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Abstract

This paper describes the findings from a study of the learning experiences of Chinese adults on two e-learning programmes conducted in China, one a collaborative programme with Western institutions, the other developed entirely locally in China. Margaret Archer’s approach to reflexivity (2007) informs the theoretical framework for this research in investigating the interaction between individual learners and their e-learning environment combined with their wider social cultural context. Qualitative data was collected in the two cases, with detailed accounts of learners’ experiences obtained through interviews, digital audio diaries, informal discussions and reports. There were 336 participants in the field-work the data for which was collected in China between 2005-6. The findings identified the need for e-learning to be tailored to a specific cultural context. It is suggested that cultural influences on learning deserve to be more fully recognised when designing an e-learning course. An understanding of the social context in which the e-Learning takes place, in this case a Confucius Heritage Culture (Biggs and Watkins, 1996), is necessary. Where these Chinese adult students perceived that they had a degree of control over the learning process, including the access to appropriate tools, they created opportunities for dialogue, practice and reflection on knowledge. They adopted what could be termed an experiential approach to learning. The paper concludes by arguing for e-learning that includes more practical relevant and concrete tasks. These e-learners wanted to learn by doing to apply theory to authentic practice situations. The students in both case studies appreciated the opportunities to reflectively engage with knowledge in the company of others. They also wanted the learning experience to facilitate the achievement of ‘Ren’ – as balanced and trusting human relationship.
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Introduction
E-learning as a mode of providing Higher Education is expanding rapidly for adult learners in China.  However, little attention, as yet, has been given to the experience of these learners and how they adapt to this relatively new mode of learning and navigate their way through the e-learning environment. Comparative research has highlighted different approaches to learning between Western and Chinese Learners. Such research highlights the distinct cultural and philosophical backgrounds, for example Biggs (1996) talks of Confucius Heritage Cultures (CHCs). Clearly different experiences of schooling and formal education impact on expectations and shape the learners’ biographies and socialisation processes. Cross-cultural research has focused on more traditional classroom settings, so it is interesting to explore whether these findings apply in an e-learning context and the extent to which the similarities and differences in learner experience are manifested in e-learning environments.

The pitfall of marginalization of the learner’s voice in e-learning research is similar to the attribution of an epiphenomenal status to humankind in much sociological theory - the displacement of the human subject and celebration of the power of social forces, so that people become nothing more than what society makes them (Archer, 2000). Consequently, first-person subjectivity and accounts become much less relevant to the explanation of social actions. If the e-learner’s personal power and voice do not count as making a difference to their learning experience, and thereby meriting attention, their learning experience risks being treated as technology-determined: the effectiveness of the learning is determined solely by the e-learning design and application of technology. The research reported here rejects such determinism – both technological and cultural - in its focus on exploring learners’ perspectives and socio-cultural influences. While seeking to acknowledge the enduring influence of culture and socialisation China is rapidly changing and such change is epitomised by the adjustment adult learners are making in their response to new modes of learning. An account of learner experience needs to capture the dynamism and social change as well as the influence of cultural traditions. In order to do this the paper adopts Archer’s (2007) approach to reflexivity that gives an account of how people navigate their life course.

Continuous reassessment of experience, and information as part of experience, has become central to living with the rapid change of late-modernity. This is acknowledged by Archer (2007) as an essential means by which people make their way through the world. Here she defines reflexivity as ‘the regular exercise of the mental ability, shared by all normal people, to consider themselves in relation to their (social) context and vice versa’ (Archer 2007:4). Archer stresses that such reflexivity forms the, potentially fallible, basis of people’s decisions and actions; it has as a mediating influence between the social context and structure and human agency. In the field of education this sociology of modernity connects very directly with the role of reflection in experiential learning (Kolb 1984; Boud 1985; Jarvis 1992,) and the pragmatism of Dewey (Boydston, 1983). An active role is thus given to the individual agent, who exercises reflexivity as human power in decision making and in action. We may expect learners to exercise greater reflexivity in novel situations, such as encountering an e-learning environment for the first time, where traditional routines might not work.
Methods

Two e-learning programmes were chosen as case studies: Case One is a Sino-UK collaborative MA e-learning programme designed for in-service teachers in China; Case Two is a part-time BA e-learning programme for adult learners, delivered in a traditional Chinese university. Case choice was made on two grounds: there is a striking difference in the origins of course design – one mainly due to Western practitioners inspired by constructivism, the other based on a traditional didactic model; and they target similar populations. The influence of the course context is therefore highlighted through the comparison; at the same time the similarity in the learners’ social and cultural backgrounds allows the researcher to obtain a degree of generalisability, which is often problematic in case studies. 

Case One comprised 87 in-service teachers and Case Two, 2,429 students. Data were collected through five main tools: questionnaires, individual and focus group interviews, digital audio learning diaries, informal discussions and tutor reports. Questionnaires mainly served to provide key characteristics of the learners and their backgrounds and to identify participants for the qualitative phases of the research. Detailed accounts of learners’ experiences were gained using the other instruments. A students’ digital audio diary was used in Case Two to capture learners’ experiences and interactions in their natural settings while the course was on-going. For adult learners with a full-time job commitment, keeping a written diary is time-consuming and can be irritating (Timms, S. et el 2004). In this study, an audio diary allowed the capture of the day-to-day events that were significant to them without imposing too much of a burden on participants. 82 paper-based questionnaires in Case One and 249 valid web-based questionnaires in Case Two were collected and analysed. Qualitative data were organised and coded according to emerging patterns. The process of learners’ reflexively interacting with the e-learning environment was thus clearly revealed.  Illustrative examples from this data are reported here to represent key emergent themes.
Findings 
The findings here report themes identified by the learners; their experiences, approaches to learning and preferences. The e-learning environment represents a structural constraint and enablement that in turn influenced the learners concerns which are voiced in the research. There are interesting examples of how these concerns translated into actions that in turn changed the learning experience and to some extent intended learning design. There are examples of learners actively creating their own approaches to learning; developing alternative e-learning opportunities. The themes identified by the learners relate to aspects of experiential learning and include demands for practical activity, developing relationships with others, opportunities to critically engage with knowledge. In terms of the process by which the learners constructed their learning opportunities this too included pragmatic and practical activity, the development of learning communities and relationships and critical engagement with the e-learning model of delivery. 

Knowing and Doing
There is a high value placed on practice in Confucian learning.  Dawson argues: “for Confucius, and for the Chinese tradition in general, learning did not usually mean the accumulation of facts for their own sake. It meant the gathering of knowledge for the sake of guiding one’s conduct” (1981:10). The learning process is one of continuously developing trusting human relationships (Ren). Confucius believes trust is a critical ingredient of all dependable social interactions and relationships (Stevenson & Haberman, 1998). To attain trust, there are must be agreement between name and actuality, between word and deed. This is called ‘rectification of names’ (正名，Zhengming). Words are easy to produce but without the connection between word and actuality, they can be used to conceal the truth, and thus genuine trust is lost. Therefore, a ‘jun-zi’ is a person who “acts before he speaks, and afterwards speaks according to his actions” and is “ashamed to speak more and do less” (The Analects, 2:13; 4:24). Therefore, words and actions should correspond. The discussion of the connection between knowledge and action remains extensive in Confucian philosophy.  There is a CHC tradition to know the subject before you critique or further discuss.  
E-learning design in Case One encouraged reflective practice to occur concurrently with the learning of course material. The students in Case One felt under pressure to engage in critical dialogue before they had immersed themselves in knowing and understanding.  The tutors in Case One were disappointed that the students did not appear able to engage in critical discussions at an early stage of the programme. They interpreted the student behaviour as a more passive approach to learning as a result of more didactic teaching experience.
This may possibly be partly attributed to the traditional ways of Chinese pedagogic approaches which are typically teacher-driven and teacher-centred. Thus, with the benefit of hindsight, we were possibly expecting too much of our Chinese learners to make this huge pedagogic leap in order to work beneficially through the e-learning material.

                                            

   
  (Case1: eTutor Report -1)
The students in Case One were unfamiliar with the structure and sequencing of the learning and tutor’s expectations, but they valued the opportunities to engage in two-way communication as a means of gaining understanding.  They did not favour a passive approach to learning.
I see this way of learning is different from what we used to. Although it’s about theories, but you’re not asked to memorize or recite them, but through reading, then communicate with others, reach understanding through this process. Other people’s different opinions might inspire you as well. I think it’s a good way of learning.
                                      


  
  (Case1: Student Focus Group - 2)

In Case Two the students created their own communities of learning which were rich in student led discursive activities, this also suggests that dialogue and critique are highly valued. The sequencing of this dialogue was retrospective it involve reflection with others after the lectures, reading of text and study of the course material. In Case Two there was no tutor led demand for instantaneous reflective comment only student initiated reflection on practice.  
A theme widely identified in adult learning is that adult learners tend to have clear purposes in their learning and like their learning activities to be more problem-centred (Brookfield, S. D. 1986, Knowles, M. (1980). This study’s findings support this, in that learners in both cases strongly aspired to learn something ‘useful’ and practical to help with their current or future career.

I want to learn something useful and practical. Some of the course content is too ‘theoretical’ and some subjects are far away from our daily life and work, which has also been taking too much of our time.

 (Case 2: Student Interview- 4)
I’m very practical indeed. Something I think is useful for me, I learn. Otherwise, I don’t want to waste my time on it…Some of these theories are too ‘empty’ for me. But I’ve still got to find time to do these ‘unnecessary’ units to survive in the course, which has made me really frustrated.     

                                                   



 (Case 2: Students Focus Group) 

These quotes illustrate a demand here for more learning by doing, learning through engagement in practical tasks.  The primacy of practice is also asserted by Archer (2000) for whom social realism acknowledges our relationship with three orders of reality the natural, practical and social.   Archer argues that practice is ‘indispensable to human comportment in the world, but also that it is pivotal to the knowledge which we gain from nature and from society, which have to be filtered through ‘practice the fulcrum of knowledge’ (Archer 2000:9). That we are reflexive beings is also emphasized by Archer:
Personal identity, however, hinges precisely upon the emergence of a mature ability to take a reflective overview of the three orders of reality in which they are ineluctably engaged.









(Archer 2000:9)

The relationship between knowledge, practice, social relations and the ability to reflexively think and reflect on these conditions are pivotal to the discussion of agency and structure in social relations.  These themes are evident in both eastern and western approaches to educational philosophy.  

We learn by doing, through engagement with the environment around us, responding to and navigating through our day to day experience. Like Confucius, John Dewey also advocated action on the world and learning focused on the exploration of problems; ‘For Dewey, the basis of and reason for reflection was the necessity of solving problems faced in habitual ways of action.’ (Miettenen 2000:61)
Practice as concrete human experience is at the heart of Dewey’s philosophy and learning theory.  For him, learning is located in concrete human experience, in practical activity that enables individuals to improve the quality of their everyday experience or practice.  In ‘Experience and Nature’ (1925) Dewey ended the first chapter by asserting the importance of concrete human experience.

If what is written in these pages has no other result than creating and promoting a respect for concrete human experience and its potentialities, I shall be content. 
(Dewey 1925:41)
The learners on both these e-learning programmes wanted more practical activities and they were actively seeking to transform the information into knowledge relevant to their own experience. In Chinese philosophical traditions of education, learning is a lifelong self-cultivation process to reach moral perfection (Lee 1996). Personal development evidently has a very broad meaning and implication for educational practice in China, which includes enhancing one’s knowledge, embracing further study, developing all-round skills and making life more meaningful. All these inspired Chinese learners to learn and become a ‘better’ person and to do so by extending their knowledge:

I’m eager to gain knowledge, obtain the higher qualification, get a better job, improve my living standard and develop myself as a person.

                          





 (Case 2: Open question entries- 135)
According to Archer (2000), personal identity emerges after individuals have reflexively surveyed all three orders of reality (natural, practical and social), considered their response to their encounters with them and then determined where their ultimate concerns lie and how others are to be accommodated to them. A challenge for e-learning is how to identify the needs of learners and adapt programmes of study, make them meaningful, to their concerns and enable connections to be made with other aspects of their reality.  This is an aspect of the tutor and student relationships in conventional educational settings that these learners highly valued.  Where the teacher knows the students adapts and connects the learning directly the students’ experience. Adult learners found it difficult to build such understanding with their tutors in both these e-learning environments. 
Reflection and ‘Ren’

‘Ren’ is a central concept in Chinese philosophy, essentially representing balanced and harmonised human relationships (Chan,1963). Trust is the critical ingredient of all dependent social interactions in order to achieve this kind of relationship (Stephenson, L. & Haberman, D.L. 1998). ‘Ren’ has played an important role in Chinese educational tradition and practice. The findings here suggest that the influence of ‘Ren’ on learners’ experiences is significant. There was a strong desire for one-to-one interaction with teachers in both cases, but this was underdeveloped. In Case One, although the one-to-one communication (emails to etutors) was found thoughtful and productive, it was felt to be against the nature of the collaborative design of the course and thus discouraged.  The e-learning design in Case One placed great emphasis on the need for learning through constructive engagement with and between learners. Tutors tried to develop relationships between themselves and the students as well as between students through reflective activity.  However, in practice it proved hard to engage the learners’ in reflective practice in this particular way.
Whilst reflective practice provided the theoretical framework of both (units) the materials did not include input on how to write reflectively, the purpose of reflective journals, how to apply reflective practice in the classroom context, and so on.  It has become clear that solely theoretical input on our part is insufficient. This was demonstrated by the extremely superficial level of reflection evident in participant responses.

                                              



  (Case 1: eTutor Report - 2)

…participants had not grasped sufficiently the notion of reflective practice and so were unable to effectively undertake some of the online tasks and activities or apply these methodologies to their own learning and classroom practice. 

                                            


   
  (Case 1: eTutor Report -2)

However, it was clear that the students valued reflection in the company of others and understood the importance of reflection on practice.

I read something, reflect on it. It can always give me some good thoughts on my practice.

                                        



  

  (Case 2: Student Focus Group-3)

I am wondering if it is possible to conduct these reflective activities with the students I’m teaching? To show them those videos of case studies and then talk with them together?

                                             




 (Case 1: Student Focus Group-2) 

I found this reflective style of teaching and learning is very new and very practical. It is not asking you to learn only in a theoretical way but getting close to your classroom practice. For example, the content of video clips is very rich, although it didn’t tell you how exactly to do it because there is huge difference in terms of the context, you can always find a way to relate them to the children you are teaching, think through it, compare them, and learn something from it to improve your practice!

                                             



 (Case 1: Student Focus Group-2)

The disjuncture between the views of tutors and students could be explained by reference to the social context in which the learning was taking place in Case One.  Students were nervous about sharing their thoughts, observations and critical comment with people they did not know well and had not had sufficient opportunity to establish a trusting relationship.  The E-learning design of Case Two did not include an aspiration for learners to learn through communication and reflection in the company of each other.  What is particularly interesting about Case Two is how the learners created their own networking that enabled them to develop trusting interpersonal relationships with each other.  They developed their own learning community. As one teacher put it: 

I found they actually know each other very well, even the personal life and family issues.
(Case 2: Tutor Interview-2) 

This familiarity with their peers owed much to their informal QQ chat (Chinese instant messenger software), social activities organised by the class committee, etc. They shared information, from the course assignments to the latest gossip. ‘Sharing meaning’ became motivation for learners to collaborate, as Crook (2002) found in his study. Wenger argues that ‘what it takes for a community of practice to cohere enough to function can be very subtle and delicate…it is difficult to distinguish between the value of a specific piece of information and the value of the atmosphere of friendliness they create, or between bits of talk about work and the personal exchanges that are woven into their conversations’ (1998:74). 
Learning mainly depends on yourself but it does not happen by isolating yourself. You need to find learning partners, need to learn from others!
 (Case 2-Student Interview-6)

Learning depends on good understanding, understanding depends on good communication. Sometimes participating in communication seems more important than giving the right answers.

 (Case 2 – Student Diary entries5:2) 

The social aspects of interaction are thus crucial in building up trusting relationships and knowledge of other participants is a central part of these. However, a preference for knowing the people with whom they communicate should not be seen as exclusive to Chinese learners as a ‘psychological characteristic’, as some have assumed (Wegerif, R. 1998). A limited social presence of the subjects was found to inhibit engagement in communicating with others in studies conducted in other contexts. Grint found people might be put off by the impression of a large lurking, anonymous audience, who could read their contributions (Grint, K. 1989). Similarly, Wegerif found that the social dimension is important for the effectiveness of Asynchronous Learning Networks (ALNs) and needs to be taken into account in the design of courses (Wegerif, R. 1998).   
More importantly, consistent with the findings from Conole et al (2008), use of communication technologies to support study was extensive and the boundary between daily-used technologies and learning technologies disappeared. Mobile phone, email, instant messengers and social networking software were being used in different ways. The use of social networking technologies was particularly intensive in Case Two, where learners use QQ  to set up groups, including everyone in the same class. The QQ group became an important venue for exchanging information, contacting other learners, solving problems and tackling assignments and exams. In contrast, the discussion forum was seen as a much less favourable communicative tool. In both cases frustration was commonly expressed over the time lag between posting questions and receiving answers. For these learners with full-time jobs and other commitments, on-time feedback and synchronous communication seemed much more desirable. 

Learners’ reflexivity thus was evidenced in how learners adapted the technologies to suit their own needs, creating their own network to support learning rather than being constrained by the technologies provided. The subject/object distinction held in realist social theory was confirmed: ‘humans as practical actors are highly reflective about the objects of their skills and upon their contribution to good performance’ (Archer 2000:172).  These learners actively created social networks to support their learning, where appropriate they use messaging software and where possible arranging face-to-face support meetings.  There was evidence of them sharing resources and seeking to facilitate ‘Ren’ where it was lacking in the e-learning design.  These learners were critical and reflective about their learning experience which the actively sought to improve through practical activities that enabled them to create their own community of learning.

Conclusions

In terms of this study of Chinese adult e-learners develop an approach to learning that this comparable to Western accounts of experiential learning and consistent with their Confucius Heritage Culture.   The learners actively respond and adapt to the e-learning design create their own learning opportunities and practices that in turn change the nature of the e-learning experience.  There are examples here of learners using social networking tools to provide learning opportunites that they controlled and felt were lacking in their e-learning programmes. 
Some resonance was found between learners’ beliefs, their valuing of education, their motivations and learning strategies and Chinese philosophical and cultural traditions. But far from being culturally-determined, these e-learners initiated their actions by reflecting on different forces in their lives, such as the rapidly changing social context of contemporary China and the available resources from the learning settings. Commitment to learn is closely linked with concerns in other contexts beyond the e-learning environment. To facilitate effective learning, designers must understand the real needs of learners and help them better fit their study into their whole life experience.  The social context in which the learning takes place is fundamental to understanding the learner experience, it influences their concerns and projects they reflexively enact.  The social context relates to the macro element of Dyke (2009); the micro element being focused on the relationship with others.  

Learners’ reflexivity was manifested in different aspects of their learning: the commitment to learn something practical, responses to the different models, the use of learning technologies, the formation of a learning community.  Rich content and a sound knowledge foundation is highly valued by these Chinese learners. Providing rich content and resources and helping learners to make more informed choice are critical issues in e-learning design to facilitate learning. Developing a thorough understanding of the subject matter before engaging in critical reflection is a more familiar approach to learning in Confucius Heritage Culture than the tendency to actively reflect on knowledge claims as they are studied.  In Case One there was a notable tension between the western teachers expectations for early critical reflection and the resistance from Chinese learners to do this early in their studies.  Learners were reluctant to provide critical reflection before they were confident they had fully understood the subject.  
Case One explicitly aimed to nurture learner reflexivity and reflection; it did so by creating online spaces for reflective comment, discussion and the creation of reflective practice journals. Case Two had no such aim or aspiration in the formal structures for e-learning.  Paradoxically there was more evidence of learner reflexivity and reflection in Case Two, where students created their own community of learning and utilised both online and offline tools to communicate with each other and reflect on their learning experiences.  This contrast in the learning experience reflects the differences in the structural elements of the programme, the levels of learner autonomy and contextual cultural setting of the learning.   In Case One the reflective practice elements were ‘designed’ externally by western academics. This e-learning programmes was presented in a way that was unfamiliar to the students, they needed a longer period of socialisation and adjustment in order to learn how to learn in this environment.  The students in Case Two were familiar with the programme setting and approach to learning which was largely resource based and assessment focused.  Where an opportunity for reflection with others was missing, in course design, the Case Two students were able to construct their own mechanisms that enabled them to reflect on their learning, discuss their understanding and share resources.  The Case Two students had a greater capacity to influence their e-learning experience, capacity that was derived, in part, from their access to resources, online skills, and their autonomy as learners within the e-learning programme.  
Critical and open engagements with knowledge claims are a key element in the understanding of reflexivity in learning.  Few educational programmes exist without being informed by a theoretical base. Both cases were content rich, they used a range of media products to engage the learners including text based material as well as audio-visual stimulus material such as video-clips and recorded lectures.  In this sense the needs of the learners in both Cases were met.  The issue in design was more of and understanding of how students come to know; how they engaged with theory and how they were expected to learn.  
In both Cased One and Two a central demand for these Chinese adult e-learners was for more practical relevant and concrete tasks. They wanted to learn by doing to apply theory to authentic practice situations. This is a theme that is fundamental to both the Confucius tradition and western philosophy. In Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle placed an emphasis on praxis; he argued ‘thought by itself, however, moves nothing; what moves us is thought aiming at some goal and concerned with action.’ (Irwin 1985:150).  Such sentiments are echoed in the opening sentence of Confucius’s Analects: 

Is it not a pleasure to learn and to repeat or practice from time to time what has been learned? 








(Analects:1.1)

However, neither of the Case One or Two sufficiently included these elements of learning by doing, of presenting students with more practical, meaningful and authentic tasks or problems to solve.  The experience of learners looking to create links between theory and practice in e-learning environments resonates with that which can be found in more traditional academic settings.  A challenge for e-learning is to find imaginative ways in which to bridge the theory to practice divide and enable the student to transform their experiences in both their virtual and real worlds.  
In both Cases Learners were seeking affective support through interaction teachers and their peers. It is not just course content that can be discussed but a warm trusting relationship also built through these contacts.  As Jarvis (2004) argues, emotions are one of our most powerful components and yet they have been a neglected factor in teaching. The person, indeed, is more important than correct knowledge. The findings indicate that affective support from teachers, their interest in the students, helpfulness with study difficulties strongly influence students’ attitudes and approaches.  Equally, a trusting human relationship was important in peer interactions. Students reported that the interaction and communication with other students in both cases was the most enjoyable part of their learning experience. It reflects the concerns of these Chinese learners and a challenge to e-learning to provide for more experiential learning.  In addition our e-learning environments should seek to facilitate the achievement of ‘Ren’ – a balanced and trusting human relationship.
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