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2 
Growth and Development of 

Lifelong Learning in Hong Kong 
John Cribbi n 

DEFINITIONS OF LIFELONG LEARNING 

Before we describe th e background t o lifelong learnin g in Hong Kong it is 
necessary t o spend a  little time on reviewing definitions . Lifelon g learnin g 
has becom e a  globally accepte d an d popula r phras e sinc e th e mi d 1990s . 
In Hon g Kong , it s usag e ha s bee n adopte d b y governmen t throug h 
references i n th e Chie f Executive' s polic y addresse s sinc e 199 8 an d 
popularized b y th e Educatio n Commissio n (EC ) i n it s comprehensiv e 
review o f th e Education Syste m undertaken i n severa l step s fro m Januar y 
1999 to September 200 0 under th e general theme o f 'learning for life ' (E C 
1999). 

We nee d t o conside r lifelon g learnin g i n a  numbe r o f context s sinc e 
there ar e differen t nuances . Th e curren t popularit y o f th e ter m derive s 
principally fro m th e politica l context . A s i n Hon g Kong , government s 
elsewhere hav e adopte d th e concep t o f lifelon g learnin g —  almos t a s a 
campaign slogan : 

The value o f a  diploma o r a  qualification decrease s mor e an d mor e quickl y 
... acces s t o educatio n an d trainin g ca n n o longe r b e reserve d fo r on e ag e 
group. (E C Educatio n Commissioner , 199 6 introducin g th e Europea n Yea r 
of Lifelong Learning ) 
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In th e UK , ther e hav e bee n severa l report s o n lifelon g learning : 
Higher Education  and  the Learning Society  (Dearin g 1997) ; Learning for the 
21st Century  (Frye r 1998 ) an d a  Governmen t Gree n Paper , The  Learning 
Age: A Renaissance  for a  New Britain  (1998) ; als o Shillsfor  Life  (Blunket t 
2000). I n thi s politica l context , lifelon g learnin g i s unreservedl y a  goo d 
thing, a n exhortatio n t o good citizen s t o tak e o n lifelon g learnin g almos t 
as a  duty an d a  means o f economi c salvatio n i n th e knowledg e economy . 
This ma y b e regarde d a s a  positiv e mov e -  government s focussin g o n 
removing barrier s t o learnin g an d encouragin g individual s t o participat e 
(Hodgson 2000 ) althoug h ther e ar e criticisms : 

Lifelong learnin g i s a confidence tric k .. . b y professionalising tha t learnin g 
you ris k disempowering peopl e because unless the y gain qualifications the y 
are somehow unprepare d fo r th e world . Thi s i s social engineering . (Fured i 
2001) 

Whether al l learnin g i s beneficia l t o societ y ca n b e questione d sinc e 
determining benefi t involve s value judgements : 

Prisons are particularly valuable learning organisations — if we want peopl e 
to be better criminal s tha t is . (Hodkinson 2001 ) 

The politica l dimensio n therefore , whil e movin g lifelon g learnin g 
firmly u p th e agenda , i s a  somewhat problemati c on e fo r educators . 

In th e academi c contex t th e emphasi s i s more o n learnin g pe r s e an d 
in term s o f definitions th e followin g ma y be take n a s a  starting point : 

Until recently , ther e ha s been a  tendency t o trea t th e ter m lifelon g learnin g 
as bein g synonymou s wit h lifelon g education . However , ther e ar e distinc t 
conceptual differences . 1 . Lifelong learning : th e proces s o f learnin g whic h 
occurs throughout the lifespan. 2 . the learning that occurs variously in forma l 
institutions o f educatio n an d training , an d informally , a t home , a t work o r 
in th e wider community . (J a r yi s 1999 ) 

Jarvis als o make s th e poin t tha t ther e ar e tw o way s o f lookin g a t 
lifelong education , from initia l education throughou t lif e and from a n adul t 
education perspective stretched backwards. Longworth (1999 ) refer s t o th e 
long provenance o f lifelong learning by citing Plato and quoting from Kua n 
Tzu: 

When planning for a  year — sow corn, when planning for a  decade — plan t 
trees, when plannin g fo r a  lifetime —  trai n an d educat e men . (Longwort h 
1999:3) 
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Knapper an d Crople y (2000 ) char t th e changing emphasi s o f lifelon g 
learning fro m bein g equate d wit h traditiona l continuin g educatio n an d 
being outsid e th e educationa l establishmen t t o becomin g a  mainstrea m 
concept adopted by universities and education system s generally. So much 
so indeed tha t there are now higher degree programmes in lifelong learnin g 
at Master s an d Doctora l leve l (e.g . Surrey an d Nottingha m Universities) . 

For educator s ther e is a wide ranging and inclusive context for lifelon g 
learning, th e focu s bein g o n th e learner , signifyin g a  shif t fro m mas s 
education t o th e need s o f th e individual . Thi s i s als o reflecte d i n th e 
UNESCO visio n tha t lifelon g learnin g wa s abou t a  mor e equitabl e 
distribution o f educationa l opportunitie s base d o n a  humanistic traditio n 
and leadin g t o positiv e socia l an d individua l benefi t —  th e 'Learnin g t o 
Be' Repor t (Faur e 1972) . 

The report' s underlyin g principl e i s tha t learnin g i s something tha t al l peopl e 
do an d wan t t o d o fo r reason s which ar e intrinsically valuabl e t o thei r huma n 
existence an d qualit y o f life . Lifelon g learning , then , i s a  proces s whic h ca n 
make youn g an d ol d alik e 'connoisseur s o f th e past , implementer s o f th e 
present an d visionarie s o f th e future' . (Berma n 1984 : 100 ) 

There is therefore a  definition i n its broad sense of learning throughou t 
life — no w adopte d i n Hong Kon g by the Education Commissio n —  an d 
a narrower sens e a s pertaining mainl y t o adul t an d continuin g education . 
Generally speaking , w e adop t th e latte r approac h i n thi s book whils t no t 
ignoring th e wider context . 

A crucia l poin t fo r ou r purpose s woul d b e t o attac h th e definitio n 
mainly to the post-initial stage of education rather tha n in its holistic sense 
of through-life learning. 1 Thus , we are looking at an adult educatio n (AE ) 
or continuing education (CE ) perspective . Both these terms emphasize th e 
post-initial stag e and lead us t o consider relate d term s such a s continuin g 
professional educatio n (CPE ) o r continuin g professiona l developmen t 
(CPD). Thes e hav e a  mor e specifi c meanin g relate d t o th e developmen t 
of a n individua l withi n a  profession , usuall y b y furthe r stud y suc h tha t 
skills an d knowledg e ar e continuousl y update d an d refreshed , whethe r 
through a  professional's ow n effort s i n an externa l programme o r throug h 
a schem e devise d by th e profession itself . 

The establishment o f Community College s m Hong Kong as a full-time alternativ e t o senio r 
secondary schooling is being led by the lifelong learning providers and so this long established 
paradigm may no longer hol d tru e in future . 
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The initia l educatio n stag e i s fro m abou t th e ag e o f 5  t o 2 2 o r 23 , 
normally conducte d o n a  full-time , daytim e basi s an d characterize d b y 
examinations an d qualification s a t variou s stage s t o denot e level s o f 
achievement. B y contrast, beyond thi s formal initia l education (whic h ca n 
be from th e age of 1 6 to 1 7 depending o n th e school leaving age) we ten d 
to hav e a  less formal , les s rigid an d mor e flexibl e structure . Th e teachin g 
and learning often take s place in the evenings and weekends, at times when 
working adults have free time . Adult and Continuin g Education encompas s 
both general , liberal adult education where students undertake course s fo r 
their ow n sak e an d thei r ow n persona l developmen t a s wel l a s mor e 
formalised course s whic h lea d t o qualifications , ofte n professiona l 
qualification, o n a  part-tim e basis . T o th e exten t tha t suc h programme s 
were organised in universities th e term Extra-Mura l Studies was also onc e 
common thoug h i s now les s widely used . 

In paralle l t o these , distanc e educatio n an d ope n educatio n 
developments shoul d als o be recognized . Programme s ar e made availabl e 
through th e mediu m o f structure d learnin g text s wit h othe r medi a an d 
some tutoria l support , generall y o n a n ope n acces s basi s s o tha t adul t 
students migh t star t wit h littl e i n th e wa y o f forma l qualificatio n an d b e 
allowed t o proceed , provide d the y ha d th e abilit y t o progress , t o degre e 
level an d beyond . 

During the 1990s , these separate streams have converged and thi s tren d 
is being emphasised furthe r b y the development o f web-based an d on-lin e 
learning material s whic h w e will discus s later . 

These ar e essentiall y practica l definitions ; i t i s possibl e t o writ e a t 
length o n th e conceptua l (e.g . Olive r 1999) , socio-politica l (e.g . Griffi n 
1999) o r dialecti c (Belange r 1994 ) aspect s o f th e ter m lifelon g learning . 
Nevertheless, i t i s importan t t o understan d th e origin s o f wha t i s no w a 
buzz-word i n bot h educationa l an d politica l domains . W e shoul d als o 
recognize tha t 

The term s lifelon g learnin g an d lifelon g educatio n ten d t o b e use d 
interchangeably. (Collin s 1999 : 45) 

The firs t us e o f th e ter m lifelon g educatio n i s dated t o 192 9 with th e 
publication o f a  work o f tha t nam e b y Basi l Yeaxlee (J a r y i s 1999) . Othe r 
important influence s whos e work s hav e fire d th e commitmen t o f adul t 
educators include : Hodgskin , Antoni o Gramsci , Paul o Freire , Raymon d 
Williams, Faur e an d Huse n (cite d i n Mayo , 199 9 an d Collin s 1999) . I n 
this respec t Collin s draw s th e distinctio n betwee n thi s commitmen t wit h 
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the worl d o f 'Adul t Educatio n Inc. ' within whic h muc h lifelon g learnin g 
takes place , an d whic h 'ha s littl e rea l nee d fo r th e mora l an d politica l 
concerns whic h vocationall y committe d adul t educator s brin g t o thei r 
work' (1999:47) . OEC D ha s als o develope d th e them e o f 'recurren t 
education' a s part o f lifelong learnin g (se e Chapte r 1) . 

In th e Hon g Kon g context , th e C E community ha s been criticize d a s 
having i n som e sens e faile d t o mak e th e cas e fo r C E a s a n importan t 
educational polic y issue . Holfor d 199 8 speak s o f 'th e inabilit y o f th e 
professional C E community t o formulate a  sophisticated o r fully coheren t 
alternative agenda ' (Holfor d 1998) . Th e perceptio n i s tha t i t ha s bee n 
simply market oriented . Thi s analysis, while having some insight, is flawe d 
in tw o respects . Firs t i t ignores th e very wide range o f courses o n offe r i n 
the genera l libera l arts , generall y non-awar d bearin g an d studie d fo r 
individual quality of life reasons. Secondly, events have moved very quickly 
in recen t year s suc h tha t C E is now muc h mor e firml y i n th e mainstrea m 
of educationa l polic y an d th e collaborativ e rol e o f th e Federatio n fo r 
Continuing Educatio n i n Tertiary Institutions (FCETI ) i n thi s process ha s 
certainly been enhanced . Indeed , a  seminal position paper was on 'Lifelon g 
Learning in Hong Kong: The Way Forward into the 21st Century' presente d 
by the Federation a t a Forum in June 199 9 (FCETI 1999) . This represente d 
a collectiv e view o f the C E community i n Hon g Kon g on th e significanc e 
of lifelong learning . 

Government has , i n fact , accepte d man y o f th e recommendation s 
FCETI made , thoug h th e provisio n i s t o remai n market-le d an d self -
funding, albei t wit h mor e strategi c directio n a t th e polic y level . Th e 
University Grant s Committe e has also decided to consider issues of qualit y 
in Universit y leve l C E and includ e thi s within it s Teachin g an d Learnin g 
Quality Process Review in th e 2001-2004 period . The financia l autonom y 
of the C E sector which accompanies th e self funding imperativ e may com e 
to b e regarde d a s a n advantag e i n th e futur e provide d th e secto r ca n 
demonstrate it s qualit y (se e Chapte r 9) . 

CE DEVELOPMENT AND ECONOMIC CHANGE IN HONG KONG 

It is instructive t o relate recent economi c change s in Hong Kong with th e 
expansion an d developmen t o f C E in th e territory . Th e pas t 2 0 years ha s 
seen quit e significan t economi c an d socia l change , particularl y th e shif t 
from manufacturin g t o servic e an d knowledg e industrie s suc h tha t th e 
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Hong Kong economy is now dominated by services — 85% of GDP in 199 7 
and 80 % of employment. I n the period since 198 0 manufacturing fel l fro m 
24% t o 7 % o f GD P an d i n employmen t term s fro m 42 % t o just 8% . I t i s 
nevertheless relevan t t o not e tha t Hon g Kon g manufacturin g ha s move d 
only a short distance into th e Pearl River economic area. Though politicall y 
separate unti l 199 7 thi s ha s becom e i n economi c term s a  muc h mor e 
integrated entity . 

Table 2. 1 Employmen t i n Hon g Kon g b y siz e o f employe r (othe r tha n th e 
Hong Kon g Governmen t civi l servic e whic h ha s 180,96 8 employees ) 

Size oj  establishment 
(other than Civil Service) 

1-9 
10-19 
20-49 
50-99 

100-199 
200-499 
500-999 
> 1,000 

No. oj 
establishment 

262,724 
21,554 
10,955 
3,511 
1,281 

580 
166 
84 

300,855 

% 

87.3 
7.2 
3.6 
1.2 
0.42 
0.20 
0.05 
0.03 

100 

Employees 

732,398 
284,639 
324,169 
243,747 
171,698 
174,447 
119,482 
251,065 

2,301,645 

% 

31.8 
12.3 
14.1 
10.6 

7.5 
7.6 
5.2 

10.9 
100 

Source: Quarterl y Repor t o f Employment an d Vacancies Statistic s 
Hong Kon g Government , Censu s and Statistic s Department : Marc h 200 1 

In Hon g Kong , staf f turnove r i s high . This , couple d wit h th e 
preponderance o f smal l an d mediu m enterprises , act s a s a  furthe r 
disincentive t o suc h companie s t o inves t i n educatio n an d training . C E 
tends t o b e muc h mor e a n individua l responsibilit y an d suc h figure s a s 
are available do confirm thi s trend. For example, HKU SPACE figures sho w 
something of the order of 80% of students funding thei r own studies rathe r 
than receivin g an y employe r suppor t (Cribbi n 1998) . 

In term s o f th e contributio n o f continuin g educatio n i n copin g wit h 
the sectoral shift , i t is instructive t o note tha t the manufacturing workforc e 
at the beginning o f the 1980 s was around on e million o r some 40% of th e 
workforce, wherea s b y th e en d o f 1990 s i t wa s o f th e orde r o f 9 % wit h 
only som e 250,00 0 employees . Fo r mos t o f thi s period , unemploymen t 
was below 2% — a  situation o f virtually ful l employment . Thus , the Hon g 
Kong workforc e move d fro m manufacturin g t o servic e an d acquire d th e 
high orde r skill s required , withou t significan t unemploymen t o r 
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immigration. Accordin g t o IL O statistic s quote d b y Chung , H o an d Li u 
(1994), the sectoral shift rati o in Hong Kong in the early 1980 s up t o 198 6 
was som e 3.5 8 (lowe r tha n Singapor e o r Kore a bu t ahea d o f develope d 
economies) whil e from 198 6 to 1992 , this accelerated t o 8.9 (significantl y 
higher tha n Singapore or Korea) . This coincides in fact with th e expansio n 
of provisio n i n th e C E secto r bot h b y Hon g Kon g institution s an d b y 
overseas universities. The premise therefore would be that these two factor s 
are related . 

The figures quote d abov e on the scale of the shift fro m manufacturin g 
to service in the past two decades are also associated with no displacemen t 
of labour o r significant unemployment . Th e formal educationa l system was 
not providin g th e high leve l o f trained manpower require d b y the proces s 
of change . Individual s undertoo k programme s themselve s t o ensur e 
employment i n th e ne w an d growin g servic e industries . 

Developments i n HKU SPACE in the last decade are indicative o f ho w 
CE has responded t o economic change s i n Hong Kong . The school bega n 
as an Extra-Mura l Studie s Departmen t (DEMS ) o f the University o f Hon g 
Kong i n th e 1950s , offerin g bot h genera l an d libera l ar t course s t o b e 
studied fo r enjoymen t a s wel l a s course s t o prepar e student s fo r 
professional examinations . Thi s traditio n continue d u p t o th e 1980s , bu t 
at the end o f that decade it was clear tha t the demands in Hong Kong were 
changing an d s o increasin g emphasi s wa s pu t o n award-bearin g 
programmes i n professional areas . Eventually, thi s led to the developmen t 
of course s a t degre e leve l an d beyon d wit h oversea s partner s sinc e th e 
mainstream university was preoccupied i n its commitment t o teaching an d 
research i n th e contex t o f a  rapidl y expandin g full-tim e undergraduat e 
population. Th e perio d o f expansio n t o th e earl y 1990 s le d t o th e nee d 
for th e establishmen t o f th e Schoo l o f Professiona l an d Continuin g 
Education i n 199 2 a s th e successo r t o DEM S in orde r t o provid e a  mor e 
coherent structure . In a similar fashion th e Extra-Mural Department o f the 
Chinese University , establishe d i n th e 1960s , followed thi s trend an d als o 
became a  School (o f Continuin g Studie s -  SCS) . Other school s wer e als o 
founded shortl y afte r thi s by Cit y University an d Baptis t University whil e 
Centres wer e establishe d a t th e Polytechni c Universit y (late r becomin g a 
School in 1999) , the Open Universit y (als o became a  School in 2000 ) an d 
the Institute o f Education. Mos t recently (2000 ) th e University o f Scienc e 
and Technolog y ha s establishe d a  Colleg e o f Lifelong Learnin g (CL3) . I n 
the non-university sector , majo r provider s include Caritas , the Vocationa l 
Training Council , the government's evening adul t education provision an d 
many privat e companies . 
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A UG C commissione d stud y acknowledge d th e par t playe d b y 
continuing education : 

The very active and extensive market for continuing education in Hong Kong 
has b y an d larg e catere d t o th e nee d fo r retrainin g an d reinvestin g i n ne w 
skills o f thes e displace d employee s remarkabl y well . .. . Throughou t thes e 
years, in comparison , th e numerous providers o f continuing education fro m 
the HEIs , VTC, OLI , Canta s an d othe r non-profi t organisation s a s wel l a s 
commercial trainin g firm s ha d equippe d hundred s o f thousand s o f adul t 
workers with highe r leve l skills. (Chung , Ho and Li u 1994 ) 

The classica l mode l fo r universit y an d enterpris e linkage s ca n b e 
summarized a s follows : 
• productio n o f skille d manpowe r a t initia l graduat e an d postgraduat e 

level 
• applie d researc h project s funde d b y industr y 
• spin-off s fro m 'pure ' researc h 
• join t venture s i n science/technolog y park s 
• join t researc h wor k (Youn g 1998 ) 

However, th e tim e ha s no w com e fo r lifelon g learnin g t o be adde d t o 
this lis t sinc e th e pac e o f developmen t o f lifelon g learnin g opportunitie s 
of a  part-time , flexibl e an d self-fundin g natur e t o mee t th e need s o f th e 
workforce ha s bee n significant . Th e element s o f lifelon g learnin g ar e no t 
in themselve s new , bu t th e convergenc e i n th e mid-1990 s o f th e variou s 
strands of continuing and professional education , adult education, distance , 
open educatio n an d ne w multi-medi a web-drive n technolog y ha s mad e 
such learning much more effective , an d one that now has become a service 
industry i n it s ow n right . 

In addition , i t i s clea r fro m som e recen t researc h (N g 1997 ) tha t th e 
returns t o individuals undertaking award-bearin g course s through lifelon g 
learning are quite significant. Thi s is supplemented i n a later work t o sho w 
that the contribution i n 199 5 of self-funded lifelon g educatio n programme s 
to huma n capita l developmen t i n Hon g Kon g wa s 29 % o f tha t o f th e 
government funde d programme s (N g an d Youn g 2000) . Moreover , ther e 
have been various assessments of the volume of the lifelong learning marke t 
in Hong Kong . In 199 2 one estimate put i t as of the order o f HK$2 billio n 
(Lee an d La m 1994) . A  late r figur e pu t i t a t HK$3. 5 billio n fo r 199 6 
(Cribbin 1998) . Mor e recen t evidence , produce d i n a  telephon e survey , 
suggests tha t th e marke t deman d ma y b e o f th e orde r HK$ 9 billio n pe r 
annum (She n an d Le e 1999 ; an d se e Chapte r 4) . Thi s i s therefor e a n 
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economic facto r i n it s ow n righ t a s wel l a s havin g mad e a  significan t 
contribution t o th e educationa l need s o f th e re-structure d econom y (se e 
also Ashton, Chapte r 28) . Nevertheless, th e whole are a o f C E activity ha s 
been an under-researched phenomenon . Eve n though lifelong learning ha s 
now become an important issue in the education policy debate its potentia l 
and actual roles remain largely unknown a s far as public acknowledgemen t 
and reportin g i s concerned . Fo r example , figure s o f student enrolmen t i n 
the CE sector have never been published i n government statistica l returns . 
The Education Commissio n has recommended th e establishment o f private 
universities blithely ignoring the facts tha t a huge capital investment woul d 
be needed . Moreover , accordin g t o th e Non-Loca l Highe r Educatio n 
(Regulation) Ordinanc e Registr y statistics , ther e wer e i n 199 8 an d 199 9 
some 18,65 4 student s i n degre e course s exempte d unde r th e Ordinanc e 
(i.e. mounte d i n collaboratio n wit h th e Hon g Kon g tertiar y institutions , 
largely th e C E units) , an d som e 24,00 0 student s i n registere d degre e 
courses (i.e . oversea s programme s mounte d wit h privat e Hon g Kon g 
operators). I f there are already some 42,000 student s i n th e private secto r 
in Hon g Kong , i s i t likel y tha t deman d exist s t o establis h a  privat e 
university? Th e question o f overseas provision is reported in greater detai l 
in Chapte r 3 . Before that , however , i t is necessary als o to consider , a s par t 
of the background, wha t levels of programmes ar e mounted, ho w the y ar e 
delivered and , briefly , ho w C E is organized . 

LEVELS OF PROGRAMME S 

The lifelong learnin g provision i n Hon g Kong is in fac t extremel y divers e 
though i n statistica l o r reporting term s i t is not by an y means completel y 
recorded. A  furthe r issu e wit h thi s diversit y i s th e lac k o f an y 
standardization o f awards. For example, a certificate o r diploma level award 
may mea n differen t thing s i n differen t institutions , an d eve n withi n th e 
same institution. Thi s is a matter tha t has been picked up in the Educatio n 
Commission's recommendation s t o governmen t an d i s likel y t o b e a 
prominent issu e fo r lifelon g learnin g in Hong Kong in th e next fe w years . 
In terms of types of programme offered th e following broad categorization s 
can be made : 
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Non-Award Bearin g Programme s 

These ar e also describe d a s short course s o r genera l courses . Thei r lengt h 
can var y fro m 1  or 2  hour s t o 10 0 o r mor e hour s o f instructio n thoug h 
most woul d b e les s tha n 3 0 hours . Course s ten d t o b e eithe r fo r genera l 
interest purposes (e.g . arts or music appreciation) , o r skills-based t o teac h 
a particular techniqu e o r software application . Generally , only a statement 
of attendanc e woul d b e issue d althoug h i f ther e i s assessment o f skill s o r 
training provide d i n a  course , a  statemen t o f proficienc y migh t als o b e 
issued. I n term s o f leve l th e rang e coul d b e fro m ver y basi c (e.g . i n th e 
government evenin g institutes ) t o a  high academi c level , but ther e woul d 
generally b e n o entranc e requirements , admissio n bein g o n a  first-com e 
first-served basis . Prio r t o th e 1990 s such course s forme d th e majorit y o f 
what wa s offere d i n th e C E sector , certainl y i n th e the n universities . I n 
absolute term s th e number s involve d hav e remaine d somewha t constan t 
— in th e case of HKU SPACE around 23,00 0 t o 25,000 per annum — bu t 
in relative terms the proportion o f activity at this level has declined sharpl y 
from 90 % o f th e tota l i n th e lat e 1980 s t o les s tha n 30 % o f th e tota l i n 
1999/2000 suc h ha s bee n th e growt h i n th e numbe r o f awar d bearin g 
programmes. 

Award-Bearing Programme s 

These ma y als o b e a t a  numbe r o f level s an d whil e ther e i s som e 
comparability an d notio n o f progression, fo r exampl e a t bachelor's degre e 
and master' s degre e level , ther e i s als o a  gre y are a i n term s o f certificat e 
and diplom a award s a s t o th e precis e leve l o f an award . 

Certificates 

These ar e offere d a t a  number o f levels : 
Foundation Certificat e 
Introductory Certificat e 
Certificate 
Advanced Certificat e 
Higher Certificat e 
Professional Certificat e 
Postgraduate Certificat e 
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There is clearly some sense of hierarchy here and in particular subject / 
disciplines o r professiona l area s ther e ar e well-define d route s fo r 
progression throug h differen t level s o f certificate t o diploma an d beyond . 
However, a  weaknes s o f th e C E secto r a s a  whol e i s th e lac k o f a  well -
defined articulatio n framewor k fo r qualifications . Suc h recognitio n an d 
credit transfe r tha t exist s ha s develope d o n a  case by cas e basis . 

Diplomas 

The sam e comment s ca n b e mad e i n respec t o f diplomas . Thes e als o ar e 
offered a t a  number o f levels : 

Foundation Diplom a 
Diploma 
Advanced Diplom a 
Higher Diplom a 
Professional Diplom a 
Postgraduate Diplom a 

Diplomas woul d generall y b e regarde d a s a t a  highe r leve l tha n 
certificates (excep t fo r Postgraduat e Certificate s requirin g firs t degre e 
entry). Ther e ar e genera l level s o f expectatio n o f teachin g contac t hour s 
as between certificat e an d diploma thoug h thes e may vary from institutio n 
to institution. I n HKU SPACE, for example , a  certificate woul d requir e o n 
average some 90 hours o f formal teachin g (thoug h th e range may be fro m 
72 hours upwards) , while a diploma would be at least 200 hours on average 
(or 10 0 hours followin g o n fro m a  100 hour certificat e programme) . 

Unlike well developed system s elsewher e suc h a s the US credit hour s 
or UK GNVQ s ther e i s no qualification s framewor k fo r thes e award s (se e 
also Chapte r 7) . Among HKU SPACE Diploma awards , for example , ther e 
are clearly different perception s o f the exi t level in differen t subjec t areas . 
Some diplomas ar e considered C A level equivalent , i.e . the y allo w holder s 
consideration fo r university entrance , some are given recognition in degre e 
programmes fo r th e equivalent o f completion o f the first year o f university 
level studies , whil e ther e ar e example s o f eve n highe r recognition , u p t o 
postgraduate entr y level . 

Degrees and Postgraduate Awards 

At thes e levels , th e understandin g o f articulation i s better structure d an d 
more straightforward . Mos t internationa l universit y system s ca n 
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differentiate level s o f achievemen t throug h th e year s o f universit y stud y 
be the y three - o r four-yea r programme s an d a t masters leve l and beyond . 
There ar e difference s o f cours e i n European , U K an d U S systems. A  very 
useful referenc e poin t in this respect is the work by Butler and Hope whos e 
Documentary Study  of  Arrangements for  Credit  Accumulation and  Transfer 
in Higher  Education  wa s commissione d fo r advic e t o th e Hon g Kon g 
University Grant s Committe e (UG C 2000) . 

There is a tension in higher education institutions relating to the wor k 
of those institutions which have adopted a  more flexible and open approac h 
to learners. This ethos can be characterized a s 'flexible entry ' and 'stringen t 
exit' — th e standard i s measured a t the level of the exit qualification rathe r 
than by selection a t the entry stage. For example , the UK Open Universit y 
made i t a  fundamenta l principle , ah  initio,  tha t it s degree s mus t b e 
comparable i n standar d t o tha t o f an y othe r U K universit y degree . A t it s 
inception thi s appeare d t o be an outlandis h clai m sinc e i n th e traditiona l 
university world o f the 1960 s it was almost unthinkable tha t an institutio n 
which di d no t hav e ' A leve l entr y coul d i n an y wa y achiev e this . 
Nevertheless, over time this has proved possible. Such challenges have no w 
to b e face d i n Hon g Kon g sinc e traditiona l universit y thinkin g i s als o 
heavily biased toward s 'A level scores for entry , whereas the CE sector, with 
its commitment t o greater access and flexibility , take s the route of stringen t 
exit qualification , i.e . tha t standar d fo r th e exi t qualificatio n mus t b e th e 
same a s fo r a  comparabl e full-tim e award . Thi s mus t b e th e yardstick . I n 
part, th e issu e i s on e o f th e transferenc e fro m a n elit e t o a  mas s highe r 
education syste m but ther e are deeply held preconceptions t o be overcom e 
in thi s respect . 

Technologies als o drive flexible learnin g since material i s increasingl y 
available on-lin e an d no t onl y i n th e universit y lectur e theatre . T o tha t 
extent universitie s mus t respon d t o th e realit y o f greater acces s t o ensur e 
that qualit y judgement s ar e a t th e exi t leve l rathe r tha n solel y a t th e 
entrance level . I t wil l b e futil e t o defen d th e gate s onl y t o fin d th e wall s 
have crumble d aroun d them . Thi s i s no t t o sa y tha t th e acces s issu e i s a 
clash of mutually exclusiv e approaches. In fact th e modern university mus t 
adopt both approaches . Demand fo r full-tim e initia l higher educatio n wit h 
stringent entr y requirements ca n co-exis t with flexibl e acces s t o part-tim e 
lifelong learnin g opportunitie s i n th e C E sector . Indeed , th e evidenc e i s 
that school leavers are less adept than adults at coping with flexible learnin g 
(Woodley an d Mcintos h 1980) . 

The Communit y Colleg e movemen t ha s arise n fro m th e caus e o f 
education refor m i n Hong Kong articulated by the Education Commissio n 
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(see als o Chapte r 32) . Thi s ha s resulte d i n a  developin g scenari o o f 
Community Colleg e programme s a s a n alternativ e t o senio r secondar y 
education. Secondar y educatio n itsel f o f cours e form s th e basi s o f an y 
yardstick for academic levelling in that the established public examination s 
at HKCEE an d HKA L level (fo r whic h compariso n ca n be foun d i n othe r 
educational systems ) ar e benchmarks fo r th e initia l stage of education o n 
which continuin g furthe r an d highe r educatio n mus t develop . Th e 
Community Colleg e movemen t form s a n alternativ e pathwa y throug h t o 
an Associat e Degre e leve l awar d equivalen t t o yea r on e o f a  three-yea r 
degree and/o r yea r tw o o f a  four-yea r degre e curriculum . Thi s offer s a 
potential framewor k aroun d whic h othe r award s i n C E ma y evolv e an d 
revolve ove r time . I f thes e award s becom e a  principa l pathwa y throug h 
from th e initia l t o th e continuin g an d highe r stage s o f education the n th e 
pathways t o othe r award s ma y wel l hav e t o fi t i n wit h this . Indeed , i t i s 
most likel y tha t researc h an d developmen t o f a  qualificatio n framewor k 
for C E wil l b e a n importan t issu e i n Hon g Kon g i n th e nex t on e t o tw o 
years. 

ACCESS: LADDERS AND PYRAMID S 

References hav e been made t o access to educational opportunitie s an d th e 
metaphors o f ladders and pyramids of opportunities have been widely used 
to represen t this . Figure s 2.1 , 2.2 an d 2. 3 sho w model s o f suc h ladder s 
and pyramid s tha t exis t i n a  number o f subjec t area s within programme s 
offered b y HKU SPACE . 

DELIVERY OF PROGRAMMES 

Hong Kon g ha s a  wid e variet y o f deliver y method s o f educationa l 
programmes. I t i s worth notin g tha t pur e distanc e learnin g (wher e ther e 
is no physica l presenc e b y a n oversea s institution ) i s exempte d fro m th e 
local legislation which control s overseas programmes. However, such pur e 
distance learnin g programme s ar e currentl y fe w an d fa r between . B y fa r 
the mos t commo n mode l throughou t Hon g Kon g i s supporte d distanc e 
learning whether locally generated or , as is more widespread, with oversea s 
providers. Local tuition i s provided t o support distanc e learning material , 
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Figure 2.1 Route s to legal qualification s 

be thi s prin t base d o r on-line. Th e local suppor t ma y be locally source d 
or ma y be via visiting academi c staf f fro m oversea s (an d is often a 
combination o f both). The possibility of purely correspondence educatio n 
exists as does the option o f purely on-line course s but in a compact plac e 
like Hong Kong, it is relatively simple to organize face-to-face suppor t an d 
this is generally the preference o f the learners . The 'lonelines s of the lon g 
distance learner ' wa s an early catc h phras e in the UKOU an d underpins 
its commitment to providing at least some face-to-face suppor t for learners 
to be more successful . Th e experience o f HKU SPAC E and other cours e 
providers in Hong Kon g attest s to the need fo r similar support . 
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Apart from distanc e learning programmes, many programmes ar e also 
offered i n Hong Kong purely on a  face-to-face basis , albeit in th e evening s 
and weekend s whe n th e adul t learner s hav e som e fre e tim e t o engag e i n 
study Th e nee d t o mak e face-to - fac e suppor t availabl e has , o f course , 
resulted in strong demand for learning centres. Initially these were provided 
on universit y campuse s a t time s whe n ther e wa s unuse d capacit y — 
evenings, weekend s —  bu t deman d ha s bee n suc h tha t thi s capacit y ha s 
long bee n out-grown . I n addition , ther e ha s bee n growt h i n evenin g 
demand fo r loca l par t tim e course s s o tha t th e suppl y o f suc h campu s 
premises ha s als o bee n reduced . Befor e th e extensiv e growt h o f award -
bearing programme s i n th e las t decad e ther e ha d bee n widesprea d us e o f 
secondary schools . Wit h th e increas e i n award-bearin g programmes , 
particularly a t degree and postgraduate level s together with the associate d 
higher fees , it was clear that such centres could not meet the learners' needs 
and expectations . Thi s has led t o the development o f 'town centres' . HKU 
SPACE, an d th e Chines e University , i n fac t ha d tow n centre s fro m ver y 
early stages i n thei r operations . The y have also trie d t o maintain i n thos e 
operations a  mi x o f level s o f programmes . Again , i n par t drive n b y th e 
economic pressure, the best learning facilities ten d to be provided fo r thos e 
programmes commandin g highe r fee s an d therefor e highe r expectation s 
from learners . Whils t C E school s ar e generall y committe d t o a  balance d 
and comprehensiv e offerin g o f programme s i n tow n centres , i t i s 
nevertheless th e cas e tha t ther e i s a  pressur e tha t drive s th e non-awar d 
programmes (tha t generally have lower fees ) t o less expensive centres . This 
pressure i s no t alway s eas y t o resist . Eve n so , i n th e costin g o f th e 
administration o f programmes a  notional charge for th e learning premise s 
concerned ha s to be taken into account . HKU SPACE now has seven majo r 
learning centre complexes (includin g Shanghai) i n its operation an d man y 
of th e othe r institution s (Ope n University , Baptis t University , Cit y 
University) hav e als o opene d ne w learnin g centre s i n recen t years . Thes e 
centres ar e expensiv e t o fi t ou t an d acquir e an d thi s outla y ha s t o b e 
recouped fro m th e operatio n o f programmes . Clearl y th e cost s have , a s 
far a s possible , t o b e sprea d ove r a  numbe r o f year s an d ove r man y 
programmes. Ultimatel y i t i s th e learner s themselve s wh o fun d 
development sinc e continuin g educatio n i s a  largel y self-financin g 
operation. 
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ORGANIZATION O F CE UNITS 

All thi s leve l o f activit y i n th e C E sector s doe s requir e sophisticate d 
organisation. Historically , thi s ha d bee n extra-mura l department s o r 
continuing educatio n unit s bu t i n th e 1990 s thes e al l followe d th e HK U 
SPACE exampl e an d becam e School s o f thei r respectiv e universities . 
Internal organisation structures differ bu t there are some similarities in tha t 
academic programm e responsibilit y tend s t o b e delegate d t o individual s 
who lea d group s o f staf f i n supportin g thes e programmes . HK U SPACE , 
for example , no w ha s eigh t academi c division s bu t withi n eac h divisio n 
individual academics tak e responsibility fo r programmes , generally withi n 
the purview of their own disciplinary specialism. This has historically given 
an academi c strengt h t o th e work o f th e schoo l since it s programmes ar e 
directed b y academics i n th e field . However , thi s also leads t o a  weaknes s 
in tha t cross-disciplinar y wor k i s no t thereb y encourage d an d ther e ma y 
be issue s o f overla p o f subjec t area s an d duplication . Th e divisiona l 
organisation t o som e exten t overcome s thi s b y unitin g a  se t o f cognat e 
disciplines bu t i t remains tru e tha t strong coordinatio n i s necessary a t th e 
central leve l t o direc t th e operation . 

Indeed, give n th e current and growin g size of the various C E schools, 
the managemen t issue s toda y ar e quit e challenging . I n additio n t o 
organizational change over time reflected i n departments becoming schools, 
there ha s als o bee n th e self-financin g imperative . Historically , almos t al l 
the C E units hav e ha d t o cove r th e direc t cost s o f mounting programme s 
even at times when there was some funding subsidy . However, in the 1990s , 
those subsidie s were largely withdrawn, partly , i t is said, a s a result o f th e 
Open Universit y lobbyin g fo r suppor t fo r it s programmes . Rathe r tha n 
provide suc h suppor t ther e was pressure t o withdraw th e C E subsidies i n 
the universitie s —  levellin g dow n th e playin g fiel d rathe r tha n levellin g 
up! Th e O U wa s initiall y se t u p t o b e self-funding , a  challengin g an d 
difficult condition , an d i t certainl y experience d som e problem s afte r 
receiving initia l settin g u p grants , largely relate d t o th e cos t o f operatin g 
its premises. Again, ironically, the OU has in recent years received specifi c 
funding an d lan d fo r it s building s wherea s th e C E unit s i n th e mor e 
traditional universitie s hav e ha d t o become self-financin g an d fun d thei r 
own premises . Thi s ha s no t bee n t o th e benefi t o f th e Hon g Kon g adul t 
learner who has had t o pay higher fee s t o cover the withdrawal o f subsidy. 
The signs are that their situation is changing, from 2000-2001 , government 
has provided non-means tested loans for learners in recognized C E courses. 

There ha s als o bee n a  driv e t o ensur e tha t fundin g o f continuin g 
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education programme s i s ver y clearl y separate d fro m th e governmen t 
funded paren t universities . I n th e cas e o f HK U SPAC E thi s ha s bee n 
achieved throug h th e establishment o f a company limited by guarantee b y 
the university (se e Chapte r 27) . A further facto r i n thi s has been th e Non -
Local Higher an d Professiona l (Regulation ) Ordinanc e whic h require s a n 
annual certificat e fro m th e Vice-Chancello r o f th e institutio n concerne d 
that, wher e ther e ar e oversea s collaborations , n o governmen t subsid y i s 
used i n thei r operation . Hence , throughou t al l th e institution s ther e i s 
pressure t o ensur e i n organizationa l term s tha t ther e i s a  ver y clea r 
demarcation lin e a s fa r a s fundin g i s concerne d an d thi s ma y argu e i n 
favour o f clea r organizationa l separation . Ther e is , in an y event , a  robus t 
autonomy i n th e C E sector whic h ha s supporte d a  rich leve l o f provisio n 
in a  competitiv e environmen t —  i n contras t t o mor e tightl y controlle d 
school education and vocational training sectors which government strictl y 
regulates. Whether , lifelon g learnin g i n it s wides t sense , o r C E i n th e 
narrower sens e w e describ e i n thi s book , wil l com e unde r governmen t 
scrutiny an d becom e a s tightl y regulated a s the othe r sectors , remain s a n 
open questio n a t presen t (se e Chapte r 7) . 
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5 
Learning Cultures and Learning 

Styles: Myth-Understandings About 
Adult Chinese Learners 

Peter Kenned y 

INTRODUCTION 

The pictur e tha t ofte n emerge s fro m th e researc h literatur e o n 'Chines e 
learners' is a caricature of rote-learning, memorization and passivity. In thi s 
chapter I  wish t o tak e issu e wit h th e stereotype . Th e chapte r i s i n thre e 
parts. First , I  wil l examin e th e exten t t o whic h Chines e cultur e ma y 
influence Chines e learnin g styles . I  set ou t som e o f th e received opinion s 
and counterpoise thes e with some recent reinterpretations. Then I  will look 
at som e o f th e finding s fro m th e literatur e o n effectiv e adul t learning . 
Finally, I  will conside r th e exten t t o whic h Hon g Kon g adul t learner s d o 
adopt learning styles consonant with those outlined earlier . The argument s 
are situate d withi n th e literatur e o n adul t Chines e secon d languag e (L2 ) 
learning bu t hav e wide r resonanc e an d applicatio n t o Hon g Kon g adul t 
learners i n general . 
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CHINESE CULTUR E AND CHINES E LEARNER S 

Some Receive d Opinion s 

Culture 

Biggs (1993) define s cultur e as '... th e sum tota l of ways of living built u p 
by a  group o f human being s which i s transmitted fro m on e generatio n t o 
another' (1993:24) . Cultur e is not just a  matter o f overt behaviour — wha t 
people i n particula r societie s wear , ea t etc . — i t i s also th e (social ) rules , 
beliefs, attitude s an d value s whic h gover n ho w peopl e ac t an d ho w the y 
define themselves . It is c... the fabrics o f meaning with which human being s 
interpret thei r experienc e an d guid e thei r actions ' (Geert z 1973:42) . 

Comparing Cultures 

Hofstede (1980 ) develope d a  framework fo r measuring cultura l difference s 
in 4 0 countries. 1 He identified thre e cultura l layers' : th e basic norm s an d 
values shared by all human beings ; the collective beliefs an d values share d 
by particula r group s o f people ; an d a n individual' s uniqu e experienc e o f 
people an d things . Th e fou r dimension s o f 'cultura l difference ' Hofsted e 
posited are : individuality/collectivism, power/distanc e (relativ e inequalitie s 
of powe r an d wealth) , uncertaint y avoidanc e an d masculinity/femininit y 
Trompanaars (1993 ) i n his study o f 50 countries , developed (five ) simila r 
measures o f cultura l orientation. 2 

In Hofsted e an d Bon d (1984 ) an d Hofsted e (1980) , (Hon g Kong ) 
Chinese cultur e i s characterize d a s lo w o n individualis m an d hig h o n 
collectivism; power/distanc e ratio s wer e amongs t th e highes t o f al l 4 0 
countries surveyed ; wea k uncertaint y avoidanc e wa s identifie d (e.g . th e 
motivation fo r student s t o stud y har d woul d b e t o achiev e th e require d 

Of course , i n mappin g 'cultura l traits' , i t wa s recognize d tha t onl y genera l tendencie s an d 
patterns can be identified; within any particular society there will be a diverse range of beliefs 
and attitudes. ' Cultures ar e neither stati c nor isolated ; societie s are constantl y changin g an d 
are, increasingly, influenced b y global trends . 
1. umversalism/particularism (th e relative focus o n rule s o r on relationships ) 
2. individuality/collectivis m 
3. neutral/emotiona l (ho w people express emotions , feeling s an d thoughts ) 
4. specific/diffus e (th e importance o f personal contacts ) 
5. achievement/ascriptio n (th e exten t t o whic h peopl e ar e respected fo r thei r job statu s o r 

for thei r persona l qualitie s and achievements) . 
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marks but no more); (stereo-typical) masculinity was found t o be 'medium' . 
Trompanaars (1993 ) conclude d tha t in Hong Kong, Chinese cultur e ther e 
is a high level of collectivism, a  strong sense of belonging t o a social grou p 
and a  preference fo r working togethe r in groups to solve problems. A study 
by Redding (1990 ) o f Chinese middle managers also indicated high power / 
distance relation s an d a n overridin g concer n wit h th e maintenanc e o f 
harmonious relationship s a t work . 

Chinese Culture  and Learning 

Cortazzi and Jin (1996 ) remar k tha t although 'Chines e students constitut e 
a majo r grou p o f th e world' s learners , roughl y 25% , as ye t ther e i s ver y 
little data-based research into their culture of learning ... ' (1996:172) . What 
are th e cultura l root s o f 'Chinese ' learning ? Th e learnin g style s adopte d 
by Chines e learner s ar e ofte n attribute d t o 'Confucia n values' . Students ' 
apparent reluctanc e t o expres s opinion s i n clas s i s said t o be determine d 
by thei r 'Confucia n heritage' . Murph y (1987 ) suggest s tha t th e reaso n 
'Hong Kon g student s displa y a n almos t unquestionin g acceptanc e o f th e 
knowledge o f th e teache r .. . ma y b e a  transfe r o f th e Confucia n ethi c o f 
filial piety, coupled with an emphasis on strictness of discipline and prope r 
behaviour' (1987:43) . 

The Confucia n cod e o f socia l conduct , W u Lun,  require s tha t i n th e 
'five cardina l relationships' , respect and obedience must be accorded t o th e 
latter b y th e forme r i n eac h o f thes e pairs : rule r an d minister , fathe r an d 
son, husban d an d wife , olde r an d younge r brother , olde r an d younge r 
friends (Bon d 1996) . I n Hon g Kon g Chines e families , i t i s said , childre n 
are taugh t t o hav e respec t fo r ag e an d ran k —  fo r parents , elder s an d 
ancestors. Proper respec t is also to be given to teachers whose wisdom an d 
knowledge is taken fo r granted and not to be questioned. (Teacher s in tur n 
are expecte d t o hav e a  good mora l character) . There i s strong pressure t o 
conform an d ac t i n th e interest s o f th e group . Compromise , moderatio n 
and th e maintenanc e o f harmoniou s relationship s ar e encouraged , 
individualism an d self-assertio n discouraged : 'honou r th e hierarch y first , 
your visio n o f th e trut h second ' (Bon d 1992:83) . 

The concep t o f 'face ' (mien-tzu)  —  having status in fron t o f other s — 
is important . I t i s considere d selfis h an d shamefu l t o caus e someon e t o 
'lose face ' (Bon d 1996) . Being modest an d self-effacing , no t 'blowin g you r 
own trumpet ' i s praiseworthy, while wasting othe r students ' clas s tim e b y 
expressing independent judgements i s egotistical and selfish. Besides , such 
challenges ar e disrespectfu l t o teacher s an d ma y caus e the m t o los e face . 
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Teachers shoul d als o b e moderat e i n thei r behaviou r too . Hon g Kon g 
teachers seldom seek to encourage students' with positive appraisals of thei r 
performances (Ha u 1992) . Parents do not usually praise to encourage thei r 
children's learnin g eithe r —  (Hess , 1992 ) —  thoug h childre n ar e ofte n 
publicly chastise d fo r devian t behaviour. 3 I t i s frequentl y contende d tha t 
such socio-cultura l attitude s promot e conformit y an d reinforc e passive , 
compliant role s i n class . Student s ar e no t encourage d t o spea k out , t o 
question, t o criticiz e an d ar e unwillin g t o commi t themselve s fo r fea r o f 
being wron g (an d thu s losin g face) . Teachin g i s largely didacti c an d text -
bound, with littl e time allowed fo r discussion : 'fo r many Chines e student s 
and teacher s book s ar e though t o f a s a n embodimen t o f knowledge , 
wisdom an d truth . Knowledg e i s 'in ' th e boo k an d ca n b e take n ou t an d 
put inside students ' heads . . ./whereas/ for many foreigners, books are ope n 
to interpretatio n an d dispute ' (Male y 1983:101) . 

When learning thei r firs t languag e Chines e students have to memoriz e 
thousands o f writte n characters . I n mainlan d Chin a an d i n Hon g Kong , 
the nature o f the ideographic scrip t develops children' s ability to recognis e 
patterns and memorise by rote. It is sometimes suggested tha t such learnin g 
habits and teaching styles are transferred, subsequently , to other classrooms . 
The examinatio n cultur e i n mainlan d Chin a an d Hon g Kon g i s als o sai d 
to influence learnin g styles. In China , from th e thirteenth centur y onwards , 
success in public examinations coul d lead to great wealth and high status. 4 

Academic success in Hong Kong still remains th e route t o a good job. Th e 
family's 'investment ' in education i s not just for th e child's personal benefit ; 
within a  network o f mutual obligations , the debt to the family is as tangible 
as a  bank loa n tha t mus t b e paid off : 'ultimatel y accomplishment s ar e o n 
behalf o f th e family' s well-bein g an d reputatio n .../their / socia l an d 
economic insuranc e .. . today' s chil d i s tomorrow' s ancestor ' (Prat t 
1999:254). 

The ancien t Civi l Servic e examinatio n teste d th e abilit y t o memoriz e 
classical works; many commentator s o n th e examination syste m in Chin a 
and Hon g Kon g sugges t tha t littl e ha s changed , an d tha t learnin g fo r 
examinations stil l relie s heavil y o n memorization . Examinations , the y 
argue, promote surface learnin g — the ability merely to repeat informatio n 

These tw o studies ar e cited in Watkins an d Biggs (1996:89) . 
Lee Wing On (1996 : 25-41) state s tha t th e percentage o f persons o f obscure origin enterin g 
government service rose from 6 % in 722-693 BC, to 44% in 512-483 with even greater socia l 
mobility whe n th e civi l servic e examinatio n wa s institute d i n th e 13t h centur y throug h t o 
the 20t h centur y an d th e fal l o f the Qing dynast y 
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without a  rea l understandin g o f meaning o r o f how th e ne w informatio n 
relates t o previou s knowledge . Examination s ac t a s a  barrie r t o creativ e 
expression, critica l thinkin g an d problem-solvin g i n educatio n and , 
subsequently, i n work too. 5 Hong Kong students ar e usually characterize d 
as hard-working an d diligen t bu t lackin g i n creativit y an d originality : '.. . 
even thoug h Chines e student s d o bette r tha n Wester n student s i n 
mathematics an d sciences , the y ar e no t know n fo r thei r creativit y an d 
original thinking ' (Salil i 1996:100) . 

Chinese (L2)  Learning Styles 

Learning styles have been defined a s the 'characteristic cognitive , affectiv e 
and physiologica l behaviour s tha t serv e a s relativel y stabl e indicator s o f 
how learner s perceive , interac t wit h an d respon d t o th e learnin g 
environment' (Keef e 197 9 cite d i n Melto n 1990:30) . 

Oxford an d Anderso n (1995) , summarizing a  number o f major cross -
cultural studie s o f (L2 ) learnin g styles , identif y si x interrelate d aspects. 6 

In term s o f preferre d pattern s o f menta l functionin g th e Chines e learne r 
is said to be 'field dependent ' and prefers classroom s where (grammar ) rule s 
are emphasize d an d learnin g i s inductiv e (wherea s a  'field  independen t 
learner' enjoy s greate r persona l autonomy , deductiv e learning , an d doe s 
not readily accept other people's views before making a judgement). Oxfor d 
and Burry-Stock (1995 ) describ e Chines e learner s a s adopting a  'concrete-
sequential' cognitive style as opposed to an 'intuitive-random' one (the latter 
type of learner seek s ou t 'th e big picture', a  mental mode l o f the L2, while 
the forme r prefer s t o follo w th e teache r t o th e lette r an d t o use strategie s 
such a s memorisation , list s an d repetition) . Chines e learner s ar e mor e 
reflective tha n impulsive , tha t is , the y prefe r a  slow, accurate , systemati c 

For instance , a  recen t Educatio n Commissio n documen t state s that , i n th e Hon g Kon g 
education system: '.. . learnin g is still exam-driven an d scant attention i s paid t o "learnin g t o 
learn". Schoo l lif e i s usuall y monotonous , studen t ar e no t give n comprehensiv e learnin g 
experiences with littl e room t o think , explor e and create. ' (E C September 2000:4 ) 
1. cognitive elemen t (preferre d patter n o f mental functioning ) 
2. executive elemen t (th e degree t o which a  person seek s order , organisation i n th e learnin g 

process) 
3. affective aspec t (attitudes , beliefs and values that influence what an individual pays attention 

to) 
4. social element (th e exten t o f involvement with othe r people while learning ) 
5. physiological elemen t (sensor y an d perceptual tendencies ) 
6. the tendency to seek situations compatible with one's own learning preferences (1995:203) . 
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approach an d ar e les s comfortabl e wit h guessin g o r predicting . The y fee l 
the need fo r rapid and constant correction and have a low level of toleranc e 
for ambiguit y an d uncertaint y 

The issu e o f Chines e learners ' 'extroversion ' o r 'introversion ' —  thei r 
preference fo r grou p wor k an d interactiv e activitie s o r fo r workin g alon e 
— i s more complex . I t is said tha t Chines e students seldom work i n smal l 
groups in clas s but co-operat e readily in groups outsid e th e classroom (S u 
1995). I n term s o f sensor y an d perceptua l tendencies , Rossi-L e (1995 ) 
reports tha t Chines e learners , particularl y olde r students , hav e a  stron g 
visual orientation . S u (1995 ) foun d tha t Chines e student s prefe r 
kinaesthetic movemen t an d lik e t o work wit h tangibl e objects. 7 

Some Recen t Re-interpretation s 

Confucian Confusions 

The 'Confucia n values ' o f collectivis m an d conformit y ar e ofte n stresse d 
in th e research literature o n The Chines e Learner . However , a s Lee (1996 ) 
says, thi s i s only par t o f the story ; Confuciu s als o had muc h t o say abou t 
individuality an d learning . Educatio n i s only meaningful i f i t leads t o th e 
perfection o f the self: '... th e purpose o f learning i s to cultivate onesel f a s 
an intelligent, creative , independent, autonomou s being ' (1996:34) . Chen g 
(2000) concurs , pointin g ou t tha t th e Chines e ter m 'knowledge ' i s mad e 
up o f tw o characters : 'On e i s xue (t o learn ) an d th e othe r i s wen  (t o ask) . 
This mean s tha t th e actio n o f enquiring an d questionin g i s centra l t o th e 
quest fo r knowledge ' (2000:441) . 

Wrong About Rote 

Memorization was never seen as an end in itself but a s a prelude t o deepe r 
understanding. Committin g text s to memory enabled the 'learner' to savour 
and reflec t o n the m and , finally , t o assimilat e the m with th e learner' s ow n 
experience. I n an y case , memorizatio n nee d no t b e synonymou s wit h 
surface learning . Fo r instance , i n situation s suc h a s a n examinatio n o r 
performing i n a play, as Ho (1999) reminds us, 'memorizing lines or already 
understood fact s ma y b e require d t o ensur e succes s an d i s considere d t o 

The studies mentione d i n thi s paragraph ar e cited m Oxford an d Anderson (1995 ) 
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be a  dee p approach ' (1999:48) . Recen t researc h o n Hon g Kon g learner s 
has sought t o draw a clearer distinction between rote learning (mechanica l 
learning withou t meaning ) an d repetitio n fo r 'dee p memorizing' . Marto n 
et al . (1996) , for example , repor t o n a  study explorin g th e conception s o f 
learning o f twent y Englis h teacher s fro m Chin a an d Hon g Kong . Wha t 
emerges i s a  '.. . a  notio n o f deepe r understandin g throug h repetition ' 
(1996:81). 

Groups That Work 

The pictur e o f passive , non-participativ e Chines e learner s an d teacher -
dominated, authoritaria n classroom s is also common. However , as Cortazz i 
(1996) suggests , i t ma y be that ' . . . student s ar e no t passiv e bu t reflectiv e 
... Chines e students value thoughtful question s which they ask after soun d 
reflection .. . les s thoughtful question s may be laughed at by other students ' 
(1996:191). Nor are teacher-student relationships a s cold or 'authoritarian ' 
as the y a t firs t appear . Ther e i s muc h interactio n outsid e clas s wit h th e 
teacher fo r '.. . student s with problems in class expect the teacher t o realize 
this an d offe r hel p afte r class , whereas Western teacher s wil l assum e tha t 
students wit h problem s wil l as k fo r help ' (Ibi d 1996:191) . Flowerde w 
(1998) cite s a  Hong Kon g study , by Wong 1996 , indicating tha t 'student -
initiated collaborativ e learnin g strategie s hav e bee n foun d t o foste r th e 
adoption o f a deep approach t o learning and the use of high-level cognitiv e 
strategies' (1998:325). Group solidarity can be an asset when it is harnessed 
for collaborativ e learnin g a s studie s o n pee r learnin g i n Hon g Kon g b y 
Winter (1996 ) an d Tan g (1996 ) illustrate . 

Learning i n suc h group s goe s beyon d knowledg e transfe r t o critica l 
analysis an d questioning : ' . . . /s tudents / becom e awar e o f differen t 
perspectives o n controversia l issues , for m judgement s throug h critica l 
thinking .. . rehearse , organiz e an d clarif y informatio n i n orde r t o be abl e 
to communicat e wit h th e othe r members ' (Tan g 1996:185) . 

It seem s tha t 'Chines e learnin g styles ' ar e mor e subtl e an d comple x 
than the y appea r t o be i n som e (Western ) misrepresentation s o f them . 

ADULT LEARNIN G STAGE S AND LEARNIN G STYLE S 

Jarvis (1998 ) chart s a  shift o f emphasis i n recent years from th e provisio n 
of educatio n —  planned , controlle d an d institutionalize d learnin g —  t o 
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greater learner autonomy: 'Education is a public phenomenon an d provide s 
public recognitio n fo r learning ' (1998:60 ) wherea s learnin g ca n b e mor e 
individualistic, an d tak e place outsid e educationa l institution s a t work o r 
at a  distance withou t a  teache r present . 

Developmental Stages ? 

Is learning in adulthood qualitativel y different fro m learnin g in childhood ? 
Piaget identifie d fou r stage s o f cognitiv e development 8 a  perso n passe s 
through, in linear fashion , fro m childhoo d t o adulthood. Th e culminatio n 
of the process is the attainment o f maturity and the development o f explicit , 
rational ways o f knowing. Brune r sa w these as overlapping rathe r tha n a s 
discrete stages , a  ne w stag e supplement s rathe r tha n supplant s th e 
preceding one . Claxto n (1998 ) argue s tha t Piagetia n 'earlier ' stage s nee d 
not atroph y i n adulthood ; differen t mode s o f learnin g —  throug h 
immersion, imagination , intuitio n o r intellec t —  ma y continu e t o b e 
deployed concurrently . Tennan t (1997 ) question s th e vie w tha t certai n 
'developmental' stage s ar e immutable an d inevitable . H e argue s tha t suc h 
a positio n i s base d o n a  consensua l vie w o f huma n existenc e '.. . whic h 
posits a  socially approved timetabl e fo r individua l growt h .. . perhap s i t i s 
best t o abando n th e projec t o f identifyin g universa l age-relate d stage s o r 
phases o f development ' (1997:54) . 

A view o f learnin g a s something tha t continue s acros s th e whol e lif e 
course entail s a  rejectio n o f th e notio n tha t yout h i s th e onl y phas e fo r 
learning. Boulton-Lewis (1997 ) present s evidenc e tha t ther e i s no seriou s 
decline i n memor y unti l peopl e ar e wel l int o thei r sixties . Prematur e 
assessments o f who i s a 'success' and who a  'failure' ar e also inappropriat e 
for, a s Bal l (1994:6 ) says , while ther e ma y b e faste r an d slowe r learners , 
there are few who are non-learners. Adults are as well equipped a s younger 
learners t o continu e learning . T o fin d (o r t o continue ) i n employmen t 
nowadays require s a  constan t updatin g o f a  person' s 'cognitiv e capital ' 
(Claxton 1996:5) . However, recurrent education ca n also be transformative , 
a point o f departure fo r a  new lifestyle o r a new sense of personal identity . 
Is i t perhap s mor e helpfu l t o loo k a t adul t learnin g style s tha n a t (age -
related) learnin g stages . 

Piaget's majo r stage s o f developmen t ar e th e sensory-motor , pre-operational , concret e 
operational an d forma l operation s 
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Experiential Learnin g 

Pogson and Tennant (2000 ) cit e studies o f adult learning capacitie s whic h 
appear t o indicat e tha t whil e intelligence , a s measure d b y I Q tests , ma y 
decline i n ol d age , 'thos e component s o f intelligenc e base d o n learnin g 
from experienc e ar e maintained an d eve n develope d wit h age ' (2000:25) . 
Much mor e attentio n i s no w bein g give n t o th e importanc e o f (lif e an d 
work) experienc e in learning. As Kolb (1984) put s it 'learning is the process 
whereby knowledg e i s create d throug h th e transformatio n o f experience ' 
(1984:56). Adults do no t just acquir e new information an d ad d i t t o thei r 
existing 'knowledge bank account' , they integrate the new information wit h 
what the y alread y kno w —  the y construc t meanin g by relating i t t o thei r 
prior experience . Erau t (1994 ) elaborate s o n th e rol e o f experientia l 
learning in professional knowledge . H e questions th e traditiona l idea tha t 
professional practic e i s base d solel y o n propositiona l knowledg e —  th e 
theories an d concept s tha t ar e codifie d an d taugh t i n highe r educatio n 
institutions. Professiona l knowledg e als o include s proces s knowledg e 
(know-how) an d persona l knowledg e acquire d throug h experienc e an d 
social interaction . H e point s ou t tha t whe n professional s ar e aske d t o 
describe wha t the y do , a  lis t o f processe s results . Functiona l analyse s o f 
the kind s o f knowledg e neede d i n professiona l context s —  fo r instance , 
the interweavin g o f theor y wit h clinica l experienc e i n medicin e —  ma y 
lead to a better understanding o f what professionals actuall y do and sugges t 
better way s i n which thes e skill s ma y be taught . 

Research on expertise and the 'practical intelligence' adults demonstrat e 
in non-professiona l contexts , fro m grocer y shoppin g o r gamblin g t o tax i 
driving and factor y work , has helped broaden ou r understanding o f (non -
academic) adul t learning . What th e studies 9 revea l i s th e exten t t o whic h 
such learnin g i s situate d an d 'domai n specific' . Fo r instance , grocer y 
shoppers attaine d muc h highe r score s whe n the y wer e aske d t o d o 
mathematics calculations while shopping than they did when given identical 
pen-and-paper problems. Factory workers accustomed to a particular setting 
and t o certai n routines , incorporat e 'th e externa l environmen t int o th e 
problem-solving syste m .. . adop t effor t savin g as a higher-order cognitiv e 
strategy which informs th e way they work and /use/ "practical thought" t o 
reformulate and redefine problems for ease of solution' (Pogson and Tennant 
2000:27). The challeng e the n i s to harness th e experience s adul t learner s 
bring t o clas s an d lin k thes e u p wit h ne w learning . 

The studies mentioned in this paragraph are reported in Pogson and Tennant (200 0 25-29 ) 
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Jarvis's (1987 ) mode l o f th e adul t learnin g proces s start s wit h (life ) 
experiences. Ever y (social ) situatio n i s a  potential learnin g experienc e — 
though tha t potentia l i s no t alway s realize d —  'eve n miseducativ e 
experiences ma y b e regarde d a s learnin g experiences ' (1987:16) . Som e 
responses t o experienc e wil l lea d t o non-reflectiv e learnin g suc h a s 
memorisation, whil e other s wil l resul t i n 'highe r form s o f learning ' tha t 
call fo r applicatio n o f o r reflectio n o n wha t ha s bee n learnt . I n th e past , 
learning was too narrowl y concerne d wit h academi c knowledge alone . As 
Ball (1994:13 ) remind s us , nowadays , w e al l nee d t o b e equippe d wit h 
'technical' skill s suc h a s word-processing , persona l skill s suc h a s how t o 
work effectivel y i n teams , a s wel l a s conceptua l skill s suc h a s problem -
solving. Th e ol d distinctio n betwee n academi c knowledge an d vocationa l 
training i s obsolete . 

Other Mode s o f (Adult ) Learnin g 

It i s ofte n assume d tha t scientifi c explanation s an d rationa l way s o f 
knowing are th e highes t mode s o f understanding. Piage t asserted tha t th e 
'formal operations ' stag e —  abstract , intellectua l way s o f knowin g — 
represents th e pinnacle o f adult learning. Riege l (1979) comment s that ' . . . 
only unde r th e mos t exceptiona l circumstance s o f logica l argumen t an d 
scholastic dispute s woul d a  perso n engag e i n suc h a  for m o f thinkin g / 
Piaget's view of learning/... reflect s th e non-artistic and non-creative aspec t 
in the intellectual history of Western man' (1979:49-50 , quoted i n Squire s 
1995:93). The traditiona l IQ hypothesis has been superseded by Gardner' s 
idea o f 'multiple intelligences ' — linguistic , mathematical, spatial , musical , 
physical as well as inter- and intra-personal skills . Claxton (1996 ) also takes 
issue with th e Piagetian idea that imagination should be a mode of learning 
only associate d wit h childhood : 'Imaginatio n an d fantas y ar e treate d a s 
primitive form s o f learnin g .. . emotion s ar e stil l treate d a s interruption s 
to learnin g rathe r tha n resource s fo r learning ' (1996:53) . Lan g (1998 ) 
defines 'affect ' a s ' a significant dimensio n o f th e educatio n proces s whic h 
is concerned wit h th e feelings , beliefs , attitudes and emotion s o f students ' 
(1998:4). I f adul t learnin g i s t o b e effectiv e i t need s t o engag e th e 
imagination an d th e emotions a s well as the intellect.10 The importance o f 

I am not polarizing cognitive and affective learning here I n the case of L2 learning, for instance, 
improving fluency throug h affectiv e learnin g task s need no t preclude grammatica l accurac y 



LEARNING CULTURES AND LEARNIN G STYLES Z? 

affective/imaginative learnin g i s acknowledge d i n recen t revision s t o th e 
admission criteri a t o Hon g Kon g tertiar y institution s an d i n Educatio n 
Commission reports . Claxto n (1998 ) remind s u s tha t ou r contemporar y 
culture o f spee d ofte n (over)value s knowledg e expresse d i n th e hyper -
precise language o f mathematics an d scienc e an d neglect s o r devalue s th e 
more patien t mode s o f mind . Learnin g als o come s fro m 'emotiona l 
intelligence', imaginative insigh t o r after a  period o f rumination whe n th e 
'... metaphorica l appl e fall s o n th e prepared mind ' (1998:67) . Learning t o 
be i s a s important a s learning t o do . 

Effective Adult Learning  Styles 

There i s no singl e 'bes t way' for adult s t o learn. Knowle s (1980 ) contend s 
that effectiv e adul t learner s ar e mor e self-directe d an d independent , the y 
are able to draw on a reservoir of accumulated experienc e as a rich resource 
in learning, are aware o f thei r learnin g needs and want t o apply skills an d 
knowledge t o rea l lif e problem s an d tasks. 11 (cite d i n Jarvi s 1995:90) . 
Brookfield's (1986 ) si x principles fo r effectiv e adul t learning are: voluntary 
participation, mutual respect , collaborative spirit, action, reflection an d self-
direction (cite d i n Foley , 2000:48) . Amon g th e feature s o f matur e adul t 
thinking style s identifie d b y Rybas h (1986 ) ar e a  willingnes s t o accep t 
contradiction, a n ability to synthesize contradictory thought s and emotion s 
into coheren t wholes , a  readines s t o recognis e th e relativ e natur e o f 
knowledge an d accep t tha t ther e are multiple subjective perspective s o n a 
situation, a s wel l a s a  recognition tha t constan t chang e i s a  fundamenta l 
given o f moder n life . Kega n (1994 ) add s tha t a  ke y facto r i n a  matur e 
learning styl e is the developmen t o f a  critical consciousness — th e abilit y 
to reflec t o n an d challeng e th e sociall y constructe d discourse s i n whic h 
we hav e bee n embedde d an d th e inherite d belief s imbue d i n yout h 
(1994:278). 

The cultivatio n o f suc h a  reflective attitud e wil l depen d cruciall y o n 
how knowledg e i s presented b y a  teache r t o learners . Knowledg e ma y b e 

Knowles ha s bee n criticise d fo r focussin g to o narrowl y o n adul t learner s a s autonomou s 
individuals an d neglectin g th e fac t tha t w e operat e i n a  socia l contex t an d ther e ar e 
'organizational an d socia l impediments t o adult learning ' (Grace , 199 6 cited in Merriam an d 
Caffarella 1999:276) . Some adults may be self-directed learners , as are some children, other s 
are not. His third and fourth trait s have been called into question for presenting too technica l 
and reductionis t a  view o f knowledge . Perhap s hi s framewor k i s more o f a  prescription fo r 
what adul t learning may be rather tha n a  description o f what i t actually is. 
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presented 'a s i f i t were establishe d t o b e universall y an d incontrovertibl y 
true /or/ conditionally, a s if it were one position o r viewpoint among severa l 
.. ./for/ whe n knowledg e i s presented a s cut and drie d universals , learner s 
are implicitly led to engage learning strategies tha t simply record i t . . . whe n 
an element o f doubt is introduced int o th e situation by the teacher' s choic e 
of language , on e i s invite d t o engag e wit h i t i n a  mor e questionin g an d 
intelligent fashion ' (Claxto n 1996:51) . 

Effective adul t learning , particularl y th e self-directe d kind , i s closel y 
linked t o a n adult' s readines s t o learn , which , i n turn , seem s t o be linke d 
to his o r her (changing ) role s as worker, famil y membe r etc . Merriam an d 
Caffarella (1999 ) repor t finding s tha t sho w '83 % of adul t learner s wer e 
engaged i n learnin g activitie s becaus e o f som e transitio n i n thei r lives ' 
(1999:277). Adulthoo d i s a  tim e o f growth an d chang e an d learnin g ma y 
be affecte d b y advers e change s —  suc h a s unemploymen t —  o r positiv e 
changes suc h a s th e opportunitie s t o retur n t o stud y whe n child-car e 
responsibilities end . 

'Learning involve s th e reorganizatio n o f experiences ' (Merria m an d 
Cafferella 1999:254 ) an d th e exten t t o which a n adul t i s prepared fo r thi s 
and enter s int o th e ne w learnin g —  wholeheartedly , half-heartedly , 
cynically, anxiously o r reluctantly — will be a major facto r i n determinin g 
whether tha t learning will be successful o r not. Claxto n et al. (1996) argue s 
that w e nee d t o atten d mor e t o a  learner' s preparednes s fo r learnin g an d 
the factor s tha t affec t a n adult' s decisio n t o engage . 'Learner s ca n b e 
effectively blocke d fro m takin g up learning opportunities , or , if forced int o 
them, wil l engag e wit h the m i n a  way tha t i s designe d t o defen d agains t 
the anticipate d o r imagine d risk , rathe r tha n maximizin g thei r learnin g 
... a  major goa l for learning support the n becomes the dissolution o f thes e 
blocks' (1996:11) . A  Hong Kon g stud y b y I p e t al . (1996 ) o n th e copin g 
patterns o f (247 ) matur e student s studyin g a t Cit y Universit y provide s 
some useful insight s into the coping strategies adopted by these Hong Kon g 
adults whe n face d wit h tim e constraints , wor k pressur e an d famil y 
responsibility whil e studying . The y discovere d tha t learners ' firs t broa d 
strategy wa s t o tr y t o cop e wit h problem s themselves , the n t o tur n t o 
spouses an d famil y member s fo r suppor t an d onl y a s a  last resor t t o see k 
help fro m professionals . The y speculat e tha t 'man y Chines e lik e t o kee p 
their problem s t o themselve s o r withi n thei r families . T o seek hel p fro m 
outsiders . . ./is/ an admissio n o f inadequac y .. . onl y a  smal l numbe r o f 
mature student s .. . approache d professional s suc h a s teacher s o r 
counsellors fo r support ' (1996:38-42) . The y recommen d tha t course s o n 
coping strategie s —  tim e management , planning , problem-solvin g an d 
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critical thinkin g —  be organize d fo r adul t learner s an d tha t ther e shoul d 
be support network s for spouse s and famil y member s a s well as better us e 
of pee r counselling . I f teacher s ar e t o tak e a  mor e activ e rol e i n helpin g 
mature students , the y nee d t o arrang e informa l gathering s t o establis h 
meaningful contact s (1996:46) . 

Learning Tasks 

How shoul d thes e differen t model s an d framework s o f adul t learnin g 
translate int o mode s o f deliver y i n th e classroom ? Knowle s (1978 ) 
distinguishes betwee n th e 'pedagogue ' wh o impart s knowledg e an d th e 
'andragogue' who facilitate s (adult ) learnin g through discussion , problem -
solving an d socia l interaction . Task s an d activitie s suc h a s cas e studies , 
simulations an d projec t wor k ma y be more appropriat e fo r adul t learner s 
than traditiona l teachin g methods . Grou p work task s can enabl e adults t o 
pool th e wisdom , experienc e an d expertis e the y brin g t o th e classroo m 
and, especiall y i n th e Hon g Kon g context , t o obtai n pee r support. 12 

CHINESE ADULTS LEARNIN G 

Research o n th e Chines e learne r ofte n fail s t o mak e i t clea r whethe r th e 
learners bein g writte n abou t ar e adult s o r children . D o Chines e adul t 
learners adap t t o learning style s differen t fro m thos e the y were used t o i n 
secondary school ? T o what exten t ca n Hon g Kon g adul t learner s deplo y 
successfully learnin g style s o f th e kin d identifie d above ? 

Preferences o f Hon g Kon g Adult Learner s 

Contrary to the rote-learner stereotype , adult Hong Kong Chinese student s 
'... repor t a  stronge r preferenc e fo r high-level , meaning-base d learnin g 
strategies an d avoidanc e o f rote-learnin g tha n d o Wester n /Australian / 

Squires (1995) points out tha t there are also implications for th e (continuous ) assessmen t of 
experiential learning as the boundaries between'... non-forma l and informal modes of learning, 
between educatio n an d everythin g els e ... ' weaken. H e cites th e work tha t ha s already bee n 
done by th e Counci l fo r Adul t and Experientia l Learning in th e US (1995: 105-106) . 
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students' (Watkin s an d Bigg s 1996:49). 13Tang an d Bigg s (1996 ) conten d 
that in schools, Hong Kong children adopt certain learning styles for purel y 
pragmatic reasons : the exams tak e a  certain for m an d so students develo p 
strategies the y thin k ar e appropriat e fo r dealin g wit h them . I t doe s no t 
follow tha t thes e ar e thei r 'preferred ' learnin g style s o r tha t the y ar e no t 
capable o f deployin g othe r learnin g style s i n othe r contexts . ' A learnin g 
approach must not be confused, a s it often is , with the context-independen t 
learning style ' (1996:165) . I n fact , whe n Littlewoo d (1996 ) aske d ove r 
2,000 Hon g Kon g adul t learner s abou t thei r preferre d L 2 learning styles , 
they 'exhibite d a n orientatio n t o activ e an d communicativ e mode s o f 
learning Englis h .. . wishe d t o hav e mor e opportunitie s t o develo p thei r 
fluency an d attache d mor e importanc e t o i t tha n t o correc t gramma r an d 
vocabulary' (1996:78) . Lam' s (1997 ) stud y foun d a  stron g preferenc e 
among (118 ) Hon g Kon g undergraduat e student s fo r grou p wor k ove r 
individual learnin g tasks . It may be that a t present, in Hong Kong schools, 
the competitive examination-oriente d syste m does not encourage th e dee p 
approaches t o learning advocated in recent Education Commissio n reports ; 
but 'i f the goal of education i s deep learning, then educators in Hong Kon g 
should adjus t thei r teachin g an d /the / evaluatio n syste m accordingl y .. . 
teaching student s stud y skill s tha t th e ecolog y o f th e classroo m doe s no t 
support i s simply a  waste o f time ' (H o 1999:55-56) . 

Teachers' Expectation s 

Teachers' preconception s abou t student s wil l determin e th e type s o f 
learning experience s thos e student s have . Chang e wil l no t occu r if , fo r 
instance, teacher s believ e student s ar e onl y capabl e o f rote-learnin g (an d 
related assessment) . Adult student s who tak e evening classe s do not wan t 
to replicate what the y did in school. Indeed, a s Claxton (1996 ) point s ou t 
'... i f adul t learner s mak e a n analog y betwee n a  curren t learnin g contex t 
and thei r ow n (unhappy ) experienc e o f schoo l /then / anachronisti c 
assumptions ma y b e activate d ... ' (1996:47) . Whil e thi s doe s cal l fo r 
approaches t o teachin g quit e differen t fro m thos e whic h student s 
encountered i n school , ther e i s a  nee d fo r cultura l sensitivit y i n th e 
characterization o f 'effectiv e teaching ' an d i n th e managemen t o f change . 
A stud y b y Prat t e t al . (1999 ) reveale d significan t difference s i n th e 

Reported m  Watkins an d Biggs (1996:49) . 
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perceptions o f Hon g Kon g Chines e teacher s an d Wester n expatriat e 
teachers as to what constituted 'effective (university ) teaching' . The Chines e 
teachers (and students) stresse d the importance of foundational knowledge . 
They fel t student s neede d t o attai n master y o f thi s a s a  firs t ste p i n an y 
discipline. Th e teache r i s th e authoritativ e sourc e whos e jo b i s t o tak e 
students systemically throug h a  set of tasks, step-by-step, varying th e pac e 
according t o students ' understanding . 

The Wester n expatriate s tende d t o vie w thei r job a s th e elaboration , 
application o r critiqu e o f foundationa l knowledge . B y encouragin g 
discussion, thei r ai m was t o facilitat e independen t learnin g s o as t o brin g 
about a  qualitative chang e in students ' thinking . As mentioned earlier , th e 
Chinese teacher s sa w themselve s a s having a  pastoral rol e in guidin g an d 
mentoring student s outsid e class . Thoug h Wester n teacher s ha d mor e 
'egalitarian' relationship s wit h students , the y wer e les s understandin g o f 
them tha n thei r Chines e colleague s were, often characterizin g student s a s 
lazy, spoon-fe d o r incapabl e o f dee p thinking . The y ha d faile d t o 'se e a 
link between studen t behaviou r an d socia l structures o f formal schoolin g 
and family life in Hong Kong' (1999:250) . In effecting curriculu m changes , 
such a s th e mov e toward s mor e problem-base d learnin g i n Hon g Kon g 
universities, i t need s t o b e recognize d tha t notion s o f 'effectiv e teaching ' 
are roote d i n cultura l value s an d socia l norms ; th e perception s Chines e 
teachers (an d students ) hav e o f thei r roles , responsibilitie s an d 
relationships need t o be acknowledged an d handled sensitivel y during th e 
change process . 

All too often, wha t comes through in the research literature, is a defici t 
view o f Chines e learnin g an d teachin g method s —  th e implicatio n bein g 
that the y ar e no t s o muc h differen t a s old-fashioned an d wrong . Cortezz i 
cautions agains t such cultura l imperialism : 'ther e i s no reaso n t o suppos e 
that one culture o f learning i s superior t o another .. . thi s needs to be kep t 
in min d whe n teachin g methodologie s migrat e aroun d th e world ' 
(1996:174). Harvey (1985) describe s (Western) comment s on Chinese (L2 ) 
learning styles as being rather like a Chinese opera in which '.. . a  crusading 
communicat ive forc e / is / inten t o n stampin g ou t rot e learning , 
memorisation, grammatica l analysi s an d intensiv e reading : a  linguisti c 
Gang o f Fou r ... ' (1985:183) . I n fact , a  bette r understandin g o f certai n 
aspects of 'Chinese learning styles ' — such as collaborative group learnin g 
(Kember, 2000 and Tang, 1996 ) and the pastoral role teachers have outsid e 
the classroo m (Pratt , 1999 ) —  coul d wel l b e o f benefi t t o Th e Wester n 
Learner (an d teacher) . H o (1999 ) fo r instance , report s tha t Hon g Kon g 
students ofte n attribut e thei r academi c succes s t o effor t rathe r tha n t o 
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ability an d s o the y 'ten d t o fin d way s i n whic h the y migh t improv e thei r 
performance, wherea s Western students ten d t o attribute past performanc e 
to thing s the y canno t d o anythin g about ' (1999:45). 14 

Adopting Ne w Approache s 

Kember (2000 ) mention s 9 0 action learning projects tha t were carried ou t 
at universities an d college s in Hong Kong. These included problem-base d 
learning, grou p projects , pee r teaching , simulations , reflectiv e journals , 
multi-media package s etc . The results of the projects lea d him t o conclud e 
that 'th e impressio n tha t Hon g Kon g students prefe r passiv e learning an d 
resist teachin g innovatio n ca n hav e littl e o r n o foundation ' (2000:110) . 
In a  study o f Hon g Kon g distanc e learners , Hill s (1998 ) foun d tha t ther e 
was ' . . . a deman d fro m student s fo r mor e participativ e learning ' (1998 : 
159-163 and th e next chapter) . Lee (1998) report s on a project t o promot e 
greater autonom y i n (L2 ) learnin g a t th e Hon g Kon g Polytechni c 
University Sh e list s fiv e factor s tha t ar e importan t i n helpin g student s t o 
take charg e o f thei r ow n learning : th e programme mus t b e voluntary an d 
sufficiently flexibl e s o a s t o allo w student s t o chang e eithe r th e conten t 
or th e proces s o f learning ; student s nee d t o receiv e regula r feedbac k an d 
encouragement fro m a  teacher , the y mus t b e abl e t o wor k a t thei r ow n 
pace an d t o decid e o n what , whe n an d ho w muc h the y wil l stud y Pee r 
support i s als o importan t t o hel p foste r collaboration , negotiatio n an d 
interaction (1998:283) . 

Ho and Crookal l (1995 ) foun d tha t in Cit y U, students who too k par t 
in a  world-wid e compute r mediate d simulatio n develope d som e o f th e 
attitudes tha t ar e sai d t o characteriz e autonomou s learning . Traditiona l 
teacher-learner roles were redefined fo r the activity, students were no longe r 
told what t o do but ha d t o plan, make decisions , debate , dea l with peopl e 
from othe r cultures , handle unpredictability, tim e management an d conflic t 
issues. I n th e event , the y wer e abl e t o ris e t o th e challeng e an d tak e 
responsibility fo r thei r own learning . Liu and Littlewood's (1997 ) researc h 
leads them t o conclude tha t Hong Kong students' reticence in clas s is 'less 
a question o f modesty an d fac e tha n on e o f competence /in English / and / 

Although th e drawback i s that , since both low achievers and high achiever s attribut e failur e 
to lack of effort , th e former ma y 'be pressured t o increase thei r effort s whe n the y are already 
working t o thei r utmos t /rather tha n being/ taught i n what ways and in what directio n thei r 
effort ma y be more fruitfully deployed ' (H o 1999:55) . 
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lack of / confidence ' because they are unaccustomed t o participative mode s 
of learning . However , student s ca n b e guide d toward s greate r autonom y 
if teacher s mak e explici t thei r expectation s an d perceptions , ge t student s 
to brainstorm ideas and clarify concept s in small groups. Students also have 
to become familiar with the strategies needed for successful communicatio n 
in English , such a s turn-taking, askin g for clarification , givin g non-verba l 
feedback etc . (1997:378-382) . 

Smith (1999 ) distinguishe s between the reading strategies and researc h 
processes that arise from a  post-Enlightenment critica l tradition in the West 
and th e very differen t tradition s o f reading an d scholarshi p i n 'Confucia n 
cultures'. In the former , readin g is an individualized act , entailing a  certain 
irreverence towards texts and an approach to research that requires student s 
'... t o analyse, problematize an d synthesize a  critical response t o a  specifi c 
problem' (146) . H e contrast s thi s wit h th e (Confucian ) traditio n o f 
scholarship a s commentar y an d exegesi s o n canonica l texts , wit h it s 
emphasis o n th e conservation an d reproduction o f knowledge rathe r tha n 
critical challeng e o r individua l interpretation : 'th e ai m o f /such / readin g 
was no t t o excavat e a  privat e significanc e i n th e tex t bu t t o recit e an d 
compare th e interpretatio n o f acknowledge d authorities ' (150) . Leavin g 
aside th e relativ e merit s o f eithe r 'tradition' , i f thi s characterizatio n i s 
accurate, the key issue for the many Hong Kong adult learners undertakin g 
postgraduate stud y with overseas universities i s how the y can develop th e 
required critica l approach. Smit h outlines a  practical, systematic approac h 
to the development o f the necessary skills. He proposes equipping student s 
with technique s t o help the m develo p a n attitude o f 'reflective scepticism ' 
towards texts : strategie s suc h a s attendin g t o th e definition s o f ke y 
concepts, bein g aler t t o problemati c assumption s o r t o ambiguou s 
statements an d askin g whethe r conclusion s ar e warranted . Student s als o 
need t o be made aware of the discourse convention s — th e 'rules, routine s 
and ruses ' — o f thei r particula r subjec t disciplines . Throug h a  systemati c 
programme of (guided) critica l reading, it is possible for students t o acquir e 
the critico-creative skill s needed : 'i f critica l thinkin g i s a skill tha t derive s 
from academi c socializatio n (itsel f par t o f a  broader cultura l orientation) , 
it follow s tha t th e superviso r ca n pla y a  rol e i n developin g thi s skill ' 
(1999:147). 

The evidenc e suggest s tha t whe n Hon g Kon g student s ar e give n th e 
chance t o adop t mor e active methods i n thei r post-compulsory educatio n 
they ca n an d d o adap t thei r learnin g style s accordingly . However , ther e 
may be som e initia l difficultie s fo r student s accustome d t o more teacher -
centred classroom s i f ne w an d strang e method s ar e suddenl y imposed . 
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Students, a s much a s teachers , wil l need t o be give n tim e an d suppor t t o 
make th e transitio n t o ne w form s o f teachin g an d learning : 'an y teacher , 
Western o r Eastern , wh o plan s t o us e methodologie s whic h inevitabl y 
involve students' participation mus t make sure that the students are familia r 
with an d accep t suc h methodologies ' (Chen g 2000:444) . Th e crucia l 
element i s buildin g wha t Kega n (1994 ) call s a  'consciousnes s bridge ' 
between th e students ' previou s learnin g experience s an d th e ne w 
approaches. 

Extrinsic an d Intrinsi c Motivatio n fo r Learnin g 

Many Hon g Kon g adult s learner s undertak e furthe r stud y fo r caree r 
enhancement bu t i t i s importan t no t t o mak e a  simplisti c distinctio n 
between thos e who have intrinsic motivation (an d are studying for interest ) 
and thos e with extrinsi c motivatio n (wh o ar e solely interested i n materia l 
rewards) an d s o wil l onl y d o wha t i s necessar y t o achiev e thei r goals . 
Kember (2000 ) foun d tha t the Hong Kong students he interviewed wante d 
courses '.. . t o be both interesting and to provide an appropriate preparatio n 
for thei r futur e caree r .. . 40 % of th e interviewed student s commente d o n 
both intrinsi c an d caree r motivation ' (2000:113) . 

CONCLUSION 

There i s undoubtedl y a  cultura l componen t i n learnin g style s and , n o 
doubt, previou s learnin g experience s ca n affect learning . Thi s needs t o be 
acknowledged an d a  culturall y sensitiv e pedagog y develope d tha t take s 
account o f learners ' (an d teachers' ) prio r learnin g experience s an d 
expectations. However , a s Li u an d Littlewoo d (1997 ) stat e 'lik e Asia n 
values .. . Confucia n value s have become a  convenient explanatio n fo r an y 
observed or actual behavioural trait.' ( 1997:374). So-called 'Chinese learning 
styles' ar e fa r mor e subtl e an d comple x tha n the y ar e ofte n mad e ou t t o 
be. Adult Hong Kong learners express a preference fo r learning styles quit e 
different fro m th e practice s o f rote-learnin g an d memorisatio n usuall y 
attributed t o 'Th e Chines e Learner' . The y ar e receptiv e t o ne w mode s o f 
learning an d adop t quit e differen t learnin g style s t o thos e the y ma y hav e 
encountered i n schoo l provide d the y ar e give n tim e t o becom e familia r 
with them and t o develop confidence whe n deployin g thes e new strategie s 
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and styles . The adoptio n o f new approaches b y Hong Kong adul t learner s 
will depend o n the context, thei r level, motivation an d attitude t o learning. 
Changes will also need to be made to current assessment methods in Hon g 
Kong s o a s t o encourag e student s t o emplo y mor e activ e method s o f 
learning. 

In th e West, 'Chinese Learning ' stil l conjures u p fo r som e a  picture o f 
abiding truth s cu t i n stone , o f th e Confucia n Civi l Servic e exa m system , 
of rote-learning, memorization an d passivity : such images are out o f date . 
As Claxto n (1996 ) says : 'learners possess differen t repertoire s o f learnin g 
strategies .../and / attempt s t o reduc e learnin g style s t o two , o r fou r o r 
sixteen predetermine d categorie s ar e to o crud e t o d o justic e t o th e 
qualitative difference s betwee n learner s ... ' (1996:13) . Th e sam e 
observation applie s t o th e misconceptions , unexamine d socio-cultura l 
interpretations an d deterministi c account s o f Chines e learnin g style s tha t 
recur s o frequently Chines e adult learners are capable of deploying a  wide 
range o f learnin g strategie s an d styles . I t i s tim e t o ar t a  ne w paradig m 
and t o g o beyon d th e self-fulfillin g prophecie s an d Confucia n confusio n 
that circumscrib e notion s o f Th e Chines e Learne r an d Chines e Learnin g 
Styles. 
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