an effect or at such 

a level: what I report in this chapter is students' perceptions and 

expectations. 

In presenting the data set out in this chapter and the various statistical 

manipulations that I undertake, to test for possible links and statistical 

associations, it is important to bear in mind a number of necessary limitations 

and cautions. 
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Firstly, the barriers whose impact that I seek to assess, based on 

students' perceptions, are derived from the analytical framework presented 

earlier and are not generated directly from the responses to the 

questionnaires, although many of them are validated by what students said 

to me both in the formal interviews that I undertook and informally, over the 

years of my professional practice. Even so, any weaknesses, omissions or 

confusions in that framework are bound to affect my findings and 

recommendations. 

Secondly, although my framework is cast in terms of 'barriers', in 

practice these may only constitute possible or putative barriers in that if a 

student reports that a given barrier has absolutely no impact on his or her 

study then, at least for the student concerned, the potential barrier Is not 

perceived or experienced as a barrier. Just to make things even more 

complex, even if a student perceives that a (potential) barrier has no Impact, 

or very little impact, on his or her studies, this does not mean that In reality 

no such Impact occurs: it only indicates that this is the student's reported 

perception. All of which means that in dealing with the barriers to learning for 

online learners (or for any" learners In practice) it always needs to be clear 

whose perspective is being reported and how such a perspective was 

gathered or measu red. 

Thirdly, in this chapter, as will be self evident from what follows, I am 

undertaking a largely statistical analysis, supplemented here and there with 

data and quotations from the interviews with students and others that I 

undertook. An Important part of that process of statistical analysis is the 

attempt to seek if there are any statistical associations between different 

variables, or different clusters of variables. Whilst this Is a core element of the 

research at this stage, even where the various statistical tests suggest either 

positive, negative or neutral levels of association, In themselves these do not 
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indicate any causal relationship between the variables under review. As I 

explain in the chapter, whilst this reservation is both essential and important, 

it does not render the analysis worthless. 

Thus, making use of the earlier framework and of the data collected 

principally through the completed questionnaires and interviews, the 

following represents an empirical analysis of learners' views of the possible 

impact upon their online learning of a range of barriers. I start by looking at 

their perception of the possible impact on their learning of a number of 

factors that are 'external' to the programmes of teaching and learning. 

1.1 External Support: Fees, Costs, Family and Work 

Tuition Fees and Internet Costs 

Table 5-1 Impact of Tuition Fees 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 303 10.3 

2 692 23.6 

3 1445 49.3 

4 401 13.7 

5 90 3.1 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.76 

Std. Deviation 0.922 

Table 5-1 is a simple statistical description of learners' own reports about 

impact concerning their tuition fees. This information comes from learners' 

answers to the question: "Please choose the answer based on the Impact on 

your study brought by the following environmental factor - 'The tuition fees 

are too high and they have become a serious financial burden to me.'" Here 

I also assign values 1-5 to the different impact levels reported, with 1 

indicating the greatest impact from tuition fees and 5 indicating the least. 
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From Table 5-1, it can be seen that 10.3% of the learners felt that tuition 

fees impact was really great,' and 23.6% of them felt the fees were a 

relatively great impact, adding up to a proportion of 33.9%, one third of the 

whole sample. A further half of the respondents (49.3%) chose the mid-point 

(i.e. a value of 3) of the simple five-point scale of possibly experiencing 

tuition fees as being too high and a burden. By contrast, only 3.1% of the 

learners appeared to feel that the fees were too high and constituted a 

burden, and a further 13.7% reported only a little impact from their tuition 

fees. This indicates that tuition fees are experienced as burdensome by a 

substantial proportion of the learners in my sample, but by no means were 

they experienced as a great impact by a" or even a majority of learners 

responding to this question. Furthermore, it can be seen that the mean score 

on this question was 2.76, lower than the 'neutral' one of 3, which might be 

taken to indicate that whilst, on average, these learners did not consider the 

fees to be especially high and a particularly large burden, nevertheless there 

is some evidence that such evaluations of fees cannot be entirely 

disregarded. 

Table 5-2 Impact of the Cost of the Internet 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 197 6.7 

2 512 17.5 

3 1441 49.2 

4 623 21.3 

5 158 5.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.01 

Std. Deviation 0.934 

Table 5-2 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about 

their feelings concerning the expense for these learners of using the Internet. 

This Information comes from learners' answers to the question: "Please 
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choose the answer based on the impact on your study brought by the 

following environmental factor - 'The Internet fees are too expensive'." 

From Table 5-2, it can be seen that whilst only 6.7% of the learners felt 

that the costs of accessing the Internet had a large impact on their studies, a 

further 17.5% of the learners felt relatively great impact from these costs, 

adding up to a proportion of 24.2% or about one quarter of all respondents. 

Learners who felt little or almost no impact accounted for 26.7% of responses 

to this question and 49.2% of the learners chose the mid-point on the 

available scale - again the largest single category. Whilst this certainly 

suggests that almost half did not consider the costs of using the Internet had 

a major impact on their studies, they equally certainly did not think that these 

costs had no, or only little, impact. It can be seen that the mean score on this 

question is 3.01, indicating that on average the costs of using the Internet 

are experienced as having some impact on the studies of the learners in my 

sample, at the same time this potential Impact is slightly less serious than the 

impact experienced from their tuition fees. 

We need to explore further why there is a relatively large minority of 

learners feeling that tuition fees and Internet costs had a burdensome impact 

on their studies. One important reason for this might be that the direct costs 

to learners of online learning are higher than the direct costs of face-to-face 

learning, and this is reflected in the charges that these learners faced. Setting 

up the network platform, making courseware, constructing online resources, 

and organizing specialized support services are all very costly undertakings. 

In addition, tuition fees and other learning costs are mainly paid by the 

learners themselves: the proportion of learners in my study who paid for their 

distance education at their own expense was 96%. Learners who got full 

financial support from employers represented only 1% while learners who 

shared the payment with their employers accounted for 3%. 
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During the interviews, it was found that learners who live in urban areas 

generally have computers in their office and at home as well as good Internet 

access, while those who live in rural areas often have poor Internet access 

and sometimes they have to obtain computers and Internet access just for 

distance learning, which costs much more than if they already have these 

resources or can readily access them. 

Although The 0 Institution has taken economic differences in different 

areas of the country into account in its policies and practices and has set 

different fee standards accordingly, there is still a very big gap of income 

between cities and rural areas in China. During the interviews, it was found 

that learners from towns and villages voiced more complaints about 

economic burdens, while learners living in cities felt better about these but 

they also hoped the tuition fees will not go any higher. 

Learner C from Learning Centre D was Interviewed and said: 

"The Internet access fees are a little expensive but still affordable. 

However, the tuition fee was too high. Buying a computer if you do not 

have one, paying Internet fees, and paying tuition fees will add up to 

5000 +2000 +6000, which will be more than ten thousand. " 

This shows that even though some learners can bear each individual fee, 

when they are all added together, the costs are considerable, and 

represented for learner C, a civil servant, something of a burden, having abig 

impact on their studies. 

Lack of Support from Employers, Families and Friends 

Table 5-3 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

lack of support from their employers or bosses. From Table 5-3, it can be 

seen that only 2% of the learners said that there certainly was a great Impact 
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on their studies because their bosses did not support their studies, and 4.5% 

of the learners felt that such a situation constituted a relatively big impact, 

adding up to only 6.5% overall. Learners who felt little impact from this cause 

constituted 49.9%, half of all the respondents, and those who indicated the 

lowest level of impact from employers' lack of support accounted for 23%. 

Furthermore, the mean score in responses to this question is 3.88, close to 

the 'little impact' indicator (with a value of 4). This shows that as a whole, 

lack of employers' support appears not to have been perceived as having any 

impact upon these learners' studies. 

Table 5-3 Lack of Employers' Support 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 59 2.0 

2 131 4.5 

3 602 20.5 

4 1464 49.9 

5 675 23.0 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.88 

Std. Deviation 0.883 

Table 5-4 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports 

concerning some impact on their learning arising from the lack of the support 

from families and friends. From Table 5-4, it can be seen that only 2% of the 

learners said that there was a great impact on their studies because families 

and friends did not support their learning, and only 3.3% of the learners felt 

there was a relatively large Impact, adding up to a very small proportion of 

5.3% overall. Learners who experienced little impact accounted for 49.8%, 

and those who did not feel there was great impact made up almost one third 

of the respondents (31 %). Furthermore, the mean score for responses to this 

question was 4.05, higher than 'not great impact', (again given a value of 4). 

This shows that, as a whole, lack of families' and friends' support was not 
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experienced by learners in this study as having an impact and might even 

suggest the opposite, namely that, on the whole, families and friends have 

been supportive, although this question did not test that assumption. 

Table 5-4 Lack of Support from Families and Friends 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 58 2.0 

2 98 3.3 

3 407 13.9 

4 1459 49.8 

5 909 31.0 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 4.05 

Std. Deviation 0.871 

This finding was supported by data from the interviews. During the 

interviews, a lot of people expressed the view that the bosses, families and 

friends, no matter whether they were young or old, all encouraged them to 

study. They even gave them some direct support and help. For example, 

when it was examination time, the learners were able to request a shift 

change and even ask for leave. Family members also gave them every 

possible support In terms of help with housework and finance. Learner B from 

Learning Centre D said: 

"When we apply for senior professional titles, we need to have 

undergraduate degree. Thus, for sure, my bosses will support me to get 

this certificate through online study ... they can let you study in office, as 

long as it won't affect my own current job." 

In terms of families' and friends' support, the experiences of female 

learners and male learners suggested significant differences from the 

material collected in the interviews. Most male learners felt that they had 

strong support from family members and friends while female learners have 
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more complaints. For example, learner B from Learning Centre D was a 

female learner. Her bosses were very supportive of her study. However, as 

women in China, as in most countries, still conventionally shoulder more 

family responsibilities, it is likely that greater impact on study from family life 

would be encountered. She said: 

"Of course, there are difficulties. Guys may not feel this. But for women 

like us, with children, we have too many things to do. When we want to 

go online, the kids are just restless ... We do not have time to study and 

have to wait for the kids to go to bed and then do our homework. " 

Impact of Working and Family Responsibilities 

Table 5-5 Impact of Paid Work/Jobs 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 361 12.3 

2 805 27.5 

3 1121 "38.2 

4 515 17.6 

5 129 4.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.74 

Std. Deviation 1.026 

Table 5-5 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their studies of working in a paid job. From Table 5-5, it can be 

seen that 12.3% of the learners said that there was a great impact on their 

studies stemming from working in a job, and 27.5% of the learners felt a 

relatively great impact, adding up to two fifths (39.8%) of the learners. 

Learners who felt that having a job had little impact added up to 22% of the 

respondents. Furthermore, the mean score for responses to this question was 

2.74, lower than 'not so great an impact' (indicated by the vclue of 3). This 

suggests that, on average, the impact of being busy working in paid 
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employment had a relatively little impact on learners' studies. 

Table 5-6 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact upon their studies from their family responsibilities. 

Table 5-6 Impact of Family Responsibilities 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 210 7.2 

2 612 20.9 

3 1268 43.3 

4 670 22.9 

5 171 5.8 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.99 

Std. Deviation 0.979 

From Table 5-6, It can be seen that 7.2% of the learners said that there 

was a great impact on their studies brought about by their family 

responsibilities (mainly household duties), and 20.9% of the learners felt 

relatively great impact, adding up to a proportion just less than 30%: about 

the same proportion that reported little Impact from family responsibilities. 

Furthermore, the mean score on this matter was 2.99, very close to the 

mid-point of 'not so great an impact', with the value of 3. This shows that, in 

their opinion, as a whole, their family responsibilities have represented a 

certain degree of negative Impact on their studies, but not a great one. 

By comparing Tables 5-5 and 5-6, it can be observed that working In a 

job apparently constitutes more impact for learners than do family 

responsibilities. Of course, this may be due to the fact that there are more 

male learners, for whom, as things stand, work pressures are rather greater 

than family responsibilities. During the Interviews, it was also noticed that 

there were more male learners complaining about the Impacts of working on 

their studies. For example, Learner C from Learning Centre 0, a civil servant, 
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complained: 

"Before, my working time was well scheduled but now because of the 

Olympic Games, I have to work at the weekends too. I feel too exhausted 

and lazy to do any study ... I even interact with teachers much less. " 

1.2 Learning Barriers and Computers 

Lack of Computers and Inconvenient Internet Access 

Table 5-7 Impacts fi'om Lack of Computers 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 164 5.6 

2 163 5.6 

3 209 7.1 

4 1301 44.4 

5 1094 37.3 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 4.02 

Std. Deviation 1.082 

Table 5-7 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact upon their studies of learners lacking computers. 

From Table 5-7, it can be seen that 5.6% of the learners said that there 

was a great impact on their study from their lack of computers, and a further 

5.6% of the learners felt relatively great impact, adding up to a proportion of 

only just over one tenth of the respondents. Learners who felt there were 

little impact or did not experience any impact at all made up a proportion of 

more than 80%. Furthermore, the mean score on this issue was 4.02, 

markedly higher than 'not so great impact' number 4. This shows that as a 

whole, lacking computers does not appear to constitute a main obstacle for 

learners in this study, at least from their own perceptions and points of view. 
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Again, I need to repeat the caveat: just because this is an accurate reflection 

of their reported perceptions, this does not mean that learners' studies were 

not affected by the availability of computers. The same caveat applies to the 

next element of data examined. 

Table 5-8 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their studies of inconvenient Internet access. 

From Table 5-8, it can be seen that 10% of the learners said that there 

was a great Impact on their studies from inconvenient Internet access, and 

also a further 10% of the learners felt relatively great impact, adding up to a 

proportion of 20%, or one fifth of my respondents, at least a notable minority. 

Learners who felt little Impact or did not report any impact at all made up 

almost 70%, over two-thirds of the respondents in the study. Furthermore, 

the mean score on this Item was 3.66, higher than 'not so great Impact', with 

a value of 3. This suggests that, as a whole, inconvenient Internet access was 

not seen a main obstacle by the learners In this study. Nevertheless, it is 

worth noting that a substantial minority still reported that problems in 

accessing the Internet had a fairly big impact on their studies, and this 

certainly requires improvement. 

. Table 5-8 Impacts from Inconvenient Internet Access 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 294 10.0 

2 295 10.1 

3 354 12.1 

4 1148 39.2 

5 840 28.7 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.66 

Std. Deviation 1.265 

From Tables 5-7 and 5-8, it can be seen that having the minimum 
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necessary hardware and infrastructure conditions, computers and Internet 

access, do not constitute a main obstacle to online learning, at least to the 

majority of learners in my study. However, as China is a vast country, there 

are significant differences between regions, urban and rural areas. Some 

scholars have named this phenomenon as 'one China, four worlds' (Hu and 

Xiong, 2000); Thus, although a lack of access to computers and the Internet 

are not main barriers for learners in economically developed areas, they are 

still problems faced by people in poor areas, especially in poor rural areas 

according to previous research that I have undertaken. 

Computer and Internet Operational Matters 

Table 5-9 Deficiency with Computer Operation Skills 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 84 2.9 

2 200 6.8 

3 618 21.1 

4 1213 41.4 

5 816 27.8 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.85 

Std. Deviation 0.998 

Table 5-9 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their learning represented by problems with computer operations. 

From Table 5-9, it can be seen that only 2.9% of the learners said that there 

was a great impact on their study due to their deficiency In computer 

operation skills, and also 6.8% of the learners felt there was a relatively great 

impact, adding up only less than 10% in total. Learners who felt little impact 

or did not felt there was any impact at all made up almost 70%. Furthermore, 

the mean score on this question was 3.85, near to 'not so great an impact', 
. 

indicated by the value of 4. This shows that as a whole, a deficiency with 
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computer operation skills was not experienced as a main obstacle for most 

learners in my study, although it needs to be remembered that, to some 

extent at least, this is a self-selected sample, which might have biassed the 

responses: at least, in taking up online distance learning, the learners in my 

study must have expected to be able to work effectively with computers. 

Table 5-10 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their studies of them not being familiar with using the Internet to 

interact with others. From Table 5-10, it can be seen that only 3% of the 

learners said that there was a great impact on their studies from their felt lack 

of skills for interaction online, and also 6.9% of the learners felt relatively a 

great impact from such a lack, again adding up to a proportion of less than 

10%. By contrast, there were more than 70% of the learners who felt that 

there was no great impact from a deficiency in their skills of interaction online. 

Furthermore, the mean score on this question was 3.91, close to 'not so great 

impact', Indicated by the value of 4. This shows that as a whole, not only was 

Insufficient computer operational capability not a main obstacle for most 

learners in this study, but also that insufficient interaction online did not 

constitute a main obstacle for the learners In my study. Once again, however, 

the caveat of them being, to an extent anyway, a self-selected group must be 

remembered. 

Moreover, in reporting these data, again it needs to be remembered that 

what Is being recorded here are the learners' own assessments of their skills 

and aptitudes in using computers and the Internet. Of course, that mayor 

may not be an accurate measure of their competence and it is always possible 

that they overestimated their skills and, hence, failed fully to understand the 

Impact of what might have been less developed skills on their studies. That 

does not mean that these data in themselves are invalid or of no interest, 

quite the contrary, but it does emphasize that these are only the learners' 
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own, self-reported assessments and such assessments mayor may not be 

accurate, or measured by each of them against a common scale of 

competence measurement. This reservation needs to be borne in mind again 

with the following tables. 

Table 5-10 Deficiency of skills on Interaction Online 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 87 3.0 

2 202 6.9 

3 512 17.5 

4 1231 42.0 

5 899 30.7 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.91 

Std. Deviation 1.008 

Table 5-11 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their studies of learners' deficiency of skills in finding learning 

resources online. From Table 5-11, it can be seen that only 3% of the learners 

said that there was a great impact on their studies from their having a 

deficiency of skills for finding learning resources on line, and also 8% of the 

learners felt there was a relatively great impact from such a lack, adding up 

to a proportion of 11 %. By contrast, there were almost 70% of the learners 

who felt that there was no great impact from this deficiency of skills in finding 

learning resources online. Furthermore, the mean score on this question was 

3.79, again close to 'not so great an Impact' level, indicated by the value of 4. 

This shows that, as a whole, it was felt by the respondents that a deficiency 

of skills in finding learning resources on line, or believing that they lacked 

such skills, was also not experienced as a main obstacle for the learners in 

this study, in so far as their own evaluations of their competence and skills in 

these aspects of their studies were accurate. If, for example, they were less 

competent than they judged themselves to be, not only might the reality 
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have a greater impact on their studies than they believed, but this perception 

itself might constitute an unrecognised difficulty or barrier. 

Table 5-11 Deficiency of Skills to Find Learning Resources Online 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

I 87 3.0 

2 235 8.0 

3 616 21.0 

4 1251 42.7 

5 742 25.3 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.79 

Std. Deviation 1.004 

From Tables 5-9, 5-10, and 5-11, we can see that learner's abilities with 

computers and Internet operations were not perceived as having any great 

impact upon the majority of online learners in this study, and hence it may be 

suggested do not appear to constitute barriers to their learning or have 

serious negative effects on their studies. This is wholly consistent with the 

finding In Chapter 4 that learners In this study considered their initial abilities 

In these aspects of study to be relatively high. 

Online Learning Platform Usage 

Table 5-12 is a simple statistical description of learners' attitudes about 

their perception of the impact on their studies resulting from their lack of skill 

in using the online learning platform provided. From Table 5-12, it can be 

seen that only 2.3% of the learners said that their lack of skills in using the 

onllne learning platform constituted a great Impact on their studies, and 

5.5% of the learners felt such a lack of skills constituted a relatively big 

Impact, adding up to a total of only 7.8%. At the same time, almost 70% of 

the learners felt that they had not experienced any great Impact on their 

studies from such a lack of skill. Furthermore, the mean score for responses 
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to this question was 3.77, close to 'not so great an impact' score of 4. This 

indicates that, as a whole, a perceived lack of skills amongst learners In using 

the online learning platform in The 0 Institution was not a major barrier for 

them, as far as they perceived matters. 

Table 5-12 Lack of Skills in Using the Online Learning Platform 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 68 2.3 

2 161 5.5 

3 741 25.3 

4 1373 46.8 

5 588 20.1 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.77 

Std. Deviation 0.910 

Although most learners do not think that the current learning platform in 

The 0 Institution has constituted for them any great difficulties in their 

studies, there were still a lot of learners who proposed some improvements 

as follows. Each of the following pOints is a summary of students' views and 

suggestions for improvement. 

(1) Normally, learners would use only the functions of Notice, Tutorial 

Materials, Courseware Browsing, and Assignment. However, these commonly 

used function 'buttons' are not highlighted or obvious enough. Function 

modules like 'Assignment' and 'Courseware' can only be opened after several 

mouse 'clicks'. This has brought a lot of trouble to learners, as they have to 

spend a lot of time finding and getting used to this. 

(2) It would be better to put learners' assignments all together on one 

page, as learners tend to submit their assignments after finishing one page 

without looking at other pages. 

(3) The course announcement system is currently a bit confusing. 
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Announcements from learning centres and universities are not clearly 

separated, which makes it difficult for learners to identify the most important 

notices. 

In addition, from the interviews, it was also found that many learners 

generally tended not to visit the home page of The 0 Institution, but rather 

directly use their account to access the study module. However, the platform 

is upgraded often and changes greatly, which requires learners to spend a 

long time adapting to it. Some learners also expressed the view that 

whenever it Is examination time, the online learning platform is 'very difficult 

to log on to, and unbelievably slow'. 

1.3 Courses and Learning Resources 

Problems with Courses 

Table 5-13 Lack of Interest in Courses Provided 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 49 1.7 

2 152 5.2 

3 > 982 33.5 

4 1424 48.6 

5 324 11.1 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.62 

Std. Deviation 0.813 

Table 5-13 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact on their studies arising from learners' lack of Interest in the courses 

provided. From Table 5-13, It can be seen that only 1.7% of the learners said 

that there was a great Impact on their studies due to their lack of interest in 

the courses provided, and 5.2% of the learners felt there was a relatively 

great impact, adding up to only a small proportion overall of the sample: just 
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6.9% in total. There were almost 60% of the learners who felt no great 

impact on their studies from their lack of interest in the courses provided. 

Given that fully one third of the respondents placed themselves in the middle 

of the scale on this question, accordingly, the mean score on this variable was 

3.62, close to 'not so great an impact' allocated the value of 4. This shows 

that as a whole, learners' lack of interest in the courses provided did not 

represent a main obstacle for these learners. 

Table 5-14 Too Much Course Content 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 109 3.9 

2 426 15.3 

3 1118 40.2 

4 1021 36.7 

5 109 3.9 

Total 2783 100.0 

Mean 3.30 

Std. Deviation 0.949 

Table 5-14 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

perceived impact on their studies arising from there being 'too much course 

content'. From Table 5-14, it can be seen that almost 20% of the learners 

said that there was a great impact on their studies because of too much 

course content; while 40% of the learners felt no great impact; at the same 

time, 40% of the learners placed themselves at the mid-point on the scale of 

responses. 

The mean score on this occasion, in Table 5-14, was 3.30, higher than 

the 'neutral' score, given a value of 3. This shows that, overall, although too 

much course content is not a main obstacle for learners, there is still a 

substantial minority of learners who felt this was the case. Although only one 

fifth of the sample reported that they felt there was too much course content, 
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still a notable minority, the extent of this negative response is still higher 

than the negative responses given to many of the other issues so far 

reviewed as being perceived as potential barriers facing on line learners. This 

should not be overlooked. 

From Tables 5-13 and 5-14, it can be seen that 'lack of interest in 

courses' and 'too much course content' have not apparently constituted too 

serious learning difficulties for the learners in this study. The factor of 'too 

much course content' brought more difficulties for learners than the factor of 

their own lack of interest in courses. 

Some reasons for this were provided in the interviews. Many learners 

were more interested In specialized courses, but showed less interest in 

public courses such as Politics or English. That is to say, some learners 

complained about 'too much course content' largely because they felt that 

there were too many public courses. Learner A from Learning Centre D 

complained in the interview: 

"I do not like English ... we do not need any English in dally work. If we are 

moving toward internationalization, we can learn English through crash 

courses. But now even in distance education, there is a minimum 

requirement of passing English level 3. If you cannot pass it, then you 

can only get a certificate of completion instead of a bachelor's degree 

certificate. " 

Learning Resources 

Table 5-15 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

Impact on their learning that they felt caused by Inappropriate teaching 

materials. From Table 5-15, it can be seen that only 2.0% of the learners said 

that there was a great impact on their studies arising from unsuitable 
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teaching materials and also only 7.0% of the learners felt a relatively great 

impact from this source, adding up to a proportion of less than 10% of the 

overall sample; almost 60% of the learners felt there had not been any great 

impact. Furthermore, the mean score on this question was 3.59, notably 

higher than the 'neutral' score which scored 3. This shows that, as a whole, 

the problem of unsuitable teaching materials was not experienced by the 

great majority of these learners as a main obstacle in this study. 

Table 5-15 Unsuitable Teaching Materials 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 60 2.0 

2 206 7.0 

3 928 31.7 

4 1424 48.6 

5 313 10.7 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.59 

Std. Deviation 0.848 

Table 5-161s a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact they perceive as arising from an inability to download courseware. 

Table 5-16 Inability to Download Courseware 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 360 12.3 

2 562 19.2 

3 925 31.6 

4 840 28.7 

5 244 8.3 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.02 

Std. Deviation 1.141 

From Table 5-16, it can be seen that the learners divided Into three main 

groups in response to this question. Almost 30% of the learners said that 

147 



there was great, or very great impact on their studies when they could not 

down load the courseware, but 37.0% of the learners felt no such great 

impact, and more than 30% of the learners placed themselves at the 

mid-point on the scale of responses. Furthermore, the mean score on this 

question was 3.02, very close indeed to the 'neutral' response that scored 3, 

but that only goes to show that the overall mean score can be very misleading 

as a presentation either of the respondents as a whole or of the different 

groups within the sample. In any case, these data suggest that, overall, an 

Inability to down load courseware while not a main obstacle for about one 

third of the respondents, this was nonetheless an obstacle for a substantial 

minority of the learners that I studied. 

In the literature review section, I Introduced the research concerning 

barriers to adult learning in China and mentioned that the problem of 

unsuitable learning resources has been reported elsewhere as being a 

significant obstacle for adult learners (Jiang et aI, 2003; Tao, 2004). From 

Tables 5-15 and 5-16, it can be observed that the responses in my study 

suggest that, for these learners at any rate, the provision of poor learning 

resources of the sort I inquired about was not a major obstacle to their 

learning, due no doubt, in part, to the fact that curriculum designers and 

courseware compilers have recognized the Importance of offering suitable 

teaching materials and courseware to adult online learners. But, even so, 

how the resources are used or accessed may bring new barriers. A lot of 

learning resources cannot be down loaded, which hinders learners' ability to 

study online: when learners cannot access the Internet, they cannot study 

either. 

During the interviews, there were many learners complaining about this. 

As they had to work and study at the same time, they had relatively 

fragmented time available and also experienced restricted Internet access 
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conditions. This brought learners a lot of inconvenience in that courseware 

could not be down loaded or even opened at the end of classes. Especially 

when it came to examination time, many learners were looking for relatively 

quiet places to study and to review their work, but due to the inability to 

down load learning resources, they just had to give up this idea. 

Learner A from Learning Centre D put forth his objections thus and said: 

"The current course ware can only be used for one term instead of a 

lifelong time. This is a rigid time restriction for me. When I cannot 

remember what I have learned, I cannot review it. The courseware 

cannot be downloaded as well. If only it can be downloaded to the U disk. 

However, we were told that our student ID number was available for 

lifelong. This is quite at odds with the truth." 

In fact, the inability of distance online learners to down load learning 

resources has become a big dilemma in distance education in China. On the 

one hand, in order to protect intellectual property rights, to prevent 

courseware piracy and transmission, learning resources' providers limit 

courseware usage offline, as they spend huge sums of money on producing 

courseware. On the other hand, learners feel this to be an inconvenience as 

they can only study online with their student account. In order to attract 

more people to on line education, it is important to reconcile the convenience 

for learners with the commercial interests of providers. The problem of 

courseware downloading should be settled based on discussions between 

researchers, online education providers and learners. 

1.4 The Impact of Teachers' Lack of Professional Knowledge 

Table 5-17 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact to their learning that arose from teachers' perc.eived lack of 

professional knowledge. From Table 5-17, it can be seen that only 2.2% of 
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the learners said that they felt that there had been a great impact on their 

study due to teachers' perceived Insufficient knowledge, and 4.8% of the 

learners felt there was a relatively great impact, adding up to a total of 7%. 

Table 5-17 Impact of Teachers' Lack of Professional Knowledge 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 65 2.2 

2 140 4.8 

3 1025 35.0 

4 1351 46.1 

5 350 11.9 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.61 

Std. Deviation 0.840 

However, there were almost 60% of the learners who felt there had been 

no great impact because of this matter. Furthermore, the mean score on this 

question was 3.61, higher than the mid-point 'moderate impact' response, 

allocated the value of 3. This shows that as a whole, teachers' lack of 

knowledge was not seen as a main obstacle for learners in my sample. 

Table 5-18 Lack of Teacher-Student Interaction 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 346 11.8 

2 701 23.9 

3 1128 38.5 

4 570 19.4 

5 186 6.3 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.85 

Std. Deviation 1.066 

Table 5-18 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about 

their experience of a lack teacher-student interaction. From Table 5-18, it can 

be seen that 35.7% of the learners said that they felt that there had been a 
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great, or very great impact on their studies arising from the lack of 

interaction with teachers, whilst about a quarter of the learners felt that there 

had been no great impact from this. Almost 40% of the learners gave a 

neutral response. Furthermore, the mean score on this issue was 2.85, close 

to the 'neutral score', allocated a value of 3, although, once more, just 

focussing on the mean score tells us nothing about the distribution of scores, 

especially the fact that as many as one third of those learners who were 

surveyed in my study reported a negative effect of the lack of interaction with 

teachers. A perceived lack of interaction with teachers was indeed a main 

issue for a substantial proportion of the learners that I studied. 

Learner A from Learning Centre T complained about the problem of a 

perceived lack of teacher-student interaction. He said: 

"Some of my classmates asked the teachers for help before. But the 

teachers' answers were very simple and ambiguous ... So, now I rarely 

interact with teachers. Whenever I encounter a problem, I always try to 

solve it by myself. Only when it cannot be solved at all, would I go to the 

teacher ... I do want to have face-to-face interactions with teachers. But 

basically there is just no such opportunity ... " 

From Tables 5-17, 5-18, it can be observed that a perception of teachers' 

professional competence did not constitute a major obstacle for students' 

learning. But the lack of teacher-student interaction has become perceived as 

a main learning obstacle for a substantial minority of the learners whom I 

surveyed. 

1.5 Barriers Concerning Teaching Support 

Table 5-19 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

Impact of a poor service attitude of learning support staff. 
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Table 5-19 Support Staffs Poor Attitude on Service Provision 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 44 1.5 

2 113 3.9 

3 765 26.1 

4 1520 51.9 

5 489 16.7 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.78 

Std. Deviation 0.819 

From Table 5-19, It can be seen that only 1.5% of the learners said that 

there was a great Impact on their studies due to learning support staff's poor 

service attitude, and only 3.9% of the learners felt a relatively great impact 

from this, adding up to a proportion of 5.4%. By contrast, almost 70% of the 

learners felt no great Impact, and just over one quarter of them reported a 

neutral response. The mean score on responses to this Issue was 3.78, close 

to the 'not so great Impact' number 4. This, together with the marked views 

of a majority, suggests that, as a whole, support staff's poor attitudes on 

service provision were not a main obstacle for learners in this study. 

Table 5-20 Tutors' Failure to Provide Timely Answers to Students' Questions 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 87 3.0 

2 238 8.1 

3 1052 35.9 

4 1219 41.6 

5 335 11.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 3.50 

Std. Deviation 0.905 

Table 5-20 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact that arose from tutors' failure to provide timely answers to students' 
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questions. From Table 5-20, it can be seen that there was a great impact on 

only 3% ofthe learners: a further 8.1 % of the learners felt there had been a 

relatively great impact on their studies from tutors not providing timely 

answers, adding up to a total of 11.1 % experiencing a negative impact from 

a lack of timely responses from tutors. By contrast, 53% of the learners felt 

there had been no great impact. The mean score on this matter was 3.50, 

higher than the median. This shows that as a whole, although tutors' inability 

to provide timely answer to students' questions was not a main obstacle for 

learners, it has brought some difficulties to a small minority of learners' 

learning. 

From Tables 5-19 and 5-20, we see that, overall, support staff's attitudes 

and the service quality they provided have not been perceived as having 

brought too many difficulties to learners. One important reason for this may 

be that The 0 Institution requires support staff to respond to any question 

from learners within 48 hours. BeSides, if any student complains or reports 

certain people's poor attitudes, The 0 Institution investigates to see if the 

complaint is valid. If proven, the relevant people will be punished, according 

to the severity of the situation. 

Although The 0 Institution requires support staff to serve the learners 

conscientiously, still there are some learners who felt that they had 

experienced difficulties in this regard. Learner E from Learning Centre 0 

complained In the Interview and said: 

"There are only a few counselling teachers, who are just administrators 

instead of professional teachers. Sometimes, their answers are vague 

and ambiguous ... " 
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1.6 Interaction with Learners and Teachers 

Table 5-21 is a simple statistical description of learners' report about the 

impact on their studies of having little chance to study together with fellow 

students. 

Table 5-21 Having little chance to learn with fellow students together 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 733 25.0 

2 1277 43.6 

3 860 29.3 

4 49 1.7 

5 12 0.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.09 

Std. Deviation 0.800 

From Table 5-21, It can be seen that 25% of the learners said that there 

was a great Impact on their studies because of having little chance to learn 

alongside other students, and the proportion of the learners who felt that this 

represented a relatively great Impact was as high as 43.6%, adding up to a 

total proportion of almost 70% in my sample. Only 2.1% of the learners felt 

no great Impact from this factor. Here, the mean score of responses was 2.09, 

very close to the 'relatively great Impact', given the value of 2. For a large 

majority of the learners In my study, having little chance to study together 

with fellow learners was certainly thought by learners to have had an impact 

on their studies and, hence, according to my analytical framework, was 

experienced as a main obstacle in their studies. 

Table 5-22 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

Impact on having little chance to learn under teachers' supervision. From 

Table 5-22, it can be seen that 26.2% of the learners said that there was a 

great Impact on their studies when they have little chance to learn under 
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teachers' supervision and the proportion of the learners who felt this had a 

relatively great impact was as high as 45.3%, adding up to a total of more 

than 70%. Only 1.5% of the learners felt that there was no great impact on 

their studies from this factor. In this instance, the mean score for responses 

on this matter was 2.04, very close to the 'relatively great impact' response, 

allocated the value of 2. This shows that for many of the learners in my 

research having little chance to learn under teachers' supervision certainly 

was perceived by them as having an impact on their studies and, according to 

my analytical framework, constituted a main obstacle for the learners. 

Table 5-22 Having little chance to learn under teachers' supervision 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

I 767 26.2 

2 1329 45.3 

3 790 27.0 

4 33 1.1 

5 12 0.4 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.04 

Std. Deviation 0.782 

Table 5-23 is a simple statistical description of learners' reports about the 

impact of , feeling lonely' when studying. From Table 5-23, it can be seen that 

12% of the learners said that there was a great impact on their studies from 

feeling lonely when studying and the proportion of the learners who felt this 

had a relatively great Impact reached 23.3%. Only 2% of the learners felt no 

such great impact and 16.4% of the learners felt little impact from this factor. 

On this question, the mean score for all respondents was 2.73, lower than the 

'neutral response' given the score of 3. This shows that as a whole, feeling 

lonely when studying was still experienced by a substantial minority and thus, 

according to my analytical framework, constituted an obstacle for the online 

distance learners in my study. 
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Table 5·23 Feeling Lonely when Studying 

Impact Level Frequency Percent 

1 351 12.0 

2 683 23.3 

3 1357 46.3 

4 482 16.4 

5 58 2.0 

Total 2931 100.0 

Mean 2.73 

Std. Deviation 0.940 

From Tables 5-21,5-22 and 5-23, we can find that each of what might be 

termed 'interaction factors' - including 'having little chance to study together 

with fellow students', 'having little chance to learn under teachers' 

supervision', and 'feeling lonely when studying' - were experienced as having 

an impact on the studies of many of the learners whom I studied. In this 

regard, in the Interviews, some learners expressed a strong desire to 

strengthen the interaction elements of their studies. learner B from learning 

Centre B was already a middle-level manager. Apart from gaining knowledge 

and a diploma, he also wanted to broaden his social networks. He said: 

"Now there is too little interaction between students. Even when we 

happen to interact, It Is only about exams and reviews. As adults, we are 

more than just students. Student identity only accounts for 20% of our 

identity and the other 80% is our consumer and investor identity. Given 

that I pay such high tuition fees, I expect a valuable service and return 

on my Investment. This Is a rule recognized by most people. I strongly 

wish that we could have more face-ta-face interaction, just like in a 

learning sa/on. Then we can get to know more friends ... " 

In other words as well as, a lack of interaction and loneliness 

representing substantial learning barriers for the . learners studied, these 

156 



experiences also made them miss out on gaining an important by-product of 

their studies, namely, the development of their social capital 

(Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch, 1995; Buerkle, 2002). 

2 The Key and Significant Learning Barriers 

In the previous section, I presented a relatively simple, systematic 

introduction to the impact on learners' studies, constituting what I have 

termed learning barriers, arising from reported experiences explored through 

the questionnaire completed by the online learners whom I studied. The 

initial analysis above indicates that interaction problems were the key 

learning barriers experienced by my respondents. This preliminary analysis 

confirmed the research hypothesis on this matter first mentioned in the 

literature review section in chapter 2, Hypothesis 5.1, namely that 

'communication and interaction problems are the key and significant learning 

barriers for adult learners In on line learning'. 

In this section, I will present a further empirical test of this hypothesis. In 

order to test hypothesis 5.1, it is necessary to undertake a factor analysis of 

the items concerning learning barriers as indicated by the answers given by 

respondents to the questionnaire, to sort out what are the principal barrier 

factors. Then I will investigate the impacts of these barrier factors on 

learners' academic achievements through a multiple linear regression so as 

to find which factors are the key and significant learning barriers facing online 

learners. Furthermore, I will compare the mean and standard deviation of 

those principal barrier factors and then conduct a Paired Samples T-Test. 

The result of the factor analysis of all responses is basically consistent 

with the result of the factor analysis of the questionnaire pilot study. Thus, we 

arrive at seven principal factors constituting learning barriers. Their items are 
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as follows. 

I have given these seven principal factors the following labels as barriers 

In the remainder of this analysis. 

Barrier Factor 1: Learning Resources; 

Barrier Factor 2: Computer and Internet Operation Skills; 

Barrier Factor 3: Communication and Interaction; 

Barrier Factor 4: Teaching and the Curriculum; 

Barrier Factor 5: Teaching Support Services; 

Barrier Factor 6: Computers and Internet Access Conditions; 

Barrier Factor 7: External Support and Financial Burdens. 

Then, I try to run a multiple linear regression to Investigate the impacts 

of different factors on learners' academic achievements by stepwise 

technique. The dependent variable is learner's academic achievement. 

Firstly, I put all the variables including the learners' characteristics, 

motivation as well as the seven principal factors of learning barriers Into the 

multiple linear regression function. Then, I run the function by stepwise 
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technique so that the key and significant variables or factors can be captured 

and the problem of multi-collinearity can be solved. The table 5-24 shows the 

regression result by stepwise technique. 

Table 5-24 The Results ofImpacts on Online Learners' Academic Achievements 

Unstandardized Standardized T 

Coefficients Coefficients 

Constant 84.38*** 104.90 

Age -2.23*** -0.093 -5.44 

With children -7.75* -0.075 -1.64 

Employed 12.63*** 0.108 3.03 

Continuous learning ability 6.850** 0.084 2.03 

Leaders' requirement 9.85* 0.085 1.86 

'Communication and Interaction' factor 6.59*** 0.051 3.24 

'Teaching and the Curriculum' factor 5.85*** 0.045 2.73 

'Teaching Support Services' factor 4.52** 0.031 3.18 

'Learning Resources' factor 4.45** 0.031 2.17 

'External Support and Financial Burdens' factor 4.04* 0.028 1.67 

Adjusted R Square 0.067 

N 2931 

From Table 5-24, it can be found that, with other variables controlled, 

five principal barrier factors have the significant impacts on the learner's 

academic achievement. They are 'Communication and Interaction' factor, 

'Teaching and the Curriculum' factor, 'Teaching Support Services' factor, 

'Learning Resources' factor and 'External Support and Financial Burdens' 

factor. Among these five barrier factors, both unstandardized coefficients and 

standardized coefficients of the 'Communication and Interaction' factor are 

the biggest. It means that 'Communication and Interaction' factor is the key 

and significant factor impacting online learner's academic achievements. This 

finding is consistent with James Tay/or's finding in his empirical research 

conducted In University of Southern Queensland. In that study, Taylor (2002) 

studied the Interaction activities of online learners and found that the levels 

of students engaging in interaction activities would impact their academic 
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achievements directly. The workers (those engaged in interaction actively) 

had the highest average scores whilst the shirkers (those engaged in 

interaction rarely) had the lowest average scores and even failed in the 

course. 

The two barrier factors of 'computer and Internet operation skills' and 

'computer and Internet access conditions' do not appear in the results of 

regression, which suggests that the two barrier factors got in factor analysis 

might be covered by other barrier factors. 

In order to confirm the finding that the factor of 'communication and 

interaction' is the key and significant learning barriers facing online learners, 

I try to compare the Importance of different factors by scores. 

In the book Discovering Statistics Using SPSS (Second Edition), Field 

(2005) describes the usage of factor analysis and its scores detailedly (Page· 

625-628). Field argues that the method of score is known as 'a weighted 

average', and It Is the easiest way to explain the relative importance of 

factors. I calculate the scores by various methods provided by SPSS software, 

the results are the samesubstantially. 

Table 5-25 Mean Values of Barrier Factors 

Barrier Factors Mean Std. Deviation 

Communication and Interaction 2.25 0.644 

Teaching and the Curriculum 3.43 0.642 

Learning Resources 3.69 0.765 

Teaching Support Services 3.71 0.697 

External Support and Financial Burdens 3.75 0.717 

Computer and Internet Operation Skills 4.04 0.778 

Computers and Internet Access Conditions 4.11 0.786 

N 2931 

Table 5-25 shows the mean scores on these seven barrier factors, which 

are sorted from low to high. From Table 5-25, the following pOints can be 
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observed: The barrier consisting of poor communication and interaction has 

the lowest mean value of 2.25 with the remaining barrier factors' mean 

scores all being higher than 3, which suggests that the barrier of poor 

communication and interaction is the key barrier to their online learning 

experienced by the learners in this study, according to their responses to the 

questionnaires that I used. In addition, the standard deviation on this barrier 

factor is 0.644, the second lowest among all. This indicates that the learners 

in this study were highly consistent in the view that poor communication and 

interaction had constituted for them a very key barrier in their online 

learning. 

Furthermore, a Paired Samples T-Test, between the 'communication and 

interaction' barrier factor and the other six barrier factors, was undertaken 

respectively and showed that there was a significant difference between the 

value of the 'communication and interaction' factor and the values of the 

other factors with a significance level of p<O.Ol. 

At this point, the empirical tests on hypothesis 5.1 are completed. The 

empirical tests have found that, among all the potential learning barriers 

reviewed as experienced by the online learners in my research, those 

constituted by poor communication and a lack of interaction would have key 

and significant impacts on the learner's online learning. 

3 Differences in Learning Barriers for Different Learners 

3.1 Gender Differences 

Gender Differences In Barriers In respect of External Support 

In the first section of this chapter, we found from the interviews that 

gender differences may exist In the experience of barriers in onilne learning in 
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respect of external support. The following section comprises empirical tests 

on the gender differences in barriers concerning external support. 

Table 5·26 Mean Values of Male and Female Learners' Experiences of Learning 

Barriers in respect of External Support 

Barriers concerning external support Male Female F value Sig. 

Too busy working 2.73 2.76 0.379 0.538 

Too many family responsibilities 3.12 2.79 15.105 0.000 

Lack of support from bosses 3.82 3.94 13.982 0.000 

Lack of support from family and friends 4.10 4.00 10.223 0.001 

Table 5-26 lists and compares the mean values of male and female 

learners' experiences of the impact of various aspects of 'external' support on 

their studies, which, according to the framework outlines earlier can 

constitute barriers or obstacles. From Table 5-26, It can be seen that for both 

males and females, being 'too busy working' has the greatest impact and that 

the difference between men and women is not statistically significant. 

However, significant gender difference do exist In respect of the impact of 

each of a 'lack of support from bosses', a 'lack of support from family and 

friends', as well as having 'too many family responsibilities', with a 

significance level of p<O.Ol. Male learners experienced more Impact from 

what they saw as a 'lack of support from bosses' while female learners 

encountered more problems than their male peers because of a 'lack of 

support from family and friends' and of having 'too many family 

responsibilities' to attend to. To some extent these results might be thought 

to be unsurprising given the persistence of a fairly rigid and conventional 

sexual division of labour that still prevails in China, especially where women's 

traditional responsibilities around the home and with the family are 

concerned, however much it might be thought desirable for the balance of 

responsibilities between males and females should change. In China, there is 

an old saying: 'Men's work centres around the outside world, women's work 
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centres around the home'. Traditionally, this has simply meant that men are 

primarily oriented towards the world of work and paid employment and can 

be left to focus on their jobs and their career development, while women are 

still mainly responsible for family affairs, despite the fact that many women 

juggle paid work, care responsibilities in the family and at home, and being a 

good mother, daughter and wife! From this perspective, one challenge for 

distance education providers should be at least to pay more attention to the 

challenges each sex faces, as things stand, and offer different and 

appropriate services to females' and males' studying online. 

Gender Differences in Lack of Skills with Computers and Internet 

Operations 

In the previous chapter, it was found that female learners had lower 

levels of learning satisfaction than the males In my study. No explanation for 

these differences are forthcoming from this study but, drawing on my own 

long experience in The 0 Institution and from observation more widely, I 

believe that it is possible that this may well be due to the apparent 

advantages that male learners often seem to enjoy with regard to technology, 

as against the position for women, as well as from the fact that many studies 

and much anecdote report the impression that female students are more 

assiduous in attending to their studies than are their male counterparts. 

Females may also set themselves higher standards and more demanding 

goals and have greater expectations than do their male fellow students. That, 

perhaps and somewhat paradoxically, Is why males show higher levels of 

learning satisfaction. 

But this is mere speculation and anecdote: it could equally well be true 

that men are more easily satisfied when it comes to learning satisfaction than 

are women, and that women have more exacting and critical standards on 
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this score than do men. In any case, below, I present some empirical tests on 

gender differences concerning the men's and women's feelings about the 

possible impact on their studies arising from their skills, or lack of them, in 

computer and Internet operations. 

Table 5-27 Mean Values of Male and Female Learners' Experiences of Learning Barriers in 

respect of Computer and Internet Operation Skills 

Barriers concerning computer and the Internet operation skills Male Female F value Sig. 

Skilfully using the Internet to find suitable learning resources 3.89 3.69 29.172 0.000 

Computer operation skills 3.93 3.74 26.243 0.000 

Skilfully using the Internet to interact with others 3.99 3.81 24.345 0.000 

Table 5-27 lists and compares the mean values of male and female 

learners' experiences the impact on their learning In respect of computer and 

Internet operation skills. From Table 5-27, It can be seen that, according to 

the mean scores of each sex, there is a significant difference with regard to 

this Issue, with a significance level of p<O.01. Where these skills and 

aptitudes are concerned, female learners appear to have faced more 

difficulties than male learners In my study or, at least, they do not rate their 

skills In these areas as highly as do their male counterparts. 

Gender Differences Concerning Communication and Interaction 

Table 5-28 Mean Values of Male and Female Learners' Experiences of an Impact on their 

Studies in respect of Communication and Interaction 

Barriers concerning communication and interaction Male Female Fvalue Sig. 

Having little chance to learn under teachers' supervision 2.01 2.08 4.612 0.032 

Having little chance to learn together with fellow students 2.04 2.15 13.632 0.000 

Feeling lonely when studying 2.67 2.80 14.468 0.000 

Table 5-28 lists and compares the mean values of male and female 

learners' reported Impact on their studies concerning communication and 

interaction. From Table 5-28, it can be seen that there were again significant 
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gender differences in every aspect of the barriers experienced with regard to 

communication and interaction, this time with male learners reporting having 

faced slightly more difficulties than women learners reported as having faced. 

Compared with Table 5-27, we can see that, although males had 

experienced less impact upon their studies as regards 'skilfully using the 

Internet to interact with others', they appear to have encountered more 

difficulties than the females in 'having little chance to learn together with 

fellow students', in 'having little chance to learn under teachers' supervision', 

and in 'feeling lonely when studying'. Earlier in this chapter, we have already 

found that, among all the different learning barriers or obstacles encountered 

in studying, as revealed by my research, problems with communication and 

interaction had the key and significant Impact for learners generally in this 

study. In respect of this particular obstacle, it appears that male learners 

have experienced more difficulties than their female counterparts have done. 

3.2 Differences in Learning Barriers for Learners with Different 

Fees Payment Circumstances 

In chapter 4, it has already been found that the majority of learners in 

this study paid full tuition fees at their own expense and only a small 

proportion of learners obtained full or partial tuition fees support from their 

employers. Here I will analyze my data to see whether there is any difference 

in the experience of learning barriers faced by learners with different 

fees-payment circumstances. 

The Impact of the Financial Costs and Expense of Learning for 

Learners with Different Fees-Payment Circumstances 

Table 5-29 lists and compares the mean values of the Impact arising from 

the costs of learning for learners with different fees-payment circumstances. 
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From Table 5-29, it can be seen that learners with different fees-payment 

circumstances reported significantly different levels of difficulty in respect of 

tuition fees and the costs of the Internet, with a significance level of p<O.05 

in the obstacle of 'the Internet fees are too expensive', and a significance 

level of p<O.Ol in respect of the obstacle of 'the tuition fee is too expensive'. 

Furthermore, from Table 5-29, it can also' be seen that the mean values 

of the Impacts perceived increase from 'Payment at one's own expense', 

through 'Shared payment with the employer' to 'Full payment by the 

employer'. This means that the learning obstacle that consists of the various 

expenses of learning decreases along with learners having less responsibility 

for having to meet the costs of paying fees entirely by themselves. 

Table 5-29 Mean Values of the Impact on Their Studies for Learners with Different Fees 

Payment Circumstances 

Impact Concerning Expense of Payment at one's Shared payment Full payment 
F value Sig. 

Leaming own expense with the employer by the employer 

Tuition fees are too high 2.74 2.91 3.40 7.868 0.000 

The Internet fees are too expensive 3.00 3.13 3.40 3.046 0.048 

Naturally, for all students of average means, or who do not come from a 

wealthy background, the financial burdens of following programmes of study 

can be conSiderable, especially when set alongside other financial 

responsibilities, such as for the costs of working and raising a family. For 

online, largely part-time adult learners, studying at a distance, the question 

of fees and other costs may even have figured in their calculations when 

thinking about opting to learn and seek qualification through the mode of 

online, part-time study. In such cases, any help they can get with theses 

costs will surely be welcomed. Of course, when the fees reach a certain level, 

some people may not be able to undertake distance online learning or may 

drop out once started, which will threaten to reduce the human capital 
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investment for the whole community, and which will especially affect the 

adult learners adversely. If this occurs, it will almost certainly cause new 

injustices and be a possible further source of social stratification in modern 

China. A viable option to solve this problem might be to draw on the 

experiences from conventional colleges and universities, studying their 

student financial assistance policies to establish a student financial assistance 

system for distance, online learners, with the help of distance education 

providers, governments and other social parties. For example, tuition fee 

loans can be provided; fee remission for excellent performers can be offered 

so as to encourage learners to increase their learning efficiency; hardship 

grants might be available to help the most hard pressed. 

In addition, I also believe that employers should pay a certain amount of 

money for their employees to engage in distance online learning. Many 

learners invest in distance online learning mainly in order to obtain a higher 

education degree as a kind of general training or general Improvement of 

their own human capital and to help become more skilled, more effective or 

more up-to-date employees and yet many companies seem to think that they 

have no responsibility to pay for this (Becker, 1964). 

However, many studies In companies' training programmes have found 

that there are more than ten good reasons why companies should provide 

employees with on-the-job training: 46% of companies provide training to 

staff mainly for 'employees' benefits'; 23% are doing it In order to 'attract 

new employees'; 57% of business executives believe that the provision of 

training is not directly to improve employees' productivity, but to enhance 

employees' loyalty to companies through training programs, thereby 

indirectly Increasing employees' productivity. They think that various forms 

of on-the-job training can increase employees' self-esteem! improve their 

family harmony and their degree of satisfying with their companies. All of 
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these factors have helped to extend working hours in companies and to 

improve their efficiency, thereby further indirectly increasing their 

productivity (Bassi, 1994). Therefore, in the viewpoint of Bassi (1994), 

companies or employers should give some financial support for learners so as 

to reduce the impact of this learning obstacle. 

Differences in Experiencing Inadequate Teaching Support as a 

Barrier for Learners with Different Fees-Payment Circumstances 

Table 5-30 lists and compares the mean values of the impact on learners' 

studies in terms of the teaching support experienced by the learners with 

different fees-payment circumstances. 

Table 5·30 The Impact of Varieties of Teaching Support on Learners with Different Fees 

Payment Circumstances 

Impact in respect of teaching Payment at one's Shard payment Full payment by 
F value Sig. 

support own expense with the employer the employer 

The tutors cannot answer 
3.50 3.55 3.92 2.319 0.099 

students' questions in time 

Teaching support staff have 
3.78 3.76 4.04 2.971 0.048 

no enough patience 

From Table 5-30, it can be seen that there is a significant difference in 

their experience of teaching support, and its impact on their learning, for 

learners with different payment arrangements for fees. The significance level 

is p<O.OS In respect of the obstacle constituted by 'teaching support staff 

have not enough patience'; and the Significance level is p<O.l in respect of 

the obstacle of 'the tutors cannot answer students' questions In time'. 

Furthermore, In Table 5-30, we also find that the mean values of the 

impact, or barriers as outlined In my analytical framework, Increase from 

those whose 'payment at orie's own expense', through those who 'shared 

payment with the employer' to those who benefitteCl from 'full payment by 
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the employer', which is to say that as the burden of fees decreases, so the 

perceived impact and hence obstacle level also decreases. The reason may 

be that when learners have to pay more, the feeling of operating more like a 

paying 'customer' or 'consumer' becomes stronger, as was told to me by 

learner 6 from Learning Centre 6,' which also makes learners hope for better 

teaching support services in the future. 

Differences in Experiencing Communication and Interaction as 

Barriers for Learners with Different Fee Payment Circumstances 

Table 5-31 lists and compares the mean values of learning barriers in 

terms of communication and interaction experienced by the learners with 

different fees-payment circumstances. 

Table 5-31 Differences in Experiencing Communication and Interaction Problems for 

Learners with Different Fees Payment Circumstances 

Impact in respect of Payment at one's Shared payment Full payment by 
F value 

Communication and interaction own expense with the employer the employer 

Having little chance to learn 
2.04 1.76 2.14 2.370 

under teachers' supervision 

Having little chance to learn 
2.09 2.00 2.13 0.267 

together with fellow students 

Feeling lonely when studying 2.73 2.72 2.69 1.499 

Sig. 

0.094 

0.766 

0.224 

From Table 5-31, it can be seen that there are no significant differences 

in experiencing the two barriers of 'having little chance to learn together with 

fellow students' and 'feeling lonely when studying' for learners with different 

fees-payment circumstances. Even as regards the obstacle of 'having little 

chance to learn under teachers' supervision', the significance level is only 

close to the edge of significance (sig. = 0.094). This suggests that, on the 

whole, there is no statistically significant difference in the degree of 

experiencing communication and interaction problems as obstacles to their 

learning for learners with different fees-payment circumstances. 
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In the course of this inquiry, I have analyzed a variety of learning barriers 

that I identified earlier to see if there would be a difference for learners with 

different fees-payment circumstances, but I found that only in respect of 

learning expenses and teaching support barriers, there were significant 

differences. This further helps to demonstrate that learners with different 

characteristics and in different circumstances may face quite different 

learning barriers. Thus, to help learners to overcome or avoid these different 

learning barriers, it is important that the assistance should be appropriately 

targeted. 

4 Interaction among the Different Learning Barriers 

Based on the empirical inquiry and the analysis in the last section, it can 

be seen that there appear to be significant differences in the experience or 

impact of different learning obstacles or barriers for learners who manifest 

different characteristics or who are placed in different circumstances. We can 

now further analyze, for every individual learner, whether is there any 

discernible Interaction between these different learning barriers. If so, the 

question arises as to whether one or more of the barriers will be weakened or 

eliminated because of the elimination of another. This section of this chapter 

will focus on this matter and attempt to answer these two questions. 

4.1 Correlation Analysis of the Various Learning Barriers 

Table 5-32 lists the Pearson Correlation coefficient and significance level 

of the various elements that constitute learning barriers, as identified so far 

in this research. 

From Table 5-32, It can be seen that there Is a significant positive 

correlation relationship between every two of the various learning obstacles. 
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In every case, the Pearson Correlation coefficient between 'Computer and 

Internet operation skills' and 'Internet access conditions', between 

'Computer and Internet operation skills' and 'Teaching and the curriculum', 

between 'Teaching and the curriculum' and 'Learning resources', between 

'Teaching and the curriculum' and 'Teaching support services' always reaches 

to a significance level of more than 0.5. This suggests that the relationships 

between these different pairs of learning barriers are all very close, although 

of course this tells us nothing about either the direction of the links or about 

the more complex issue of causal relationships. 

From the last row of Table 5-32, it can be seen that the Pearson 

Correlation coefficients between 'Communication and interaction' and the 

other learning barriers are always lower than 0.4, suggesting that the issue of 

'Communication and interaction' is operating somewhat independently from 

the other learning barriers identified. 
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o Table 5-32 Correlation Analysis of Various Learning Barriers 

External Computer 
support Internet and Teaching 

Learning 
Teaching 

Communication 
and access Internet and the support 
financial conditions operation curriculum 

resources and interaction 
services 

burden skills 

External Pearson 
1 0.366 0.392 0.414 0.342 0.365 0.230 

support and Correlation 

financial Sig. 

burden 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson 
0.366 1 0.525 0.284 0.232 0.264 0.152 

Internet access Correlation 

Conditions Sig. 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

C2-tailed) 

Pearson 
Computer and 0.392 0.525 1 0.506 0.466 0.422 0.268 

Correlation 
Internet 

operation skills 
Sig. 

(2-tailed) 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Pearson 
0.414 0.284 0.506 1 0.652 0.563 0.281 

Teaching and Correlation 

the curriculum Sig. 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson 
0.342 0.232 0.466 0.652 1 0.618 0.397 

Learning Correlation 

Resources Sig. 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson 
Teaching 0.365 0.264 0.422 0.563 0.618 1 0.264 

Correlation 
support 

Sig. 
services 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson 
0.230 0.152 0.268 0.281 0.397 0.264 1 

Communication Correlation 

and interaction Sig. 
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(2-tailed) 
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4.2 Interaction among Learning Barriers 

Since significant correlations exist among different learning barriers, it is 

likely that, with a control of other factors reducing the degree of difficulty for 

the learners caused by one obstacle may help to reduce that of other related 

barriers. In order to verify this conjecture, I propose the following 

hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 5.2: with control of different learners' characteristics, 

reducing the degree of difficulty caused by the obstacle of 'poor 

communication and interaction' will help to reduce significantly the problem 

experienced, or barriers faced, as a consequence of experiencing poor 

learning resources. 

There are two main reasons why I wanted to test hypothesis 5.2. Firstly, 

amongst a" the learning barriers studied, that of 'poor communication and 

interaction' appears to be the greatest and also represents a principal focus of 

this research. Secondly, amongst a" the learning barriers studied, the barrier 

of 'poor communication and interaction' showed relatively low correlation 

values with the other types of learning barriers identified. Therefore, if it can 

be found that reducing the degree of communication and interaction 

problems will help to reduce the impact of other barriers, then this approach 

will also work for a range of learning barriers. 

In order to test hypothesis 5.2, I constructed a multiple linear regression 

model. The dependent variable was the degree of problems arising from 

'courseware cannot be downloaded'. It was a continuous variable from 1-5 

with the highest indicating the least problems. The key Independent variable 

was the level of difficulty arising from 'have little chance to learn together 

with fellow students': it was also a continuous variable from 1-5 with the 

highest indicating the least difficulties. 
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I expected that the variable coefficient of 'having little chance to learn 

together with fellow students' obstacle would be positive. That is to say, by 

reducing the degree of difficulty arising from the problem of 'having little 

chance to learn together with fellow students', would also reduce the degree 

of difficulty associated with the problem of 'courseware cannot be 

downloaded'. 

Of course, in testing this, it was important to control the factors of age, 

sex, marriage, working conditions, payment methods, majors being studied 

and other Individual learner characteristics in the regression model. Moreover, 

as Indicated several times already, statistical associations or correlations, 

however suggestive, are not in themselves Indications of a causal link. 

(1) Age - Continuous variable. 

(2) Sex - Binary dummy variable, with females as the base variable. 

(3) Marriage - Binary dummy variable, with unmarried as the base 

variable. 

(4) Working conditions - Binary dummy variable, with employed as a 

benchmark. 

(5) Two· binary dummy variables of 'payment methods', with 'full 

payment at one's own expense' as the benchmark. 

(6) Binary dummy variables of ten different disciplines, namely, 

Philosophy, Economics, Law, Education, Literature, History, SCience, 

Agriculture, Medical Science, and Management, with Engineering as 

a benchmark. 

Table 5-33 shows the results of the regression analysis of the barrier 

'having little chance to learn together with fellow students'. 
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Table 5-33 Regression Results of the Level of DifficuIty Associated with the Obstacle 

'courseware cannot be downloaded' 

B T Sig. 

Constant 2.712 21.682 0.000 

Age 0.002 0.677 0.498 

Male 0.029 0.606 0.545 

Unemployed 0.067 0.900 0.368 

Full payment by the employer 0.023 0.101 0.920 

Shared payment with the employer 0.082 0.704 0.481 

Philosophy - 0.242 - 0.630 0.528 

Economics -0.124 -1.606 0.117 

Law 0.146 1.445 0.149 

Education 0.046 0.432 0.666 

Literature - 0.085 - 0.984 0.325 

History - 0.700 -1.061 0.289 

Science - 0.242 -1.607 0.108 

Agriculture - 0.545 - 0.824 0.410 

Medical science - 0.011 - 0.096 0.923 

Management - 0.054 - 0.928 0.354 

The degree of barrier in 'having little chance to 0.096 3.575 0.000 

leam together with fellow students'. 

F 1.939 

Adjusted R Square 0.010 

N 2913 

From Table 5-33, it can be seen that the coefficient of the barrier is 

positive, with a significance level of p<O.Ol. This confirms hypothesis 5.2: 

reducing the degree of one learning barrier it appears can help reduce the 

impact of other learning obstacles. In particular, if the barrier 'having little 

chance to learn together with fellow students' is reduced, the other barriers 

will be reduced as well. This finding is equally important for both distance 

education learners and distance education institutions, which means that, for 

either learners or learning providers, when facing a variety of complex 
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learning obstacles or barriers, they should always seek to identify the 

principal one to overcome, as it could help to reduce or eliminate other 

barriers at the same time. 

Further observing other variables in Table 5-33, it can be seen that the 

significance level Is not high, which means that to solve the problems 

associated with the negative experience of 'courseware cannot be down load', 

it would be necessary first to tackle the other barriers. Therefore, detailed 

follow-up work required is to further explore the relationship between 

different types of learning barriers. 

5 Summary of Learning Barriers 

This chapter has sought to present a systematic empirical and statistical 

analysis from various angles of the barriers faced by online distance learners. 

Firstly, this chapter analyzed the perceived impact of various aspects of 

learning experienced by the learners as obstacles or barriers. To do this, I 

used factor analysis to analyze these learning barriers so as to identify seven 

types of barriers. 

Secondly, this chapter investigated the impacts of these barrier factors 

on learners' academic achievements through a multiple linear regression and 

found that the factor of 'communication and interaction' is the key and 

significant barrier affecting online learner's academic achievements. This 

finding is consistent with James Taylor's finding in his empirical research 

conducted in University of Southern Queensland. 

I believe that the above-mentioned findings are consistent with what is 

already known about the characteristics of adult learners in terms of their 

orlentatlons, motivation and the challenges that they often have to face. On 
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the one hand, as one of the main purposes that adult learners choosing 

distance learning is to meet new people and engage in more social relations; 

on the other hand, adult learners often find it hard to adjust to a learning 

situation without what they regard as enough communication and interaction 

with fellow learners or academic staff in the course of the learning process 

(after all, they are already used to thinking and acting via communication and 

interaction in their daily work and lives). 

Thirdly, this chapter found that different learners react differently to the 

same learning barrier. For example, learners with different fees-payment 

arrangements showed significant differences in their experience of the 

barrier arising from the problem of expenses arising from learning. This 

reminds us that when trying to eliminate a certain barrier, it is essential to 

take learners' characteristics and personal circumstances Into consideration; 

otherwise, it may strengthen another barrier while eliminating this one. 

Finally, this chapter analyzed the relationship between different learning 

barriers and found that there is a significant correlation between them. 

However, the learning barrier arising out of 'communication and interaction' 

problems and other types of learning barriers manifested no close 

relationship in this study, suggesting that not only was the barrier of 

'communication and interaction' acting as the key one faced by these learners, 

but also that it existed as an independent barrier. Fortunately, after further 

analysis, I found that, when controlling learners' individual characteristics, 

then, if we could improve the situation for learners in respect of 

'communication and interaction', we might also be able to help resolve 

learners' problems In respect of 'learning resources'. 

Therefore, I believe that if interaction and communication in online 

learning can be improved for adult learners to meet their express desire for 
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'sociability', and once they can thus establish their own 'learning 

communities' and form relatively stable 'student-to-student' relationships, 

and 'teacher-ta-student' relationships, other learning barriers will possibly be 

reduced as well. 
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Chapter 6: 

Learning Barriers, Academic Achievement 

and Possible Remedial Measures 

This chapter will first analyse the apparent links between a number of 

different types of learning barrier and learners' academic achievements, in 

the light of the level of impact reported by the learners themselves. In 

undertaking this kind of statistical analysis it needs to be understood that no 

claims can validly be made about and direct causal relationship between the 

different variables under review. Of course, that does not make such 

statistical analysis worthless: correlations with a high level of significance are 

often highly suggestive of possible links and very helpful in pointing towards 

possible relationships. These can be further explored by both additional 

statistical manipulation of the numerical data or may be 'triangulated', using 

further data collected from observation, interviews, documentary evidence 

and so on. 

Secondly, the chapter will review the expected effect of various possible 

or hypothetical improvement measures that could be introduced with the aim 

of reducing the barriers to learning faced by the online distance learners in 

my study. 

Finally, the chapter will analyze the effect brought about by the different 

measures, especially to see whether there is different effect brought by the 

same measure on learners with different personal characteristics. 
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1 Learning Barriers and Academic Achievement 

1.1 Impact from the Financial Costs of Learning and Academic 

Achievement 

Table 6-1 lists and compares the average academic score of learners who 

had reported varying degrees of impact from their costs and expenses of 

their learning (according to their answers to the question of 'Tuition fees are 

too high and this has become a serious financial burden'). It can be seen from 

Table 6~1 that, with the decrease in degree of reported impact from learning 

expenses, there is a small but clearly discernible increasingly upward trend in 

learners' average academic scores and this difference is statistically 

significant, with a significance level of p<O.Ol. There could be many reasons 

for this and, again, to repeat, this is not to claim a direct causal link here. 

Nevertheless, it might be suggested that one reason for this may be that 

learners who experience greater impact from the costs and expense of 

learning have, for example, to spend more time in working to earn income 

and have corresponding less time for learning, or else because of other 

pressures and responsibilities in their lives are unable to find ways of gaining 

additional income to meet those expenses. Thus, for example, Learner E from 

Learning Centre D experienced greater family financial burdens and had to do 

two jobs. Talking about his time available for learning, he said, 'Other people 

can use weekends to study but I still have to work. Thus, I am able only to use 

the night time and stay up late trying to study. Otherwise I would have no 

time to learn ... I am always afraid that I will not be able to finish my 

homework .. .' 

Once again, these findings support my opinion, drawn from my own long 

experience in the worlds of distance and online lear~ing, that is, even in the 

field of distance education, it is very necessary to draw on the experience and 
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practices of traditional universities' financial assistance and to provide 

various forms of financial subsidy for learners who experience greater 

financial burdens. 

Table 6-1 Impacts of Leaming Expense and Average Academic Scores 

Tuition fees are too high and this has become 
Mean Score N Std. Deviation 

a serious financial burden 

Very much in line with 82.49 193 11.586 

Relatively in line with 85.08 497 10.944 

Neutral response 85.22 1403 10.830 

Not in line with 85.94 604 11.144 

Not in line with at all 85.51 153 11.117 

F 3.664 

Sig. 0.006 

1.2 Teaching Materials and Academic Achievement 

Table 6-2 lists and compares the average academic score of learners who 

experienced different degrees of problems with the teaching materials 

perceived by them as not being suitable for adult learning (according to their 

answers to the question of 'Teaching Materials are not suitable for adult 

learning'). It can be seen from Table 6-2 that, as the extent of experiencing 

such problems decreases, there is a little improvement in learners' average 

academic scores, but the difference this time is not statistically significant. 

We may reasonably ask why experiencing problems with teaching materials 

not being suitable for adult learning apparently did not result In any 

significant difference in learners' academic achievements. At the very least, 

given the important role played by learning materials or 'courseware' in 

online learning programmes, it might be expected that poor or inadequate or 

inappropriate materials would have a damaging effect on learners' studies 

and, hence, possibly on their academic achievement as measured by their 

scores. One possible reason is suggested In the data gathered from the 
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interviews, namely that the focus of the examinations and the content of the 

teaching materials are often different from each other, hence the students' 

scores do not directly reflect the difficulties that they faced with the teaching 

materials. 

According to the current Chinese context, in the field of distance and 

online education, teaching materials usually include printed text books and 

other distributed courseware, and are usually provided or published by the 

universities who deliver distance or online education programmes. However, 

the teachers who teach the course actually usually provide some further 

reference materials or supplementary materials themselves, namely 

so-called 'own' learning materials. Currently, the courses and the 

corresponding text books used by the distance learners are usually the same 

as that used by the full-time students, having no special content tailoring and 

Instructional design to meet the particular characteristics and learning 

demands of adult distance learners online. The learners reported universally 

that the content of the teaching materials was both too much and too 

divorced from practice, and did not meet their learning needs. Also, the 

courseware was seen by them as being 'too rigid', and did not arouse their 

interest. Consequently, many of the learners were not willing to spend time 

on the text books and courseware. However, the examination papers are 

usually produced by the teachers who teach the courses. So, the focuses of 

the examinations are often different from the content of the teaching 

materials, but are in line with the learning materials provided by the teachers 

themselves. Therefore, the learners prefer to pay a lot of attention to the 

learning materials provided by their teachers rather than the more generally 

distributed teaching materials that come out as part of a more general 

distribution of materials. In other words, where the learners have only to 

master the learning materials provided by the teachers who teach the 
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courses, they may pass the examinations or even get good scores. 

Although there is no significant difference in learners' academic 

achievements arising from the problem of learners feeling that the teaching 

materials were not suitable for adult learning, this does not mean that the 

problem will not cause learners any other learning difficulties. For the reasons 

mentioned above, Chinese distance online learners have a tendency to pay a 

lot of attention to passing examinations, but seem to care little about the 

teaching materials and learning processes, or the skills and knowledge that 

they can obtain through successful and effective learning. 

In my view, good and appropriate teaching materials are one of essential 

elements in distance and online education. In order to facilitate distance 

learners' learning in general, support the development of their skills and 

confidence in self-directed learning and, perhaps, improve their academic 

achievements, the teaching materials need to be tailored in content, design 

and In their framework according to online adults' learning characteristics 

and needs and to the tasks that they are expected to complete successfully as 

part of their course. Also, high quality instructional design Is essential in the 

production of the teaching materials. Unfortunately, that is not always 

currently the case. 

Table 6-2 Teaching Materials Not Suitable for Adult Learning and Average Academic Scores 

Teaching materials are not suitable for 
Mean Score 

adult learning. 
N Std. Deviation 

Very much in line with 83.24 60 84.32 

Relatively in line with 85.25 206 84.68 

Neutral response 83.24 928 84.32 

Not in line with 85.25 1424 84.68 

Not in line with at all 83.24 313 84.32 

F 1.173 

Sig. 0.321 
. 
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1.3 Teaching Support Service Problems and Academic Achievement 

Table 6-3 lists and compares the average academic scores of learners 

experiencing different degrees of problems with teaching support (according 

to their answers to the question of 'The tutors cannot answer the learners' 

question in time'). 

It can be seen from Table 6-3 that, as the extent of experiencing such 

problem decreases, there is an increase in learners' average academic scores, 

and the difference is statistically significant with a significance level of 

p<O.05. 

Again, here I need to repeat my earlier warning. This finding Is, no doubt, 

interesting; It raises further questions In the researcher's mind; and the 

finding even adds to a growing impression of the overall impact of a cluster of 

obstacles or shortcomings on students' online leaning and attainment. 

But, it does not of Itself establish a direct causal relationship between the 

degree of tutors' tardiness with answers to students' questions experienced 

by different learners and the academic achievement of those learners. 

Table 6-3 'Tutors Cannot Answer the Learners' Question in Time' and Average Academic 

Scores 

The tutors cannot answer the learners' 
Mean Score N Std. Deviation 

question in time. 

Very much in line with 81.54 84 81.54 

Relatively in line with 82.40 232 85.40 

Neutral response 84.28 1025 85.28 

lNot in line with 85.27 1183 85.27 

lNot in line with at all 85.29 326 85.29 

F 2.377 

Sig. 0.050 

Once more, a whole host of possible reasons can be found in the findings 

from the Interviews. In Chapter 5, I introduced learner E in Learning Centre D. 
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During the interview, he had complained that, 'There are only a few 

counselling teachers, who are just administrators instead of professional 

teachers. Sometimes, their answers are vague and ambiguous ... ' He also 

mentioned that, 'I rarely communicate with these teachers. But when the 

examinations are near, I would often take the initiative to ask them, because 

they might be able to provide some examination outline, or even help us to 

analyze some important and difficult points for the exams ... ' 

From this, once again some of the problems of China's distance online 

education can be dearly seen. Learners care too much about the examination 

itself and whether they will be able to get the diplomas, rather than the 

knowledge and the skills that they can acquire, although given the 

importance still in contemporary China of formal qualifications for 

employment, promotion, reputation, 'face' and status, this is hardly 

surprising. Even so, it is essential that Inevitably narrowing trend should be 

challenged In order to ensure not just the sustainable development of 

distance education and to secure real and long lasting achievements for 

distance learners in China, but also the development of a cadre of genuine 

lifelong learners, increasingly able to take charge of their own self-directed 

learning in a fast changing world. This, it should be remembered, is also one 

of the main ambitions of the Chinese government in rapidly expanding higher 

education generally In China, but also In its specific support of online learning 

opportunities for men and women already in the labour market or who may 

also have family responsibilities that prevent them from studying full-time or 

through a conventional face-to-face course. 

1.4 Interaction Problems and Academic Achievement 

Table 6-4 lists and compares the average academic sco:-es of learners 

experiencing different degrees of the problem of having little chance to learn 
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together with fellow students. 

Table 6-4 'Having Little Chance to Learn Together with Fellow Students' and Average 

Academic Scores 

It has a great impact on my studies that I 

have little chance to learn together with Mean Score N Std. Deviation 

fellow students. 

Very much in line with 82.81 704 11.327 

Relatively in line with 84.39 1243 10.767 

Neutral response 85.20 842 11.086 

Not in line with 85.42 49 10.753 

Not in line with at all 85.62 12 10.646 

F 2.464 

Sig. 0.043 

It can be seen from Table 6-4 that, as the extent of experiencing the 

problem of 'having little chance to learn together with fellow students' 

decreases, there is an increase in learners' average academic scores, and the 

difference is statistically significant with a significance level of p<O.05. 

Table 6-5 "Having Little Chance to Learn Under Teachers' Supervision' and Average 

Academic Scores 

It has a great impact to my study that I have little 
Mean Scores N Std. Deviation 

chance to learn under teachers' supervision. 

Very much in line with ' . 84.22 735 11.552 

Relatively in line with 85.67 1294 10.798 

lNeutral response 85.25 776 10.818 

1N0t in line with 86.62 33 9.705 

1N0t in line with at all 81.87 12 11.528 

F 1.550 

Sig. 0.185 

Table 6-5 lists and compares the average academic scores of learners 

experiencing different degrees of the problem with having little chance to 

learn under their teachers' supervision. From Table 6-5, It can be seen that, 

as the extent of experiencing the problem of 'having little chance to learn 

under teachers' supervision' decreases, there is no clear pattern in the trend 
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of learners' average academic scores, and the difference is not statistically 

significant. 

These two problems are both part of the difficulties or barriers that might 

be encountered in opportunities for interaction. So, why is the problem of 

'having little chance to learn under the teachers' supervision' apparently not 

systematically associated with online learners' average academic scores 

whilst the problem of 'having little chance to learn together with fellow 

students' is apparently so? 

There are many possible explanations to this. This result might simply 

reflect the fact that the learners in my study rated opportunities for 

interacting with their peers as much more interesting, valuable or likely. On 

the other hand, once more, I believe that this lack of an association between 

academic scores and a lack of interaction with teachers is due to the 

characteristics of China's current distance education. Usually, the universities 

employ professors to deliver the online programmes and produce 

examinations, while they employ other 'sessional' teachers or postgraduates 

to give tutorials and interact with the students. In general, almost all the 

distance learners have little chance to have tutorials from their professors 

and interact directly with them. So, the problem of 'having little chance to 

learn under the teachers' supervision' does not, in my view, mean no student 

interaction with this army of post-graduate, part-time or 'sessional' teachers, 

it means (realistically) little chance of interaction with the full-time academic 

staff and professors, hence the result that there is apparently little or 

significant association with this experience (however much impact it is 

judged by student to have) and their average academic scores. 

In any case, many learners prefer to get help and Information about 

learning and examinations by interacting with fellow students or senior 

students, rather than with academic or support staff, as I have reported early. 
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Therefore, the greater the degree of experiencing the problem of , having little 

chance to learn together with fellow students', the more significant 

disadvantages the learners will experience and this may well be manifest in 

their academic achievements and scores. This further supports the 

importance of the so-called 'Peer Effect' (Hanushek, 1995; Zimmer and Toma, 

2000) mentioned in earlier sections of this thesis. Namely, studying together 

with fellow students enables learners to share their learning experiences and 

methods, and support and encourage each other when suffering impacts and 

setbacks, so as to promote their learning effectiveness and subsequent 

academic achievements. 

Therefore, it should be noted that, in distance and online education, 

faCilitating Interaction between students does not only help learners to get 

more social resources, enjoy a better social life, but it might also help them to 

improve their academic achievements. 

2 Analysing the Impact of Possible Remedial Measures 

We already know that encountering learning barriers may constitute 

difficulties for learners and that such barriers can also be statistically 

associated with differences In learners' academic achievements. In the 

following section, I will analyse what measures might be expected to reduce 

or eliminate learning barriers and also try to explore what impact these 

measures might have on learners' academic achievements. 

In the last part of the questionnaire given to the students in my study, I 

had proposed 15 possible and specific remedial measures to the possible 

barriers that online learners might encounter In the course of their studies 

based on the Interviews with experts and learners In distance education tl'lat 

I had undertaken. 

I then asked the sample learners to respond to the possible remedial 
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measures, by asking them 'To what extent do you think the following 

measures will help you to further enhance your learning?' (Learners were 

asked to choose one of five options: 'Very effective', 'Relatively effective', 

'Uncertain effect', 'Limited effect', 'Have no effect'). Of course, the 'effect' 

measured by these results are only hypothetical: they are not, in any sense, 

the real effect of such possible changes, but, usefully, they are those 

subjectively estimated by the learners in my sample as likely to occur13. Thus, 

if it Is not specially described, the 'effect' or the 'impact' of improvement 

initiatives considered in this section means the changes which learners 

subjectively believe would occur if the measure in question were to be 

introduced. 

Table 6-6 shows the distribution of learners' evaluations on the possible 

effect of these 15 putative improvement measures. 

From Table 6-6, it can be seen that, among all the improvement 

measures, 6 measures secured the result of more than 25% of learners 

selecting the 'Very effective' response. 

They are as follows sorting by from the highest to the lowest score: 

(1) To have more Interaction with fellow students. 

(2) To have more practical opportunities or internships. 

(3) To have clearer course description and guidance. 

(4) To receive more learning resources. 

(5) To have more interaction with teachers. 

(6) To have timely feedback from supporting staff. 

Among these 6 measures, there was only one measure where more than 

30% of the learners chose the 'Very effective' response, that was, 'To have 

more interaction with fellow students'. 

13 For the future, I intend to implement measures in The 0 Institution and evaluate their real effect. 
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Table 6-6 Effect Distribution of Various Improvement Measures (%) 

Very Relatively Uncertain Limited Have no 
Improvement Measures Total 

effective effective effect effect effect 

To have more interaction with fellow 

students. 
30.4 44.5 22.6 2.1 0.4 100 

To have more practical opportunities or 
27.9 38.4 30.0 2.9 0.7 100 

internships. 

To have clearer course description and 

guidance. 
27.4 42.7 26.9 2.4 0.6 100 

To receive more learning resources. 25.8 42.5 29.2 2.1 0.4 100 

To have more interaction with teachers. 25.7 42.3 29.6 2.0 0.5 100 

To have timely feedback from supporting 
25.2 42.9 

staff. 
28.8 2.5 0.5 100 

To have timely feedback from teachers. 24.8 42.9 28.9 2.9 0.6 100 

To receive more support from family and 

friends. 
24.7 37.1 33.3 3.6 1.3 100 

To receive training in time management 
23.6 37.5 33.2 4.9 0.9 100 

skills. 

To have more Q & A time with teachers. 21.2 37.9 36.6 3.6 0.7 100 

To get more support from the boss. 20.6 33.5 39.5 4.9 1.5 100 

To receive some free accessing Internet 
20.5 28.4 37.6 10.8 2.7 100 

hours. 

To receive the Internet usage training. 19.5 33.5 35.1 9.7 2.2 100 

To receive computer operation skills 

training. 
17.3 27.3 39.1 13.4 2.8 100 

To improve the standard of teachers and 

teaching. 
16.8 30.5 44.8 6.8 1.2 100 

In setting out the results of this line of questioning, I have assigned a 

value of 1-5 for the five degrees of effect chosen by the sample students in 

response to the hypothetical improvements proposed. A lower score means a 

greater expected effect of the possible Improvement measure, while a higher 

score means that the learners expected a lesser effect. 

Table 6-7 shows the mean scores of learners' evaluations of the possible 

effect of the 15 proposed possible improvement rt:'leasures. Sorting these 

different possible improvement measures according to their expected effect, 
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gives the following results, in descending order of expected beneficial impact, 

according to the learners' evaluations: 

(1) To have more interaction with fellow students. 

(2) To have clearer course description and guidance. 

(3) To have more interaction with teachers. 

(4) To receive more learning resources. 

(5) To have more practical opportunities or internships. 

(6) To have timely feedback from supporting staff. 

Table 6-7 Mean Scores of Various Possible Improvement Measures' Expected Effect 

Mean Sig. 
Improvement Measures Std. Deviation T value 

Scores C2-tailed) 

To have more interaction with fellow students. 1.98 0.808 - -
To have clearer course description and guidance. 2.06 0.830 17.659 0.000 

To have more interaction with teachers. 2.09 0.817 7.960 0.000 

To receive more learning resources. 2.09 0.817 7.739 0.000 

To have more practical opportunities or internships. 2.10 0.867 8.181 0.000 

To have timely feedback from supporting staff. 2.10 0.825 8.567 0.000 

To have timely feedback from teachers. 2.12 0.831 9.171 0.000 

To receive more support from family and friends. 2.20 0.895 13.023 0.000 

To receive training in time management skills. 2.22 0.890 28.952 0.000 

To have more Q & A time with teachers. 2.25 0.850 10.172 0.000 

To get more support from the boss. 2.33 0.905 20.801 0.000 

To receive the Internet usage training. 2.42 0.978 27.205 0.000 

To improve the standard of teachers and teaching. 2.45 0.888 18.333 0.000 

To receive some free accessing Internet hours. 2.47 1.019 26.012 0.000 

To receive computer operation skills training. 2.57 1.015 33.002 0.000 

As may be seen From Tables 6-6 and 6-7, 'To have more interaction with 

fellow students' is ranked as the first one in the possible improvement 

measures, no matter whether they are sorted by the proportion of those 

choosing 'Very effective' or by aSSigning a value to all of the responses given 

by the learners in my sample. 
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To have more interaction with fellow students and teachers are each 

included in the lists of six 'top' possible improvement measures, according to 

these learners' responses. Moreover, the hypothetical improvement measure, 

'To have more interaction with fellow students', ranked first in both ran kings. 

This suggests that problems of peer interaction and interaction with teachers 

are the biggest obstacles facing online learners and, If eliminated or at least 

substantially reduced, this would in all likelihood be associated with the 

biggest Improvement in learners' learning effectiveness and pleasure in 

learning online, according to the learners' own evaluations. 

Table 6-7 also shows the results of Paired Samples T-Test between the 

Improvement measure of 'To have more interaction with fellow students' and 

the other 14 possible improvement measures. From Table 6-7, it can be seen 

that there is a statistically significant difference in comparing the effect of the 

measure with 'To have more interaction with fellow students' and the other 

improvement measures, with a significance level of p<O.01. 

In addition to the measure of Increasing opportunities for interaction, 

that could have obvious benefits, the possible measures of having more 

learning resources, of having clearer course descriptions and guidance as 

well as having timely feedback from supporting staff, would all also be 

associated with an Improvement In learners' learning, according to these 

evaluations. Moreover, some learners majoring in practical programmes 

thought that 'having more practical opportunities or Internshlps' would be 

likely to enhance their learning effectiveness and achievements. For example, 

learner B in Learning Centre T, who was majoring In Nursing, pOinted out in 

the interview, that 'I very much hope that learning centres could provide 

more opportunities for internships. There are a lot of things that you cannot 

learn from text books or courseware. In terms of the characteristics of 

Medical Science, clinical competence cannot just 'come from text books, 
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right?' 

According to some distance education experts, the lack of internships or 

'placements' is also an important matter that is in now urgent need of remedy. 

In the interview, Professor H, who is the Dean of the College of Online 

Learning in University P, mentioned that: 

'A lot of learners and teaching staff have appealed to add internships 

sessions. If so, the effect of learning would surely be improved. 

However, it would increase the teaching cost by a large margin ... In fact, 

currently, traditional higher education is also faced with this dilemma. If 

there is no money, very few enterprises will be willing to accept students 

for internships, not to mention accepting adult learners ... ' 

3 Variance Analysis of the Effect of Possible Improvement 

Measures 

3.1 Gender Differences 

In chapter 4, I found that male learners in my sample achieved 

significantly lower academic scores than did females, and in chapter 5, I 

found that male learners reported having more problems with 

communication and interaction than females. I earlier suggested that 

problems of communication and interaction may be an obstacle that was 

associated with lower male learners' academic scores. I therefore examined 

whether there were any significant gender differences if there were a 

reduction of communication and interaction problems, in order to enhance 

learners' learning effectiveness and achievements. 

Table 6-8 lists and compares the mean scores of the expected effect of 

improvement measures in respect of interaction for men and women in my 

sample. In Table 6-8, it can be seen that gender differences in the expected 
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effect of improvement measures regarding interaction are not statistically 

significant. The results reported in this table certainly suggest, at least 

statistically speaking, that there are no major differences between men and 

women in my sample in aspiring for more interaction with fellow students or 

teachers. 

Table 6-8 Gender Differences in the Expected Effect ofImprovement Measures Regarding 

Interaction 

Improvement Measures Male Female F value Sig. 

To have more interaction with fellow students. 1.98 1.97 0.217 0.642 

To have more interaction with teachers. 2.11 2.07 2.100 0.147 

Table 6-9 lists and compares the mean scores of the expected effect of 

Improvement measures regarding operation skills on computers and the 

Internet for men and women In my sample. From Table 6-9, It can be seen 

that no matter whether the possible Improvement measure is to have some 

training in computer operations, or in the Internet usage, there is greater 

anticipated Impact on female learners than on males, with a significance level 

of p<O.Ol, suggests we should provide female learners more training of 

computer operation and Internet usage skills in order to remedy the 

situation. 

Table 6-9 Gender Differences in the Expected Effect of Improvement Measures Regarding 

leT Skills 

Improvement Measures Male Female F value Sig. 

To receive computer operation skills training. 2.63 2.50 13.577 0.000 

To receive Internet usage training. 2.47 2.35 11.608 0.001 

In chapter 5, I found that female learners reported having more problems 

with computer operations and Internet usage. Here again, the results 

reported in Table 6-9 suggest that it would be likely to be associated with 

improvements In the learning of female learners significantly if they could 

receive more training on computer operations arid Internet usage. This 
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suggests that online education providers should benefit learners by providing 

them with some additional lCT training, especially targeted at female 

distance learners. 

3.2 Differences in the Expected Effect on Learners with Different 

Fees-Payment Circumstances in respect of Different Improvement 

Measures 

Table 6-10 lists and compares the mean scores of the expected effect on 

learners with different fees payment circumstances in respect of different 

improvement measures. From Table 6-10, it can be seen that, apart from the 

possible improvement measure of receiving 'more support from family and 

friends', whose difference in the expected effect on learners with different 

fees-payment circumstances is statistically significant, with a marginal 

significance level of p<O.l; other possible improvement measures' expected 

effect on learners with different fees payment circumstance result in no 

statistically significant differences. 

In particular, the possible improvement measure of 'To receive some free 

hours accessing the Internet' does not appear to be expected to have a 

significantly different effect for learners with different fees payment 

circumstances. However, in Chapter 5, it was found that learners with 

'Payment at one's own expense' experienced more impacts or barriers from 

the expenses associated with learning as compared with students with 

different arrangements for meeting the costs of their learning. This suggests 

that, perhaps, it is necessary for us to find ways to help distance learners deal 

with the Impacts they experience arising from learning expenses In order to 

Improve their learning experiences and outcomes. Therefore, I stress here, 

again, that it is essential to establish some sort of financial assistance system 

in distance education, such as the policy of loans, fee remission or 
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scholarships, to support distance learners who are suffering from financial 

burdens, with consequent negative effect on their learning. 

Table 6-10 Differences in the Expected Effect on Learners with Different Fees Payment 

Circumstances in respect of Different Possible Improvement Measures 

Payment at FuIl payment Shared 

Improvement Measures one's own by the payment with F value Sig. 

expense employer the employer 

To receive more support from family and 
2.19 2.56 

friends. 
2.15 2.341 0.100 

To get more support from the boss. 2.33 2.40 2.17 1.632 0.196 

To receive more learning resources. 2.09 2.04 2.11 1.489 0.226 

To have clearer course descriptions and 
2.06 1.88 1.99 0.981 0.375 

guidance. 

To have more practical opportunities or 

internships. 
2.10 2.32 2.11 0.812 0.444 

To have timely feedback from teachers. 2.11 2.28 2.17 0.781 0.458 

To receive computer operation skills 
2.58 2.52 2.46 0.720 0.487 

training. 

To have more interaction with teachers. 2.09 2.08 2.17 0.526 0.591 

To have more Q & A time with teachers. 2.24 2.40 2.27 0.459 0.632 

To improve the standard of teachers and 

teaching. 
2.45 2.60 2.46 0.355 0.701 

To have timely feedback from supporting 
2.10 2.20 2.15 0.322 0.725 

staff. 

To receive some free hours accessing the 
2.47 2.48 2.40 0.260 0.771 

Internet. 

To receive training in time management 

skills. 
2.22 2.12 2.19 0.196 0.822 

To have more interaction with fellow 
1.98 2.04 1.84 0.068 0.934 

students. 

To receive the Internet usage training. 2.42 2.36 2.41 0.044 0.957 

4 Summary 

This chapter has sought to analyse the relationship between learning 

barriers and academic achievement amongst the 'learners studied In this 
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thesis, including by positing some possible improvement measures for 

learners to evaluate the expected effect on reducing the barriers to learning 

faced by the distance learners whom I studied. It has been found that the 

degree of experiencing learning problems, or barriers to online learning, and 

learners' academic performance, as indicated by their scores in examinations, 

demonstrate significant negative statistical relationships, meaning that the 

lower the degree of experiencing particular learning barriers, the higher 

learners' academic scores. For example, experiencing greater impact from 

the financial expenses of learning will be statistically related to lower 

academic scores, and that fewer problems in interacting with other students 

will be related to higher academic scores. From these results, I believe that it 

is necessary to consider establishing some sort of financial assistance system 

so as to help learners experiencing money problems to be able to study better. 

From these findings, I also believe that online education providers should 

encourage and help to build more opportunities for interaction between 

learners through a variety of measures. 

This chapter also analyzed the subjectively estimated effect of different 

possible improvement measures and found that the following six measures 

were expected by learners to have the greatest effect: To have more 

interaction with fellow students; To have clearer course descriptions and 

guidance; To have more interaction with teachers; To have more learning 

resources; To have more practical opportunities or internships; To have 

prompt feedback from supporting staff. This once again confirms my 

conjecture that facilitating interaction between distance learners would 

represent an important breakthrough in tackling learning barriers faced by 

distance learners and helping to improve their academic achievements. 
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Chapter 7: 

Countermeasures and Their Effects on 

Overcoming Barriers to Online Learning 

The previous chapters (Chapter 4-6) have displayed the empirical 

research outcomes of both my quantitative and qualitative analyses, derived 

respectively from questionnaires and interviews, supplemented by my own 

experiences and observation and by informal discussions with colleagues 

experts and some online learners. These researches have served the aim of 

revealing the perceived impact of learning barriers as experienced by online 

learners at The 0 Institution. The findings of the empirical research include: 

(1) From the research I conducted, seen from the learners' own 

assessment on the level of impact on their studies, the learners' key and 

significant barrier in their online learning experience is the lack of sufficient 

opportunities for communication and interaction. 

(2) Although there are some significant correlations between the 

different barriers listed above, the correlation coefficients between the 

barrier concerning 'communication and interaction' and other barriers are 

relatively not so significant. This means that 'communication and Interaction' 

is not only apparently the key and significant barrier faced by the on line 

learners, but also it seems to operate independently from the other barriers 

to a great extent. I also found that if the learners' personal characteristics are 

controlled for, the improvement in respect of the barrier in the area of 

'communication and interaction' - that Is, its reduction - can also significantly 

lead to some Improvement in respect of the impact of barriers experienced or 

encountered in the other areas, such as the area of 'learning resources'. 

(3) Most online learners regarded the following six possible 
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improvement measures as likely to be very effective for improving their 

online learning. The rank order of perceived effect is ranked from the most 

helpful to the least: to have more interaction with fellow learners; to have 

clearer course descriptions and guidance; to have more interaction with 

teachers; to receive more learning resources; to have more practical 

opportunities or internships; to have timely feedback from teachers. 

Based on the above findings, the most urgent matter seems to be to 

facilitate communication and interaction amongst the online learners 

themselves, as well as between learners and teachers. Therefore, The 0 

Institution has already been taking action to attempt to increase 

learner-learner and learner-tutor communications and interactions, 

beginning in 2009. The following are the actual measures that The 0 

Institution has implemented and their resulting effect. 

1 Introduction of The 0 Institution's Services 

In order to reflect what actual measures The 0 Institution has 

implemented and what kinds of effect the measures have resulted in, I would 

like to introduce the services which The 0 Institution could provide in general. 

The 0 Institution's main business is to play a professional role for 

distance education service providers in China, building a digital environment 

dedicated to distance teaching and learning as well as the associated process 

management and services. It aims to do this by developing a distance 

education learning and teaching management system, and building a public 

support services system of distance education and by setting up franchised 

learning centres across the country in both urban and rural communities or in 

enterprises, industry, and government agencies, as well as providing online 

education support services for universities, colleges and students. This 

includes enrolment support, transmission of teaching and counselling 
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support, student learning support, teaching management support, student 

affairs management and support, and course examinations management and 

support. The 0 Institution provides a 'one-stop' service with professional 

quality and personnel, standardization procedure, and innovative idea and 

skills, to ensure the 'reintegration' of teaching and learning in distance 

education as well as the smooth operation of information, logistics and capital 

operations. 

Table 7-1 The 0 Institution's service relevant to the learning of on line learners 

Teaching-Learning Learner Administration Learner Support Services 

Teaching Notice Enrolment, Registration, Payment Freshman Guidance (policy, 

Self-1eaming with Printed Materials Administration of Student's 
Teaching Plan, Examination 

Enrolment Status 
Arrangements, Instruction in 

Learning Courseware Computer use & the Internet) 

Enrolment on Courses 
Teacher's Tutoring and Call-centre 

Answering Questions Ooline Textbook Orders 
Short Message Service 

Face-to-face Teaching Homework Management 
E-mail Service 

Section of Experiment and Score Management 
Student Forum Ooline 

Practical 
Archives Management 

Ooline Interaction and Student 
Online Discussion 

Scholarship Appraisal Activity 

Ooline Homework 
Graduate Tracking and Feedback 

OolineTest 

Unified Subject Exam 

Dissertation 

Tracking Statistics ofLeaming 

Up to the end of 2009, The 0 Institution contracted with Peking University, 

Zhejiang University, and a further 40 well-known Chinese universities to 

establish comprehensive cooperative partnerships, through the coverage of 

. mainland China In about 2,000 local learning centres, offering learning 

support for nearly 400 thousand Chinese online learners. Currently, the 40 
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universities in cooperation with The 0 Institution offer online courses in 180 

major subjects in 9 disciplines, including economics, law, education, 

literature, science, engineering, agriculture, management, medical science 

(mainly nursing I pharmacy and Chinese Medicine). In addition, The 0 

Institution also provides non-diploma education projects, such as vocational 

education and training. 

2 Countermeasures on the Barriers in the Area of 

Communication and Interaction 

Since 2009, The 0 Institution has also been optimizing the platform's 

application functions and its users' experiences so as to seek to improve the 

learner-learner and learner-tutor communications and interactions in a 

varied way. Today, The 0 Institution's learning Management System (lMS) 

has multiple functions as follows: 

(1) learning resources storage and transmission; 

(2) Tracking, managing and service for teaching and learning processes; 

(3) Enabling teachers from universities to deliver teaching, assigning 

and (re)marking assignments as well as tutoring online; 

(4) Enabling learners to register online, obtain learning resources, 

submit assignments, take tests online, as well as participate In on line 

discussion and community activities. 

2.1 Customer Contact Centre 

In the year 2002, The 0 Institution established the first educational 

services call-centre in China, providing direct and free services for online 

learners, and has been developing this Into the Customer Contact Centre In 

recent years. In 2005, The 0 Institution implemented the 1509001 standard 
201 



in the Centre. 

Since 2009, The 0 Institution has invested a large amount of human and 

capital resources to improve the service standard and efficiency of the Centre, 

including embedding the Centre services into the Learning Management 

System so that the online learners can get immediate access to online 

counselling via a web call, a free 800/400 dial-up, email, text messages and 

voice mail. In October 2009, the Centre acquired the country's quality system 

certification for learning support services and, a year later, the ANAB 14 

accreditation. In December 2009, The 0 Institution's Customer Contact 

Centre won the 2009 Asia-Pacific Best Call Centre Prize 15, rated as 

outstanding by all its peers in the educational service industry in China. 

Currently the Centre has developed further Its customer services by 

combining manual and automatic services. The details are as follows: 

(1) Telephone counselling, taking the lead in providing '800' and '400' 

free dial-up and problem-solving in the educational service industry In China. 

(2) Email services. Every enrolled student receives a life-long effective 

email address, with abundant data storage room online. Such an email 

system provides more convenience for communications between teachers 

and learners as well as between learners and the management side. It can 

also be used as a means of publishing and distributing formal notices and 

crUCial information and a facility where the students can hand in their 

aSSignments and other written work. 

(3) Free text message reminding services that also ensure efficient 

delivery of crucial information and help in the process of supervising and 

urging the learners' progress. 

14 ANAB is an identification accredited by the American National Standards Institute and ASQ National 

Accreditation Board. 
IS The Prize is awarded once a year by China Call-Center & CRM Association, Asia Pacific Contact 
Center Association Leaders. 
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(4) Web counselling, where agents can provide immediate solutions 

through the medium of online chat. 

(5) The online academic advisory service. This is based on an originally 

developed advisory system with artificial intelligence, based on a knowledge 

base, whereby online learners receive automatic suggestions on academic 

help, such as matters concerning learning methods and other supplementary 

information services. 

All the above services are now available for every online learner, so as to 

ensure their immediate access to helpful information through their preferred 

means. The services at the Centre are not limited to learning support. Others 

such as 'pressure release' and psychological counselling can also be provided 

according to learners' needs. The Customer Contact Centre of The 0 

Institution is now fully engaged throughout the customer's whole learning 

experience. 

There are three hundred agent seats here at The 0 Institution's Customer 

Contact Centre, providing 7 x 24 (7 days a week, 24 hours a day) services for 

the more than four hundred thousand learners registered in the collaborating 

universities. In recent years, service efficiency and customer satisfaction 

rates have been rising with every effort invested. The successful connection 

rate of the telephone counselling service is now more than 94%; more than 

90% of the questions are resolved with only one call; 80% plus calls are 

connected within the first fifteen seconds; web enquiries are responded to 

within sixty seconds, and learners' emails are replied to within four hours. 

Besides, the complaint and feedback system also handles learners' 

complaints within four hours of their being filed, with the one-time solution 

rate being above 80% and the customer satisfaction rate above 95%. 

Thus, through optimizing its customer services, The 0 Institution has 

already successfully achieved the expected frequency and quality of 
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Interaction and communication between the learners, the teachers and the 

management staff. However, as we shall see later, there still remains a 

number of problem or barriers to be tackled, in the fields of communication 

and interaction. 

2.2 Optimizing the Online Course Forum 

One of the most important facilities provided by The 0 Institution's LMS is 

its course discussion panels. Course discussion has been serving as a key 

solution for tutors seeking to respond to learners' academic problems. 

However, the discussion panels of each university used to be managed by 

local teachers, whose frequency and speed of successfully answering 

learners' queries was not satisfactory and did not meet the learners' 

requirements, which resulted in learners' reluctance to post questions onto 

the panel. In seeking to deal with the above situation, The 0 Institution has 

been offering the following three improvement measures since the year 2009. 

Firstly, agreement has been reached by all the online education institutions 

from the collaborative universities as regards the unified standards to be 

provided in managing each course discussion panel, such as the 

standardization of management and service evaluation. For example, now 

the tutors required to reply to learners' questions within 48 hours. Secondly, 

The 0 Institution has also established an evaluation system so as to enable 

there to be a continuous supervision of every related panel, the results of 

which are Immediately reported to the related university authorities. Thirdly, 

the new management standards require tutors to design out-of-class study 

activities, such as discussion topics or case studies in order to stimulate 

learners' own initiative and to enable them employ what they learned In 

solving practical problems. 

With the above efforts, the average reply-rate within the first 48 hours of 
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learners' posting questions has been kept at a level above 90%. The course 

discussion panel is now the most heated place for learner-learner and 

learner-tutor communications and interactions. 

2.3 Introducing Popular Online Chat Tools 

The web-based Video Conference System was launched at the beginning 

of the year 2009 also in order to satisfy some learners' requests for more 

'face-to-face' communication. By settling the time of meeting and the 

discussion topiC, tutors are now able to hold 'summarizing sessions', based on 

teaching progress, further to analyse or illustrate the key pOints or difficult 

pOints of learning content, instruct the learners with skills of problem-solving 

or self-directed learning, as well as carrying out other tutoring activities such 

as Q & A. This virtual face-to-face interaction is now largely welcomed by 

online learners for both its convenience and its similarity with the traditional 

class. 

In 2009, The 0 Institution also reached a cooperation agreement with 

Tencent16 Corporation with the latter providing specific QQ Groups for The 0 

Institution's online learners. QQ Groups (or Tencent Instant Messenger 

Groups) can be established based on the course name, intake of enrolment, 

university of registration, or on any other distinguishing characteristics of the 

gathering. Usually, each QQ Group is established by the tutor of relevant 

course, who acts automatically as the group manager granting each learner's 

application to join the group. The characteristics of user-friendliness, 

flexibility, instantaneity and high efficiency for interaction have made QQ 

Groups gain a warm welcome from online learners. The QQ Groups usually hit 

I~cncent Corporation is the world's third largest Internet Company who developed the Tencent Instant 
Messenger, also called TIM or Tencent QQ in February, 1999. The widget realized free contacts among 
cell phones, PCs and MlDs (Mobile Internet Device). It is recorded that Tencellt QQ boasts a user 
population of more than 600 million composed mainly of younger generations and students and is the 
largest registered online group in China. 
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the maximum member numbers during exam weeks. Now QQ Groups have 

become the most frequently and commonly used interaction tool and have 

been playing an effective role in helping to eliminate the barriers of 

communication and interaction faced by the online learners. In addition, QQ 

Groups are liable to make the Interpersonal relations between learners and 

tutors close, and make for coming Into being new social circles so as to satisfy 

adult learners' need for social communication. 

2.4 Establishing Learner Communities Online 

In order to make up for the perceived lack of social communication, The 

o Institution has also been working on establishing certain kinds of online 

learning and contact communities, encouraging learners to exchange and 

share their learning and social experiences with other online learners. The 

communities include: 

(l) Open Talk. This Is an online Interview programme created In May, 

2009. Every month, a registered online learner will be Interviewed by the host 

face-to-face to share his or her learning and life experiences, as well as other 

Inslghts. Viewers can find links to the interviews on the website's homepage, 

and join the related online discussion. 

(2) Electronic Newsletter. This is edited by learners with the help from 

The 0 Institution In planning and technological support. Each newsletter 

focuses on several newsworthy topiCS, in addition to Including special 

columns on learning skills, examinations, career experiences, Industry 

updates, fashion and entertainment, attracting learners to participate In 

discussion and share. 

(3) Online Seminar. This is schemed and organized by The 0 Institution, 

inviting industry senior experts to deliver presenta~ions on specific topiCS, 

attracting learners to Interact with the experts In-depth. 
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(4) Online Class Space. This is independently run by the students. They 

can create contact lists, alumni records, or online circles and societies based 

on their own interests. The space can also be used to show personal photos 

and students' other personal stuff. 

(5) Blog. The blog is a cyber space for teachers and students to express 

their own ideas and to present their original work. 

(6) Online Games & Contests. This includes student activities such as 

beauty pageants, writing and karaoke contests which are all scheduled to 

introduce more fun into the students' out-of-class time. 

3 Impacts and Effects 

The impact of the above actions has already been somewhat evident in 

certain sorts of improvement achieved in tackling communication and 

interaction barriers. To illustrate, the following part of this chapter is 

dedicated to analysing the effect of these changes as measured by four 

elements: the learners' average log-in rate per month, average online 

learning time per week, continuous course registration rate by the registered 

students as well as the Alexa 17 ranking statistics of the website. 

3.1 Significantly Increasing the On-average Monthly Log-in Rate 

and Weekly Online Learning Time Length of Learners 

The monthly log-in rate by the registered learners refers to the 

proportion of the number of learners who log-in the online platform to the 

number of all the registered students In a specific month. The average 

monthly log-in rates from 2008 to 2010 is displayed in Table 7-2. It can be 

17 The statistics here are provided by The 0 Institution's onlinc platform. The 2010 data are a half-year 
conclusion. 
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seen from Table 7-2 that, there is a marked increase in average monthly 

log-in rates. Especially, the average monthly log-In rate of the year 2010, 

compared with that of the year 2008, has added more than 31 percentage 

points, or almost 80%; compared with that of the year 2009,2010 has added 

almost 24 percentage points, or a more than 51 % increase. 

Table 7-2 Average Monthly Log-in Rates from 2008 to 2010 

2008 2009 2010 

39.20% 46.50% 70.40% 

The average weekly online learning length of time of the registered 

learners refers to the mean length of time that each registered learner 

spends on online learning in each week during one year. The statistics of the 

years from 2008 to 2010 are shown In Table 7-3. 

Table 7-3 Average Weekly Online Learning Time Length from 2008 to 2010 

J 2008 2009 2010 

5min 12min 39min 

As can be seen from Table 7-3, there has been a large Increase In the 

average weekly onllne learning time of the registered learners. Especially of 

note, the average weekly online learning length of time learning onllne of the 

registered learners in the year 2010, compared with that of the year 2008, 

adds up to an additional 34 minutes, or an increase of almost 7 times. 

Compared with the time spent learning online in 2009, the average for 2010 

has added 27 minutes, or a 2.25 times increase. 

3.2 Rises in the Continuous Course Registration Rate of Learners 

The continuous course registration rate refers to the proportion of 

learners who have registered In an online learning programme for longer than 

one semester and who come back at the next semester to continue with their 
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course registration. The statistics of the years from 2008 to 2010 are shown 

in Table 7-4. The continuous course registration rate, according to Table 7-4, 

is relatively stable at 95%. This is already very high and, with the exception 

of the autumn semester in 2009, the rate is showing a small rise over the 

period 2008 to 2010, and this has been achieved despite a significant 

expansion of the student body. Such a situation suggests that, with the 

measures already taken by The 0 Institution to tackle communication and 

interaction barriers, online learners' levels of overall satisfaction with the 

Institution should also be expected to be on the rise. 

Table 7-4 Continuous Course Registration Rates from 2008 to 2010 

Autumn Spring Autumn Spring 
Semester 

2008 2009 2009 2010 

Total No. of Student 222320 269946 302259 326594 

Continuous Course Registration Rate 94.84% 95.14% 94.79% 95.95% 

3.3 Increasing Visits to The 0 Institution Website 

The Alexa ranking of a website is an index of its number of visits and Its 

ranking among all the websites in the world. Updated every three months, 

the Alexa ranking is based on the geometric mean of website three-month 

accumulation by the number of Users Reach and Page Views. 

Figures 7-1 to 7-3 shows respectively the movement of visitor numbers 

to The 0 Institution website from three aspects, namely, the Daily Traffic 

Rank Trend, independent IP (Internet Protocol) address, and Page Views. 

It can be seen from Figure 7-1 that, the Alexa ranking of The 0 Institution 

website among all the websites in the world, rose to 24,354th place in the 

first half of 2010 from the 50,000th place at the beginning of 2009. In 

addition, during the same period, the Alexa ranking of The 0 Institution 
~ 

website among all the websites in China rose to 2,493th place in the first half 
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of 2010 from the 15,OOOth place at the beginning of 2009. 

Figure 7-1 Daily Traffic Rank Trend of The 0 Institution's Website in the First /-Ialf of20 10 
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As can be seen from Figure 7-2, the number of independent IP address 

visited the website in the first half of 2010 has also soared by more than 500 

thousand comparing with that in 2008 and 2009 . 
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Figure 7-2 The Number ofIndependent IP Addresses Visiting The 0 Institution's website 
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Figure 7-3 The Number of Page Views of The 0 rnstitution's Website 

Meanwhile, Figure 7-3 shows that the number of Page Views of the 

210 



website in the first half of 2010 have outnumbered those recorded in 2008 

and 2009 by more than one million. 

From these impressively increasing numbers we may suggest that, at 

least with the successful handling these aspects of the potential barriers to 

communication and interaction in online learning, The 0 Institution is 

beginning to tackle the barrier identified in previous chapters and thereby, it 

is to be hoped, becoming more and more appealing, or at least of interest, to 

potential online learners. 

However, that is not the whole of the story. Firstly, the whole question of 

timescale is undoubtedly a complicating factor, in that the introduction of 

these changes and the increased numbers and other improvements noted 

above, coincided with my fieldwork and the distribution of my questionnaires 

amongst The 0 Institution's online learners. Nevertheless, it is still noticeable 

that even as these apparent improvements, or rather increases in certain 

aspects of communication and Interaction, were taking place, the on line 

learners' responses to the questionnaire indicated a continuing concern 

amongst them about the level of impact on their studies of poor or limited 

opportunities for communication and interaction as part of their online 

learning programmes. Even if this continuing concern simply suggests rising 

standards or increased expectations on the students' behalf in this aspect of 

their studies, that is to say that they want even more improvements, the 

barrier still has to be tackled, if at all possible. 

Secondly, the increased numbers reported in this chapter mostly do not 

deal with learners wanting improved interaction to feature as an integral 

aspect of their online studies, which figures prominently in the students' 

perceived impact on their studies of deficiencies in this aspect of their online 

learning experience. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, the figures indicating improvements or 
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increased numbers reported in this chapter apparently resulting from 

changes implemented by The 0 Institution are all at best what might be 

termed 'indirect' measurements of improvement in the immediate learning 

circumstances or experiences of the students. Of themselves, they do not 

really measure the improved impact of these changes on the learners' studies 

or their achievements as, for example, Instantiated by Improved academic 

scores. 

Fourthly, welcome though the changes and improvements reported in 

this chapter undoubtedly are, they really only represent a series of Individual 

or somewhat ad hoc changes and certainly do not add up to a fully coherent 

package aimed at ameliorating this aspect of online learners' experiences 

whilst enrolled in The 0 Institution. In that sense, they have not, so far, been 

Introduced as part of an overall, coherent strategy, designed to put Improved 

opportunities for better communication and interaction at the heart of the 

whole system of learning provided by The 0 Institution, and in all aspects of 

its learning design and delivery. I will return to this matter in the next chapter. 

4 Summary 

In response to the empirical research results presented in the previous 

chapters, The 0 Institution has already implemented some improvement 

measures in respect of communication and interaction that Includes 

establishing the Customer Contact Centre, optimizing course discussion 

panels, introducing popular online chatting tools, and forming various learner 

communities- all so as to increase the system's efficiency and the satisfaction 

of Its online learners'. 

Although, so far, there are insufficiently direct, robust measurements or 

Indicators that can definitively demonstrate that these various Initiatives 
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have resulted in actual, positive accomplishments for the Institution and its 

online adult learners, nevertheless by comparing the average monthly log-in 

rates and the continuous course registration rates, examining the data on 

average weekly online learning time, as well as noting the Alexa ranking of 

The 0 Institution website, we are still able to get some indirect idea of the 

trends that are associated with the introduction of these initiatives taken to 

tackle some of the main barriers to online learning faced by online learners, 

as revealed in this study. Further research is now required to evaluate 

systematically the effects of these intended improvements on learners' 

experiences, levels of satisfaction and achievements. 
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Chapter 8: 

Summary and Conclusion 

1 Why This Topic? 

In the past ten years, web-based distance education developed very 

quickly in the mainland of China. Before the year of 2000, the enrolled 

web-based distance learners were no more than 500 thousand. But by the 

end of the year 2007, the recorded amount reached the peak, was more than 

8 million. 

The expansion of distance education was just an epitome of the 

expansion of higher education in China in the past ten years. Some research 

suggested that the quality of higher education in China had indeed declined 

(Bao, 2007; Cheng, 2006). People also started to query the quality of 

web-based distance education. Although there were little published 

researches on the influence of large-scale expansion resulting in a decline of 

quality of the distance education in China, certain research did indicat~ that 

online course and learning resources lacking of appropriate Instructional 

design usually failed to enable learners to learn online effectively (Chen, 

2005). Another research indicated that only one third of the sample learners 

learned online 'constantly', and more than half of them just 'occasionally' 

accessed to the online learning platform (Zhao, 2002). (According to the 

learners' own Interpretation, 'constantly' means learning online at least one 

hour per day on average; whilst, 'occasionally' means accessing to the 

Internet no more than one hour per week). A survey on a small scale 

conducted by me and my colleagues in 2006 in a learning centre attached to 

The 0 Institution showed that the average time spent on learning onllne of 
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per head per week of the 'top' 50 out of 236 learners ('top' learners mean 

those spending most time on learning online) was less than 30 minutes, 

whilst even the longest time spent online per week for one person was only 2 

approximately hours. Given that the expectation was that part-time distance 

learners would spend at least 14 hours per week in study, it can be seen that, 

at the time of the research, reported online study amounted to only a small 

part of these students' studies. 

One of the essential factors to guarantee the quality of online learning 

should be to enable learners to learn online frequently or regularly. But the 

above-mentioned researches indicated a distinct phenomenon. Also, one of 

above-mentioned research argued that the online learning should be 

learner-centred and based on self-directed learning; distance education 

institutes should provide learners with well and appropriately designed online 

learning resources, should take full advantage of adult learners' existing 

knowledge structure, experiences and abilities, and should provide learners 

with an open and interactive on line learning environment. But actually, in 

that time, only few of the distance education Institutes were aware of this and 

try to tailor and design study units for online learners. Learners involved in 

web-based distance education faced different barriers of access to online 

learning. In that case, some researchers, managers and practitioners of this 

field asked: 'Does the online learning happen indeed?' 

From my working experience, I had also noted that, although the 

distance learners enrolled in The 0 Institution had chosen to study through 

the medium of online courses, it seemed to me that they often had not 

allocated adequate study time for the Internet, let alone be over-concerned 

with the quality of the provision and the level of academic achievement they 

attained in these online study programs. So, I was also puzzl~d: what exactly 

was it that was preventing our online learners from spending enough time on 
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their studies and from achieving at the highest possible levels? 

As author of this thesis, I had been working with the senior management 

position at The 0 Institution and therefore had also become very concerned 

about these issues: the related matters of the effectiveness and, espeCially, 

quality of online learning, and, within this, had wanted to centre increasingly 

on improving the experiences of the online learners themselves. 

It was with the above broad queries and concerns in mind, that I started 

out on this research. I would like to survey what kind of factors prevent 

learners in web-based distance education from learning on line, in what ways 

are the learners' learning behaviours and achievements impacted, what could 

we do to facilitate the learners to learn online and improve their academic 

achievements. Through extensive literature review, and on the basis of 

Informal discussions with colleagues in the field and with learners, I came to 

realise that the whole issue of 'barriers', or obstacles, encountered in online 

learning, appears to be an Important factor that is probably affecting both the 

effectiveness and quality of online learning. 

After reviewing the domestic and International literatures, I found that 

few literatures systematically examined the barriers to online learning, 

especially used learners in mainland China as sample. At the same time, as a 

senior manager in The 0 Institution, I had become aware that it was one of 

the main responsibilities of distance education provider to help learners 

overcome these problems, which, in turn would enable further development 

of the provider's own business. Therefore, with The 0 Institution as an 

empirical example, I decided to undertake a serious inquiry, in the form of an 

academic thesis, with a focus on analysing the learning barriers that exist for 

adults in distance education and to explore some possible ways through 

which to improve the quality of online education by overcoming, or at least by 
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reducing the impact, of these barriers. 

2 Research Questions and Methods of Inquiry 

My key research questions for the inquiry which provides the basis for 

this thesis were threefold, as follows. 

Firstly, who were the learners engaged in online learning with The 0 

Institution? What were their key demographic features and were there any 

notable differences in these features amongst learners from different groups? 

Secondly, what kind of barriers or obstacles might online learners 

confront in online learning and what might be their perceived impact? 

Thirdly, what kind of strategies and countermeasures might be taken to 

help online learners overcome the difficulties and barriers identified in online 

learning? 

To find out the characteristics of online learners and the learning barriers 

they typically encounter, my research employed, principally, questionnaires 

distributed to online learners in The 0 Institution in order to obtain some 

statistical data on the backgrounds, experiences and attitudes of largely 

part-time, adult, online learners. This became my principal research 

instrument and was then supplemented by qualitative data drawn from 

interviews with learners themselves, from colleagues and experts in the field 

of online learning and from documentary analysis. 

3 Research Findings 

3.1 A Brief Summary of the Main Findings 

Despite these necessary caveats about my study, nevertheless, from a 

systematic review of all of the various data that I had· collected, and 
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especially from the questionnaire responses and interviews with online 

learners themselves, in summary terms, through the research reported in 

this thesis, I discovered that problems with 'communication and interaction' 

were the key issues encountered by online learners amongst the whole range 

of barriers to online learning. 

The majority of my sample learners are employed adults (accounting for 

91.9%) and part-time studying (accounting for 94.0%) who engage in 

relatively frequent social activities and prefer group study with the teacher 

and with fellow students Instead of studying all on their own. Chapter 4 

described the characteristics of the sample of learners: (1) their ages ranged 

from 20 to 45; (2) Just over one fifth (22.4%) of the sample regarded their 

social activities as highly frequent, and 24.4% as quite frequent, Indicating 

that near half of the learners in the sample actively participated in social 

activities. On the other hand, only 1.6% of the sample learners said that they 

rarely engage in social activities and 13.9% did so not very frequently. Thus, 

only 15.5% of the sample learners did not have busy social lives. (3) Among 

the sample of learners, those who preferred not to study together with the 

teacher accounted for only 8% while 58.3% of the students expressed a 

preference the other way around; while 9% of the sample learners preferred 

not to study with fellow learners, 54.6% chose the opposite. 

Problems of communication and interaction appeared to be the principal 

barriers to online learning faced by my sample of learners. Thus, In Chapter 

5 of this thesis, I reviewed the perceived Impact of the barriers that I had 

identified In the analytical framework devised, as these various impacts were 

reported through the questionnaires, which were then subject to factor 

analysis. The barriers explored in this part of the thesis Included: learning 

resources-related barriers; technical barriers such as operating the computer 

or surfing or searching the Internet; barriers of communication and 
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interaction; problems with teaching and courses; learning support services; 

equipment and internet conditions; and financial and economic problems. 

After a series of empirical test, it can be found that communication and 

interaction is the key and significant barrier to learner's online learning. 

In this part of my research, I further found that the barrier of 

'communication and Interaction' was not only acting as the key and 

significant barrier faced by the online learners, but also appeared to exist as 

a markedly Independent one: most importantly, the problem of 

'communication and interaction' was not only the most urgent for the 

learners, but was also the most independent factor from the rest of the items 

on the list. I reached this conclusion by a statistical analysis of the relation of 

each barrier to the others, which showed that while the other six barriers 

received respectively a Pearson Correlation coefficient higher than 0.5, the 

Pearson Correlation coefficients between 'communication and interaction' 

and the other learning barriers were always below 0.4, indicating that to a 

great extent, 'communication and interaction' was likely to relatively 

independent from the other learning barriers identified. 

Also, it appeared that improvements in 'communication and interaction' 

were the most effective In overcoming the other barriers and also contributed 

to increasing the learners' learning efficiency and effectiveness. 

In addition, still in Chapter 5, I found that, when controlling for learners' 

individual characteristics, If we can improve the situation for learners In 

respect of 'communication and Interaction', we can also help to resolve 

learners' problems In respect of 'learning resources'. This suggests that, for 

either online learners or online learning providers, when facing a variety of 

complex learning obstacles or barriers, it is always important to identify the 

most Important one to overcome, as tackling it could help to reduce or 

eliminate other barriers at the same time. 
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In Chapter 6, I then went on to analyse the different effect achieved by 

different means of overcoming the barriers and discovered that 'more 

interaction with fellow learners' was the most effective and 'more interaction 

with teachers' was the third most effective among all the possible optimizing 

measures. This lead to the perception that working on 'communication and 

interaction' is very likely to be the best starting point for tackling barriers to 

online learning. 

As reported in the chapter, my research (and, Indeed, my experience) 

suggested that, if the situation of 'communication and interaction' in online 

learning can be improved for online learners so as to meet their desire for 

'sociability', that other possibilities and benefits could occur. For example, 

once online learners can thus establish their own 'learning communities' and 

form relatively stable 'student-to-student' relationships, and 

'student-to-teacher' relationships, other learning barriers faced by these 

learners will be reduced as well. 

In other words, from this necessarily limited inquiry, and returning to my 

original research questions, I believe that a key barrier or obstacle standing 

in the way of successful and engaging learning for part-time, adult, on line 

learners in The 0 Institution is the lack of opportunities for effective 

communication and interaction as a fully integral and coherent element of 

online learning. Further, Improvement of 'communication and Interaction' 

opportunities as an aspect of the overall design and operation of the onllne 

learning schemes provided Is precisely where to start to bring down or reduce 

the barriers that adult learners face in online learning. By tackling the 

problems associated with poor opportunities for communication and 

interaction, learning providers can help establish a 'learning community' on 

the online learning platform so that the 'sociability' needs of adult learners 

can be better met with a relatively stable 'classmate' relationship and 
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teacher-student relationship. 

3.2 Have My Research Findings Basically Answered My Research 

Questions? 

Firstly, what I presented in chapter 4 with a systematic empirical analysis 

of the characteristics of the sample of learners have basically answered the 

question of 'who were the learners engaged in online learning with The 0 

Institution'. 

My research found that the majority (above 90%) of the sample learners 

were employed adults, studying part-time, paid their tuition fees at their own 

expense, and near half of them engaged in quite frequent social activities. 

These features of the sample learners are consistent with my acquaintance of 

learners enrolled in The 0 Institution. 

There Is a significant gender difference associated with the different 

major subjects being studied (P<O.Ol). Overall, science and engineering 

disciplines have more male distance learners, while the humanities and social 

sciences disciplines have more female distance learners. This gender 

distribution pattern is basically consistent with the situation in standard, 

campus-based higher education. By controlling the factor of the different 

major subject being studied by learners, there are significantly (p<O.Ol) 

more male than female learners. And also among employed people, more 

males than females tend to choose distance learning. 

Whether learners are employed or not is not associated with any 

significant difference in their levels of satisfaction with on line learning. 

However, there are significant correlations between learners' family status 

and their levels of satisfaction with on line learning (p<O.l). Unmarried 

learners or learners without children, have lower levels of satisfaction with 
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online learning. 

Secondly, what I presented in chapter 5 with a systematic empirical and 

statistical analysis from various angles of the barriers faced by online 

distance learners have basically answered the question of 'what kind of 

barriers or obstacles might online learners confront in online learning and 

what might be their perceived impact'. 

I Identified seven types of learning barriers might online learners 

confront in online learning, which were sorted as follows: communication and 

interaction; teaching and the curriculum; learning resources; teaching 

support services; external support and financial burdens; computer and 

network operation skills; and Internet access conditions. It was seen that the 

key and significant barrier for learners' online learning was the barrier of 

'communication and interaction'. 

Furthermore, I found In this chapter that different learners react 

differently to the same learning barrier. For example, learners with different 

fees-payment circumstances showed significant differences in their 

experience of the barrier ariSing from the problem of expenses arising from 

learning. 

Also, I analyzed and found that there is a significant correlation between 

different learning barriers. However, the learning barrier arising out of 

'communication and interaction' problems and other types of learning 

barriers manifested no close relationship in this study, suggesting that not 

only was the barrier of 'communication and interaction' acting as the key one 

faced by these learners, but also that it existed as an independent barrier. 

Fortunately, after further analYSiS, I found that, when controlling learners' 

Individual characteristics, then, if we could improve the situation for learners 

In respect of 'communication and interaction', we might also be able to help 
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resolve learners' problems in respect of 'learning resources'. 

Thirdly, what I presented in chapter 6 with a systematic empirical and 

statistical analysis of the relationship between learning barriers and academic 

achievement amongst the learners studied in this thesis have basically 

answered the question of 'what kind of strategies and countermeasures 

might be taken to help online learners overcome the difficulties and barriers 

identified in online learning?'. 

I found that the degree of experiencing learning problems, or barriers to 

online learning, and learners' academic performance, as indicated by their 

scores in examinations, demonstrate significant negative statistical 

relationships, meaning that the lower the degree of experiencing particular 

learning barriers, the higher learners' academic scores. For example, 

experiencing greater impact from the financial burdens of learning will be 

statistically related to lower academic scores, and that fewer problems in 

Interacting with other students will be related to higher academic scores. _ 

In this chapter, I also analyzed the subjectively estimated effect of 

different possible improvement measures and found that the following six 

measures were expected by learners to have the greatest effect: To have 

more interaction with fellow students; To have clearer course descriptions 

and guidance; To have more interaction with teachers; To have more 

learning resources; To have more practical opportunities or Internships; To 

have prompt feedback from supporting staff. This once again confirms my 

conjecture that facilitating interaction between distance learners would 

represent an important breakthrough in tackling learning barriers faced by 

distance learners and helping to improve their academic achievements. 
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3.3 Comparing My Main Findings with Those of Other 

Researchers 

My main findings are basically consistent with some research results of 

the literature that I reviewed. For example, Muilenburg and Berge (200S) 

found the most important or serious learning barrier faced online learners 

was social interactions, related closely with the enjoyment and effectiveness 

of online learning as well as the likelihood of taking a future online course. 

Tao (2004) mentioned that problem of communication and Interaction with 

distance educational institutions was one of the three major difficulties facing 

distance learners. 

However, these researchers did not do further research to verify if the 

problem of communication and interaction existing as a markedly 

Independent barrier from others; in addition, these researchers did not 

mention if the Improvement in 'communication and interaction' would be the 

most effective in overcoming other barriers, and if the improvement In 

'communication and interaction' would contribute to increasing the learners' 

learning efficiency and effectiveness. 

Furthermore, few of the literature which I reviewed had conducted a 

large sample empirical study on the barriers to online learning, or had 

especially used Chinese web-based distance learners as their research 

sample. At this point, my research might enrich the International and 

domestic literature concerning barriers to online learning. At least, my 

research findings might make a practical contribution to the knowledge of the 

barriers to online learning facing Chinese web-based distance learners, as 

well as to the practice of reducing the Impact of barriers to online learning. 

For example, I have managed to apply my main findings to The 0 Institution 

to facilitate the 'interaction' between learner-learner, learner-tutor and 

learner-environment. Also, based on my research results, I would like to put 
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forward some suggestions respectively to The 0 Institution, the universities 

delivering online programmes and the administrative authorities. 

4 Further Possible Developments: Suggestions 

I now turn to applying my research findings to promote the further 

possible developments in reducing the impact of barriers to online learning. I 

would like to put forward some suggestions or innovations which may help, or 

have already been implemented to help, further reduce and even eliminate 

the barriers to online learning faced by distance learners. 

First of all, and reflecting critically on this study and its various findings 

and suggestions, it needs to be stressed that, I believe that any major 

consideration of the barriers facing online learners In modern China cannot 

exclude the impact of those important factors that necessarily operate at a 

macro-level in China (and maybe in education generally elsewhere in the 

world), such as the traditional ideas about education and the means of 

conducting, the current education system and its associated organisational 

and administrative mechanisms, as well as the associated policy and 

arrangements for funding and quality review in the field of distance and 

online education. These are very big issues and, necessarily, outside the 

scope of a limited inquiry such as the study reported here and certainly are 

beyond the immediate influence of The 0 Institution, although its example in 

seeking to make changes and improvements could be more generally 

instructive. 

Hence, as practitioners of online distance education, it is my belief that 

we should continue to focus principally on those factors In micro-level that 

may constitute barriers to and In online learning faced by distance learners, 

especially adults where we can make the most immediate i,,!,pact. We should 

take initiatives to help the distance learners tackle the barriers that may be 
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encountered by them in their learning process and all of its associated 

elements that are, to some extent, under our potential control. Eventually, 

the findings of my research might provide a framework on which we could 

manage to find ways to reduce and even eliminate the barriers to and in 

online learning currently faced by adult distance learners not just in China but, 

maybe, elsewhere as well. 

From the analysis reported in this thesis, I would first argue that we 

should always pay attention to make good, effective 'communication and 

Interaction' opportunities occur as a normal part of the learning process and 

routine experience of online learners. I recommend this principle with all my 

heart. That means we should consider this 'interaction' matter not only in the 

delivery process of teaching and tutoring as well as In all learning activities, 

but also In the production of teaching materials and in the provision of 

learning materials, as well as In the building of online learning environments. 

In a word, it is necessary to put the matter of 'Interaction' at the very core of 

instructional design system for the whole process of online learning thus 

enabling learners to be more likely to interact with the whole array of text 

books, courseware, learning materials, and the whole learning environment 

In which they can become involved, as well as with fellow students, teachers, 

tutors and support staff. 

The following part contains my further suggestions derived from 

reflection about the results set out in this thesis and my everyday working 

experience. These ideas concern or are directed respectively at The 0 

Institution, the universities delivering online learning, and the concerned 

administrative authorities for distance education. I hope that these 

observations and suggestions might provide them with a point of reference 

and help to solve the problems of online learning revealed in my research. 
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4.1 Suggestions for The 0 Institution 

As we have seen, because of the separation of space-time, the lack of 

communication and interaction becomes one of the most important barriers 

to online learning. As a learning support services provider, one of the primary 

responsibilities of The 0 Institution is to make the 'communication and 

interaction' occur naturally and effectively during the learning process of the 

distance learners. Hence, The 0 Institution has already been taking a series 

of measures to facilitate communication and Interaction of learner-learner, 

learner-teacher and learner-institution, and some evident impact or effect 

have been seen (refer to chapter 7 for details). However, those measures 

have, so far, just provided the learners with a variety of interaction channels, 

. but have not yet built a mechanism to arouse or stimulate learners' initiatives 

in matters of communication and interaction. In fact, I found the learners 

were still not active enough in interacting with each other or with the teachers, 

and did not make the most of these interaction channels. I think the solution 

for this problem might be that we should identify the different learning needs 

of different learners and provide them with individual and value-added 

learning support services. Therefore, my further suggestions to The 0 

Institution are as follows. 

4.1.1 Provide learners with individual learning support services. 

The survey found that learners had showed a great desire to interact with 

fellow students and teachers. But, in fact, the learners in The 0 Institution are 

not active enough in interacting with other learners or teachers. Why? I think 

the reasons stem from the learning support services provided by The 0 

Institution which do not yet fit the individual needs of the learners. The 

empirical research reported in chapter 5 found that learners with different 

characteristics manifested significant differences in the various learning 
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barriers encountered by them. For example, in computer and network 

operation skills, there was a significant gender difference. 

Therefore, The 0 Institution should provide the learners with 

individualised or 'personalised' learning support services, based on their 

different characteristics (such as educational background, learning 

preference, learning styles, learning skills, and others) and learning needs, in 

order to reduce and even eliminate their barriers of communication and 

Interaction. That Is, The 0 Institution should build a mechanism to evaluate 

and identify the individual needs of the learners, then customize and promote 

learning support services that are fitting for them. Fortunately, The 0 

Institution Is going to introduce some innovations in its learning support 

services mode, including but not limited to customizing learners Individual 

learning pathways, building them an Individual knowledge management 

space or portfolio, assigning them micro learning activities, monitoring their 

learning progress, and faCilitating the communication and interaction 

between learner-learner as well as learner-teacher or learner-counsellors. 

The 0 Institution will employ the counsellors to evaluate and Identify the 

learners' Individual needs and help them customize their learning pathways. 

The 0 Institution has already integrated these Innovations Into a pilot 

project-'National e-Learning Cloud'-whlch is based on 'Cloud Computing' and 

alms to facilitate the Integration of ICT Into distance learning In-depth and to 

enable people access to the 'National e-Learnlng Cloud', anywhere at any time 

via a variety of display terminals such as PCs, TVs, Mobile Phones as well as 

other Mobile Internet Devices. The impact and effectiveness of these various 

developments now need to be rigorously assessed. 

4.1.2 Introduce the mode of Social Network Services (SNS) to enable online 

learning to be more enjoyable and become more value-added. 
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The 0 Institution has provided learners with a variety of interaction 

channels, such as online course forums and online communities, as well as 

online chatting tools, but the learners are still not active enough in interacting 

with others because the current contents or topics do not always attract them. 

Hence, I suggest that The 0 Institution should introduce the mode of Social 

Network Services (SNS) to enable the learners to establish their own 

'learning communities' and collaborative learning environments, as well as 

form relatively stable 'student-to-student' and 'student-to-teacher' 

relationships, share their mutual knowledge and experience, as well as 

insights. The mode of SNS is propitious to meet the desire for 'sociability' of 

the adult learners, to make their learning more enjoyable and value-added 

(for example, to achieve more interpersonal relations, social identities and 

self-fulfilment). In fact, the mode of SNS is directly in line with the innovation 

direction of The 0 Institution's learning platform. 

4.1.3 Strengthen the skills training for learners in interaction and platform 

usage. 

Above I suggested that The 0 Institution should provide online learners 

with individual learning support services and introduce the mode of Social 

Network Services (SNS). These two new measures are both involved in 

developing or enhancing the learners' (and teachers) skills of interaction and 

platform usage. I believe that these new measures would further reduce the 

barriers of communication and interaction. In order to enable the learners to 

apply these new measures effectively to facilitate their online learning, The 0 

Institution should strengthen the skills training for learners and others in the 

system in interaction and platform usage. 

4.1.4 Improve staff recruitment and training in online programme design and 

operations. 
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Amongst other possible changes and improvements that could be tackled 

at the level of The 0 Institution Is the recruitment, training and supervision of 

the professional and other staff engaged in designing, providing and 

supporting online learning so that their practices accord with the found 

findings and suggestions arising from this study. Above all, it needs to be 

stressed that the very ways in which online learning is conceived, designed 

and implemented can either exacerbate or even 'build in' potential barriers 

and obstacles that stand In the way of online learners, or else they can be 

acknowledged and 'designed out', or tackled through good, appropriate 

professional practice. 

These suggestions are deliberately focused on the question of 

instructional system design, calling for joint efforts to be made by the 

providers of online education and learning support services. In fact, well 

designed instructional systems may not work without associated effective 

operational arrangements. So, in regard to this matter of operation, we still 

need to secure improvements In every detailed element in order to make sure 

that the whole instructional system goes well. 

4.1.5 Understand better the experiences, orientations and attitudes of online 

learners. 

In line with the previous suggestions, it needs also to become part of the 

routine work with online learners In The 0 Institution to enquire into the 

experiences and attitudes of online learners and to respond to these 

accordingly. That does not exclude the possible need for some additional 

training In appropriate online learning habits and techniques for the online 

learners themselves, including the matter of their own orlentations to, and 

skills in, studying onllne. 
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4.2 Suggestions for Other Chinese Universities Delivering Online 

Learning 

Currently in field of the Chinese distance education, the courses and their 

corresponding teaching materials (principally text books and courseware) 

used by distance learners in most Chinese universities are still usually the 

same as those used by 'conventional', full-time students studying 

face-to-face on campus, having no special content tailoring and instructional 

design according to the characteristics and learning needs and demands of 

adult distance and online learners. The learners in this study reported 

universally that the content of the teaching materials was excessive and too 

divorced from practice, and did not meet their learning needs. Also, the 

delivery of teaching content is still mainly courseware-based, but the 

majority of the courseware is lecture-based, which has no special associated 

instructional design, is usually too rigid and does not attract the learners. 

In terms of the assessment of the learning outcomes, the examinations 

usually focus too much on memory, instead of constituting challenging 

applications of knowledge and skills (including analytical and critical skills), 

and are too often different from the content of the teaching materials. 

Consequently, many of the learners are not willing to spend time on the 

online courses and their corresponding teaching materials, and are also not 

willing to communicate and Interact in the course forums, Instead paying a lot 

of attention simply on how to pass the examinations quickly. Therefore, my 

suggestions for the universities who are delivering online programmes are as 

follows. 

4.2.1 Provide the learners with competence-orientated courses and well and 

appropriately designed teaching materials. 

As reported in the chapter 4, the majority of the online learners are 
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employed (91.9%), studying part-time (94.0%) and paying the tuition fees 

at their own expense (95.6%). In addition to the diplomas, they also aim to 

advance their professional knowledge and competence. They are eager to 

employ what they have learned to solve problems or to add their social value. 

So, what they want are those courses that keep up with the market demand 

and developments in industry or technology, whose content keeps updating 

constantly. That means the universities should provide online distance 

learners with competence-orientated courses to develop their professional 

competences, skills, and values. 

In order to do this, a new approach to curriculum development is needed, 

and the content of the curriculum and teaching now calls for reform. In order 

to meet the needs of development of the social, economic and human 

resources, curriculum design and content tailoring should focus more on 

learners' professional competences and be designed to meet their desires for 

better career development. Industry, enterprises and other employers are 

encouraged to participate in the formulation of better talent training 

programmes. Specialists, senior practitioners and academic experts in 

Industries and enterprises should be invited to participate in curriculum 

development for a better match between professional development goals and 

vocational qualification standards, with the content of curriculum and 

teaching more focused and practical so that a 'talent cultivation' model that 

not only balances knowledge and capacity, but also combines professional 

education and vocational education, could be established. 

In addition to professional knowledge, skills and values, learners' 

competence in critical thinking, problem solving, communication, information 

utilization and team collaboration should also be developed. The teaching 

materials of the courses should be well organized, appropriately designed 

and developed according to the learning characteristics, needs and demands 
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of the adult distance learners. This is very crucial in promoting learner's 

learning outcomes and helping them to better apply their knowledge to 

practice and achieve career success. So long as the curriculum and teaching 

is valuable for learners' career development, learners will be more likely to 

link their working experience with the current study, thus increaSing interest 

in learning and taking the initiative to communicate, interact and share with 

others. 

4.2.2 Arouse or stimulate learning initiatives on the part of the learners by 

attempting to introduce more experiential learning in adult online learning 

programme design and learning processes. 

David Kolb (1984) provided one of the most useful (but contestable) 

descriptive models available of the adult learning process, inspired by the 

work of Kurt Lewin (1890-1947), the so-called The Experiential Learning 

Cycle. The model suggests that there are four stages in learning which follow 

from each other: Concrete Experience is followed by Reflection on that 

experience on a personal basis. This may then be followed by the derivation 

of general rules describing the experience, or the application of known 

theories to It (Abstract Conceptualisation), and hence to the construction of 

ways of modifying the next occurrence of the experience (Active 

Experimentation), leading In turn to the next Concrete Experience. All this 

may happen in a flash, or over days, weeks or months, depending on the 

topiC, and there may be a 'wheels within wheels' process at the same time. 

The ideas of Kolb's learning cycle have been adopted and adapted to 

almost all kinds of learning Situation, but it should be noted that they refer to 

learning from experience or discovery (such as situated learning) rather than 

to taught (or 'reception' learning, 'transmission' or rote learning). However, 

this model has been wid€ly applied to design and develop learning activities 
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for adult learners. The most direct application of the model is to use it to 

ensure that teaching and tutoring activities give full value to each stage of the 

process. This may mean that for the teachers or tutors, the major tasks 

should be to 'chase' the learner round the cycle, enable the learners to 

connect their experiences to their current learning, and share or enlighten 

each other. This may facilitate the communication and interaction between 

learner-learner and learner-teacher, may be propitious to build an 

environment of collaborative learning, and arouse the learning initiative of 

the learners. 

4.2.3 Improve the assessment system of learning outcomes. 

Examinations are currently the primary or most well-regarded means for 

assessing the learning outcomes of online learners In China (as, mostly, 

elsewhere), and also for judging and monitoring the quality or effect of the 

teaching. The feedback Information obtained from the examinations should 

be used to evaluate the gap between teaching effectiveness and teaching 

objectives, so as to Improve the learning outcomes of learners. This paper, 

however, has found that learners' family status and their academic 

performance, and learning satisfaction are significantly correlated. Learners, 

who are unmarried and are without children, have significantly higher 

academic scores but significantly lower levels of learning satisfaction. This 

might suggest that examinations do not truly reflect the full range of learning 

outcomes for learners, In which case the enthusiasm of learners will be 

affected adversely. 

Two aspects should be noticed if we want to find out the reasons. One 

aspect is that the examinations usually focus too much on mere memory and 

rote learning, instead of on applications of the knowledge and skills gained 

through learning, which Is not really suitable for adult learners (if for any). 
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The other aspect is that the content of examinations may often be different 

from the content of the teaching materials. Therefore, it is very necessary to 

improve the assessment system of learning outcomes. I suggest that the 

universities should try the assessment mode of using learners' 'portfolios' 

(which can be most effectively built up and captured online) to ensure the 

assessment reflects fully the students' learning achievements and outcomes 

and encourages more learning initiative of the learners themselves. 

4.2.4 Reform teacher systems. 

A reform in the team composition of teachers is also necessary. Experts 

with extensive practical experience and theoretical knowledge in industry and 

enterprises should be invited to be part-time professors, by participating in 

curriculum design, teaching materials development and teaching activities as 

speakers or counselling teachers; thus, the team of teachers can be enriched. 

These teachers would have a clear understanding of the practical needs of 

society. With their updated theory and application of technology, they could 

take their industry knowledge and experience into the 'classroom' (virtual as 

well as concrete) to ensure that teaching content is keeping up with market 

demand. In teaching practice, such a team of teachers, characterized by 

team operations in curriculum design and offering learning support services, 

can provide comprehensive, personalized services for distance learning so 

that a bridge between learning and practical application for learners can be 

built. Teachers, as designers and facilitators of learning activities, should 

guide learners to understand course content and better develop their 

knowledge and skillS, and urge learners to actively partiCipate in the learning 

process, promote learners' learning through Interaction, reflection and 

sharing. 
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4.3 Suggestions for Administrative Authorities 

Currently in China, the development of distance education is driven by 

both policy and market demand. In a sense, the policy may have greater 

impact on its development. Here, I put forward two policy suggestions to the 

concerned authorities with responsibility for administration. 

4.3.1 Establish a system to facilitate that online learning outcomes are 

recognized and transferred between diploma and non-diploma education at 

the same level. 

'The National Planning Outline of Education Reform and Development for 

2010-2020' (issued by the State Council of China in July 2010) put forward 

the strategic objective of 'by 2020, achieving modernization of education 

basically, coming Into being learning society basically, getting into the 

nations queue of powerful human resources'. Distance education was 

regarded as an Important approach for expanding continuing education and 

constructing a 'learning SOciety' In China, as well as for improving the 

competency of human resources. But currently, the learning outcomes 

cannot be recognized and transferred between diploma and non-diploma 

education even at the same level, which hinders the learning initiative of 

people engaged In study. The elimination of this obstacle would stimulate the 

learning Initiative of distance learners and further expand the online 

education. 

4.3.2 Establish a financial assistance system in distance education. 

In chapter 5, I found that learners with different fees-payment 

circumstances reported significantly different levels of difficulty In respect of 

tuition fees and the costs of the Internet. The learning obstacle caused by the 
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expense of learning increased significantly along with learners paying more 

of the expenses of learning. 

In the interviews, some learners told me that they had to work in two jobs, 

as they had family financial burdens and also had to meet the costs of high 

tuition fees. They have to 'often stay up late to learn' and are 'afraid that they 

cannot finish homework'. I believe that once the expense of distance 

education reach a certain level, a lot of people who would otherwise want to 

pursue distance education may have to give up because of the costs, 

especially if they have to meet them all at their own expense. This inhibits the 

investment in human capital for the whole community, especially adult 

learners, which will certainly constitute an instance of a new injustice and 

additional aspect of social stratification. 

Therefore, I suggest that in the field of distance higher education, a 

viable option to solve this problem would be to draw on the experiences of 

colleges and universities and study their student financial assistance policies 

to establish a student financial assistance system for distance, online 

learners, with the help of distance education providers, governments and 

other social parties. For examples, tuition fees loans could be provided, and 

fees remission for excellent performers can be offered so as to encourage 

learners to increase their learning efficiency. 

5 Some Limitations 

I need now to point out some of my study's limitations and drawbacks. 

Firstly, the study appears to be not in sufficient depth. As an EdD thesis 

rather than a PhD dissertation, limited by the length, my thesis has no 

enough scope for further and more deeply discussions on the reasons behind 

every finding. Some data which I gathered at the interview sessions should 

have better explanatory value to some certain findings, but I did not always 
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discuss them further and more deeply. In addition, it needs to be stressed 

that this is a study based only on a sample of online learners in The 0 

Institution: it cannot be assumed that the findings can easily be generalised 

to all learners enrolled by the Institution, let alone to all online learners in 

China or even beyond. In that respect, the conclusions suggested by this 

inevitably limited inquiry are mostly suggestive and most certainly call for 

further studies, not only to test out my conclusions and recommendations, 

but also to explore the extent to which the context and circumstances of 

online varies the experience of encountering or overcoming of barriers. 

Secondly, In proposing a framework for understanding the potential 

'barriers' facing online learners, it should be noted that these barriers were 

constructed from a detailed study of relevant literature, from discussions with 

colleagues, from experts in the field and from informal discussions with online 

learners. In other words, they did not emerge from the learners' responses to 

the formal questionnaire that I designed: on the contrary, they helped shape 

the questionnaire's content. To that extent, It might be objected that the 

barriers reviewed in this thesis are ones that principally concern the author 

himself and others who have written on the subject or who are so-called 

experts In the field. To this argument I reply that, first of all, my informal 

discussions with online students also raised the Issues termed 'barriers' or 

obstacles in this study. Moreover, the recognition of these barriers was 

confirmed in the Interviews with students reported above and by the numbers 

of respondents to the various questions who indicated a high or even very 

high impact on their studies of the various issues identified In the framework 

as 'barriers'. However, It still appears to be inadequacy that the study mainly 

rel/es on a questionnaire method to collect all data, including the measures to 

tackle the barriers, for analysis; deriving the learning barriers only from 

learners' reports without triangulation to check if the results concur. 
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Thirdly, even if the respondents perceived no impact on their studies of 

the different obstacles or barriers, that does not of itself mean that, in 

practice, there was no such impact. (This, by the way is always a challenge 

for research that is principally attitudinal). In my study, at least, I was able to 

explore the links, if any between the level of perceived impact of different 

possible barriers and learner's academic achievements in terms of their 

scores in tests and examinations - these latter data not being matters of 

learners' attitude or perception but of record. 

Fourthly, the statistical analysis itself, whilst carried out strictly in 

accordance with necessary rigour, even where it suggests close associations 

or links between different variables, does not enable one to draw conclusions 

about causal relationships between the variables under review, let alone the 

direction of any causal link. The value of these (fairly exhaustive, if relatively 

simple) statistical analyses reported In this thesis is that they clearly suggest 

likely links and influences, and their relative strength, and certainly prompt 

further inquiry. The statistical analysis also pOints to the probable 

differentially perceived or experienced 'impact' of different putative 'barriers' 

to online learning by different groups of online learners. They also allow the 

researcher better to understand that not ali learners respond in the same 

ways to issues Identified as 'barriers' in the study. 

Fifthly, as I commented on further above, the improvement strategies to 

learner support that I have recommended to The 0 Institution and some of 

which have already been implemented need to be further studied with some 

rigour, to discover whether, and, if so, to what measurable extent, these 

intended improvements have resulted in better learner experiences and 

improved levels of academic performance by online learners in The 0 

Institution. As I have already reported and refer to again above, there are 

some clearly indications of positive progress In this regard, but more needs to 
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be done to verify the effectiveness of those strategies and measure fully the 

improvements in learning or the changes and benefits secured. 

Finally, the fundamental purpose of conducting this research on online 

learning barriers was to make a contribution to improving the quality of 

China's online distance education, by examining and suggesting remedies for, 

the barriers that are faced by adult learner engaged in online distance 

education. Despite using others' research findings in order to develop my 

own framework and research deSign, I recognise that too little Is yet known 

and understood about the whole range of challenges that adult learners face, 

especially online. So far, this work constitutes only a modest beginning: my 

hope is that my own research has added some modest improvement on that 

situation. 

Similarly, I am aware that my own suggestions set out above for 

improvement need to be systematically tested, and added from other 

research and examples of good practice. I know, too, that some of the Issues 

addressed, at least In passing, in this thesis, operate at a 'macro' or 'system' 

level and are less amenable to change at the level of Individual providers, 

such as The 0 Institution, or individual learners, although all of these levels 

obviously Impact upon each other. 

As for the vexed and controversial question of how accurately to measure 

the quality of a particular kind of education, such as online distance learning 

In this Instance, this thesis Is unable to provide any definitive answer, as my 

efforts at attempting to relate the evaluation of education with course grades 

and learners' satisfaction turns out to have left much to be desired. This also 

explains the lack of systematic statistical analysis In Chapters 6 and 7, where 

the effect analysis relies simply on some modelled or Indirect numbers. I 

would wish to carry future research on the method of measurement for the 

quality of distance education, and hope that it will help push China's distance 
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education industry a further step forward. 

6 Concluding Comments 

This research, prompted initially by my own experiences and 

observations as a senior manager in an institution devoted to online learning, 

has concerned itself with the barriers facing online learners In carrying out 

their studies. In particular, the research reported in this study had a twofold 

purpose: to discover the perceived impact on their studies of a range of 

potential barriers, from the point of view of the learners themselves; and to 

consider ways in which these barriers might be tackled, reduced or even 

eliminated. In order to pursue these twin objectives, I first undertook a 

review of the relevant literature with a view to constructing a simple 

'framework' or model of the various potential barriers to effective online 

learning suggested by the literature and through conversations and 

discussions with online learners themselves, with colleagues In The 0 

Institution where I was employed, and by reflecting on my experiences there 

as a senior manager. 

One of the possible implications of the research that I wanted to conduct, 

and of the research questions that I set myself and of the methods of data 

collection and analysis that I chose, was that the barriers which I identified 

and included in my simple framework to test against learners' own 

experiences would not be recognised as barriers by the learners themselves, 

or that they might not even acknowledge or even understand the impact of 

such barriers, even if they accepted their existence. 

To some extent, that possibility still exists, although I believe that much 

of the data collected through my research confirms both students' 

recognition of the barriers and their willingness to assess the perceived 

impact of them on their own studies. The problem that remains, of course, is 
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the situation where learners, and possibly also the other key players in the 

provision of on line learning, either fail to recognise the existence of such 

potential barriers, or of their impact upon both the learners and the learning 

accomplished, or fail to introduce or make use of changes that are intended to 

help tackle the barriers. 

In that sense, in addition to the limitations of my study that I have 

already reported, the focus of this inquiry still entails much 'unfinished 

business': there is still much work to be done, both In researching further the 

Issues raised by this study and In carrying forward what I believe to be much 

needed reforms. Especially, it is worth to be further researched that how the 

matter of 'interaction' would impact learning behaviour and academic 

achievements of on line distance learners and how could we apply it to guide 

our instructional system design and learning materials development. 

Furthermore, some follow-up researches could be conducted to further 

inquire how and to what extent the different learning barriers Impact on 

learners' academic achievements, and how these Impacts might be 

counteracted, how we can do to verify and measure the potential effects of 

the possible remedial measures which might be expected to reduce or 

eliminate the Impacts of the different learning barriers identified In this study. 

For example,as I mentioned in the limitations section above, the 

Improvement strategies to learner support that I have recommended to The 

o Institution and some of which have already been Implemented need to be 

further studied with some rigour, to discover whether, and, if so, to what 

measurable extent, these Intended improvements have resulted in better 

learner experiences and improved levels of academic performance by online 

learners. 

last but not least, I feel that I have learned a great deal myself from 

undertaking this study. 
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Firstly, and above all, I have shared with the adult, part-time distance 

learners the challenges of trying to juggle the varying demands of a very busy 

professional life at work, with the pleasures and responsibilities of marriage 

and a growing family at the same time as attempting to study and carry out 

a serious and rigorous piece of research. 

Secondly, I have learned much about the complex matter of designing a 

research project and just how difficult it is to tailor the design in such a way 

as to attempt to provide defendable answers to research questions. In this I 

have come especially to appreciate that nuances in the meaning given to 

particular words, whether in questions or in answers, can have a huge impact 

upon the interpretation that can be given to the data collected. 

Thirdly, I appreciate much more now not only the strengths of numerical 

and statistical analysis, but also its limitations and weaknesses, especially as 

regards the tricky matter of trying to seek out causal relationships and the 

'direction' of causes or influence when two or more variables appear to be 

linked. 

Fourthly, and related to the previous point, I understand better now that 

data collected from a variety of means - so-called 'triangulation' - can be 

used not only to supplement statistical data, but can also be deployed to 

cross-check it or to plumb its meaning in greater depth. 

Fifthly, I realise now, and to some extent, I believe that I already 

understood thiS, that making changes Intended for improvement needs 

action on many fronts and, above all, time to bring about discernible effects. 

In any case, even well meant and apparently successful improvements may 

also entail some unintended consequences, not all of which might be benign. 

Some of these might only manifest themselves after a considerable period of 

time. 

Finally, and this needs to be understood by all concerned with trying to 
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improve the lot of part-time, adult, online learners - practitioners, senior 

managers, policy makers, governments and their advisors, and academic 

researchers, it is more than ever now clear to me that if real changes and 

improvements are to be successfully accomplished, it is essential that the 

learners themselves become active agents in both endorsing the objectives of 

such intended changes and in helping them to be realised In practice. 
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Appendix 1 

Questionnaire on Barriers to Online Learning of 

Distance Learners 

Dear students, 

Thank you for your participation in online learning! In order to 

understand your learning status and learning barriers, I organized this survey. 

Your participation in this survey will help us to improve our work and also 

provide valuable reference for better service for the students in the future. 

We sincerely hope that you could actively participate in this! 

This survey will only be used for statistical analysis and the outcomes will 

only be used in this study. 

Part I: Basic Information 

A1 What are the reasons that you participate in continuous learning? 

(Multiple choice) __________________ _ 

1. Interested in learning 

3. Abilities need to be improved 

5. Leaders' requirement 

7. Self-esteem 

9. To make life occupied 

11. To set an example for children 

2. Want to have better jobs 

4. Title Assessment Requirement 

6. To be acknowledged by others 

8. To contribute to society 

10. To win glory for families 

12. See other people learn, so want to give a try 

13. Others: ________________ _ 

245 



A2 What are your main reasons to choose online learning? (Multiple choice) 

1. Flexible learning time 

3. Simple tasks, easy to graduate 

5. Just want to do something 

2. Easy to enrol in 

4. Cheap 

6. Others _____ _ 

A3 Are you dOing full-time job or part-time job? ___ _ 

1. Full-time 2. Part-time 

A4 Do you have children now? __ _ 

1. Yes 2. No 3. About to have 

AS Have you participated in any of these forms of education before? 

(Multiple-choice) ______________ _ 

1. Correspondence Education 

3. CD-ROM based Education 

5. None of the above 

2. Radio and TV Education 

4. Web-based Education 

A6 Who pays the tuition fees for you? __ _ 

1. Payment at my own expense 2. Full payment by the employer 

3. Shared payment with the employer 

A7 Please Indicate the choice that matches your actual situation the most, 

based on the extent of your agreement of these statements. (Tick".,;'? 
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Items 
Very much Relatively Neutral Not in Not in line 

in line with in line with response line with with at all 

l. I am physically very healthy. 

2. I have social activities every 

week. 

3. My family is very harmonious. 

4. My educational background 

enables me to deal with my 

present studies. 

5. I can develop a learning plan 

and carry it out accordingly. 

6. I am very confident in 

learning. 

7. I study more than two hours 

per day. 

8. I guarantee to get enough 

learning time every week. 

9. Ifnot disturbed, I am able to 

study continuously for more 

than three hours. 

10. Compared with studying 

alone, I prefer to study 

following the teachers' 

guidance. 

11. Compared with separate 

study, I prefer to study 

together with fellow students. 

12. Compared with paper 

medium-based learning, I 

prefer online learning. 

13. Compared with online 

learning, I prefer reading 

paper materials. 
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Part II: Learning Status 

B1 Please answer questions about the impact on your studies of the 

following environmental factors. (Tick",/") 

Very much Relatively Neutral Not in line Not in line 
Items 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

l. The tuition fees are too high and 

they have become a serious 

financial burden to me. 

2. The Internet fees are too 

expensive. 

3. My boss/employer does not 

support my studies. 

4. My family and friends do not 

support my studies. 

5. I do not have enough time to 

study due to my busy work. 

6. I do not have enough time to 

study due to too many family 

responsibilities. 

B2 Please answer the questions about the Impact on your studies of different 

aspects of using computers to study. (Tick",/") 

Very much Relatively Neutral Not in line Not in line 
Items. 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

l. I do not have a computer. 

2. I do not have a computer, 
making it very inconvenient for 
my study. 

3. I cannot access the Internet 
conveniently. 

4. My computer operation skills 
are insufficient. 

5. I am not familiar with the use of 
the Internet to interact with 
others. 

6. I cannot use the Internet to find 
suitable learning resources. 
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7. The learning platform 
navigation is not clear enough. 

8. It is troublesome to use the 
learning platform. 

9. I cannot skilfully use the 
learning platform. 

B3 Please answer the questions about the impact on your studies of 

different elements of courses and teaching. (Tick",/") 

Very much Relatively Neutral Not in line Not in line 
Items 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

J. The learning content does not 

meet my needs. 

2. I am not interested in the 
courses that are offered. 

3. Course content is too much 
and becomes a burden for 

me. 

4. Teaching materials are not 
suitable for adult learning. 

5. Examinations are not suitable 

for adult learners. 

6. Some of the content in 
examinations cannot be 

found in teaching materials. 

7. Online courseware is too 

rigid. 

8. Courseware cannot be 
down loaded, resulting in less 
convenience for learning. 

9. There are not enough 
learning resources on the 

platform. 

10. The instructors do not 
understand the psychol(lgical 
and learning characteristics 

of students. 

11. The instructors lack 
professional knowledge. 

12. There is little interaction 
between teachers and 
students with rare students' 

participation. 
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84 Please answer the questions about the impact on your studies of the 

following different elements of learning support services. (Tick",/'') 

Very much Relatively ~eutral Not in line Not in line 
Items 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

1. I do not know how to get 

help from teachers when I 

come up against difficulties 
in learning. 

2. I seldom ask questions in the 

BBS. 

3. The teachers in learning 

centres are impatient. 

4. I am not satisfied with the 

services provided by the 

learning centres. 

5. The tutors cannot answer the 

learners' questions in time. 

6. The tutors' answers to the 

learners' questions are not 

profound. 

85 Please answer the questions about the Impact on your studies of 

different sorts of interaction. (Tick",/'') 

Items Very much Relatively Neutral Not in line Not in line 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

I. It has a great impact on my 

study that I have little chance 

to learn together with fellow 

students. 

2.1t has a great impact on my 

study that I have little chance 

to learn under teachers' 

supervision. 

3.1 feel at a loss when I study. 

4. I feel lonely when I study. 
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5. I am very keen to have more 

interaction with fellow 

students. 

6. I am very keen to have more 

interaction with teachers. 

66 Please answer the questions about the impact on your studies of the 

following different elements of evaluation of your studies. (TickN,/'') 

Very much Relatively Neutral Not in line Not in line 
Items 

in line with in line with response with with at all 

1. I often do self-analysis and 

reflection in my study. 

2. My major subjects are very 

closely related to my current 

job. 

3. What I have learned is very 

useful for my work. 

4. I cannot feel my progress and 

lack a sense of 

accomplishment. 

S.Overall, I am very satisfied 

with this online study. 

6. I expect to be promoted in a 

near future. 

7. My promotion would have a 

close relationship with my 

current online learning. 

8.1f necessary, I will participate 

in online learning again in the 

future. 

67 Do you have any other questions or comments for online learning? 
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Part Ill: Recommendations and Measures 

Cl To what extent do you think the following measures will help you to 

further enhance your learning efficiency? (Tick"tl"'') 

Improvement Measures Very Relatively Uncertain Limited Have no 

effective effective effect effect effect 

1. To receive some free access hours for the 

Internet 

2. To receive computer operation skills training. 

3. To receive Internet usage training. 

4. To receive more learning resources. 

5. To have clearer course description and 

guidance. 

6. To receive training in time management skills. 

7. To improve the standard of teachers and 

teaching. 

S. To have more Q & A time with teachers. 

9. To have timely feedback from teachers. 

) O. To have timely feedback from supporting 

staff. 

11. To have more interaction with teachers. 

12. To have more interaction with fellow .. 
students. 

13. To get more support from the 

boss/employer. 

14. To receive more support from family and 

friends. 

15. To have more practical opportunities or 

internships. 

C2 Please tell us your suggestions for further improvement. 

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you for your time and patience. 
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Appendix 2 

Learner Interview Outline 

Dear Student, 

I am doing a research on barriers to online learning of distance learners. 

Besides the questionnaire survey I need to further interview you so as to 

obtain more information. Thank you for your cooperation! 

I promise that all the information from the interview will only be used for 

this research, which will not disclose your privacy or bring any adverse 

impacts to you personally. 

1. What are the reasons that you participate in continuing learning? Why did 

you choose online learning? In your opinion, what are the common 

reasons for students to choose online learning? How do you think about 

the social recognition of online education degree? 

2. Are you used to online learning? Can your education background enable 

you to cope with current learning? 

3. How long do you usually study every week? Among which, How long do 

you spend on online learning? 

4. Do you feel a financial burden from the online learning costs? 

5. What do you think of your computer skills? 

6. Do you feel lonely in the study? How often do you interact with teachers 

and students? Do you often post messages on the courS3 forum? 
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7. How do you deal with a problem? Do the teachers respond to your 

problems timely? Are you satisfied with that? 

8. Do curriculum, teaching materials, online courses and resources meet 

your needs? 

9. How is the courseware quality? Can you get other learning resources 

easily? 

10. Do you think of your study as being useful? 

11. Are there any other factors that hinder your learning efficiency online? 

12. If necessary, will you participate In online learning in the future? 

13. Compared with other distance learning institutions, what are the 

advantages and disadvantages of The 0 Institution? In what area do you 

want to get help? 
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Appendix 3 

Expert Interview Outline 

Dear Sir or Madam! 

I am now doing a research on barriers to on line learning of distance 

learners. I have reviewed a lot of literatures and interviewed some learners in 

order to producing a questionnaire. However, I still need some guidance on 

this research. I would like to have an opportunity to interview you. I believe 

your professional experience and insight would help me advance my research 

quality. Thank you! 

1. How do you think about the SOCial recognition of online education degree? 

In your opinion, what are the common reasons for students to choose 

online learning? 

2. What do you specially refer to, when you talk about "learning barriers"? 

How should we define them? 

3. What do you think are the main barriers for learners' online learning? 

How do you classify them? How many categories will there be? Which 

ones do you think are the most Important? 

4. What is the Impact of learners' characteristics to learning barriers, or 

what is the relationship between them? What do demographic variables 

and psychological variables include? 

5. Do you have any suggestions for reducing barriers? 

6. Do you have any further suggestions for my research? 

7. How do you think I can make a breakthrough in research methods? How 

can this research be creative? 
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Appendix 7 
Factors and Factors' Load of Questionnaire on Barriers 

to Online Learning of Distance Learners 
Factors 

Items 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

B3 _9 There are not enough learning 
.736 

resources on the platfonn. 

B3 _10 The teachers do not understand 

the psychological and learning .722 

characteristics of students. 

B3 _ 8 Courseware cannot be 

down loaded, resulting in less .697 

convenience to learn. 

B3 _12 Interaction between teachers 
.693 

and students is not enough. 

B3 _7 The online courseware is boring. .685 

B3 _6 Some of the contents in exarns 

cannot be found in the teaching .622 

materials. 

84_1 I do not know how to get help 
.S27 

from teachers. 

B4_21 seldom ask questions in the 
.442 

sas. 
CI_9 To have timely feedback from 

.89' 
teachers. 

" 

CI_IO To have timely feedback from 
.888 

supporting staff. 

CI_I I To have more interaction with 
.852 

teachers. 

CI_8 To have more Q & A time with 
.8~1 

teachers. 

CI_12 To have more interaction with 
.763 

fellow students. 

CI_7 To improve the standard of 
.654 

teachers and teaching. 

82_6 I cannot use the Internet to find 
.799 

suitable learning resources. 

82_5 I am not familiar with the use of 
.761 

the Internet to interact with others. 

82_91 cannot skilfully use the learning .759 
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plattorm. 

B2_ 4 My computer operation skills are 
.712 

insufficient. 

B2_7 The learning platform navigation 
.688 

is not clear enough. 

B2_8 It is troublesome to use the 
.650 

learning platform. 

A 7 _7 I study more than two hours per 
.802 

day. 

A 7_8 I guarantee to get enough 
.800 

learning time every week. 

A 7_5 I can develop a learning plan and 
.724 

carry it out accordingly. 

A7_9 I am able to study continuously 
.687 

for more than three hours. 

A 7_6 I am very confident in learning. .685 

A7_4 My education background 

enables me to cope with my present .523 

studies. 

B6_1 I often do self-analysis and 
-.421 

reflection in my study. 

B5 _41 feel lonely when I study. .809 

B5 _3 I fecI at a loss when I study. .796 

B5 _6 I am very keen to have more 
.650 

interaction with teachers. 

135_2 It has a great impact to my study 

that I have little chance to learn under -.628 

teachers'supervision. 

B5 _I It has a great impact to my study 

that I have little chance to learn with -.619 

fellow students together. 

B5 _5 I am very keen to have more 
.614 

interaction with fellow students. 

A 7 _10 I prefer to study following the 
.477 

teachers' guidance. 

B3 _4 Teaching Materials are not 
.728 

suitable for adult learning. 

B3 2 I am not interested in the courses 
.709 

that are offered. 

B3 _I Learning content does not meet 
.695 

my needs. 

B3 5 Examinations are not suitable for .691 
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adult learners. 

B3_3 Course content is too much and 

becomes a burden for me. 

B4_ 4 I arn not satisfied with the 

services provided by the learning 

centres. 

B4_3 The teachers in learning centres 

are impatient. 

B4_5 The tutors cannot answer the 

learners' questions in time. 

B4_6 The tutors' answers to the 

learners' questions are not profound. 

B3 _11 The instructors lack 

professional knowledge. 

B6 _ 6 I expect to be promoted in a near 

future. 

B6_7 My promotion would have a 

close relationship with my current 

online learning. 

B6_8 Ifnecessary, I will participate in 

on line learning again in the future. 

B6 _5 I arn very satisfied with this 

ontine fimu ofstudy. 

B2_1 I do not have a computer. 

B2_2 I do not have a computer. 

making it very inconvenient for my 

studies. 

B2_3 I cannot access the Internet 

conveniently. 

B 1_3 My boss does not support my 

studies. 

B 1_2 The Internet fees are too 

expensive. 

B 1_4 My family and friends do not 

support my study. 

B 1_' The tuition fee is too high and it has 

become a serious financial burden to me. 

Cl_2 To receive computer operation 

skills training. 

Cl_3 To receive the Internet usage 

training. 

Cl_1 To receive some free access 
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.592 

.792 

.787 

.688 

.675 

.491 

.817 

.806 

.664 

.586 

.798 

.783 

.760 

.691 

.674 

.643 

,641 

.80S 

.776 
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I I I I 
I 

Internet hours. 
I 

A 7_3 My family is very harmonious. .702 

A 7 _1 I am in good health. .693 

A 7 2 I have social activities every week. .S50 

Note: In consideration of layout, not all the items are listed in the chart. Please find the details of 

questionnaire in Appendix I. 
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