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Open and distance learning is experiencing rapid growth throughout the world. China in particular
is undergoing a massive expansion of its distance EFL programmes. This global phenomenon chal-
lenges all those involved in delivering distance learning materials to examine current practice and
the assumptions and expectations that underlie it, with particular regard to the factors influencing
approaches to learning, not least the extent of the effect of differing cultural backgrounds. The
cross-cultural study which forms the subject of this paper investigates foreign language students in
two very different open and distance learning cultures, The Open University, United Kingdom and
the Shantou Radio and TV University, China. It seeks to investigate different attitudes to the
distance teaching of languages as spelt out in the two groups’ answers to questions relating to beliefs,
difficulties and learning strategies.

Keywords: Autonomy; Beliefs; Culture; Open and distance learning; Languages; Strategies

Introduction

The Open University, United Kingdom (OU) has provided language courses for over
10 years, using its well-tried model of supported open and distance learning. There
are now around 8000 students registered on courses in French, German and Spanish,
from beginners to degree level. In China, English as a foreign language has seen
unprecedented growth in the past 20 years, and distance learning is also gaining
popularity since ‘increasing numbers of mature students are keen to pursue continuing
education to upgrade their skills’ (Krasocki, 2001, p. 15). It is estimated that the Radio
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and TV Universities, the largest of the 67 universities that offer courses at a distance,
have around 1.3 million students currently enrolled on higher education programmes
in which English is a compulsory course (China Central Radio and TV University
[CCRTVU], 2004). What are the perceptions and goals of UK and Chinese students
following distance language courses? What specific problems do they encounter as
they study, and what strategies do they use to address them? In what ways do students
from these two different cultures differ with respect to these factors? This paper
attempts to address these questions using the findings from questionnaires deployed
in a study of 204 students learning French at the OU, and 170 students learning
English at the Shantou Radio and TV University (SRTVU).

The UK and Chinese open and distance language learning contexts

The Open University, United Kingdom

Students at the OU essentially learn on their own but can call on support from a vari-
ety of sources, including Student Services who operate regionally, and their personal
tutor who is responsible for marking assignments and giving feedback. They also have
access to print or web-based support materials in the form of course guides, tran-
scripts and study skills advice (The Open University, 2003, 2005). The materials play
a central role as the teaching voice, the link between teacher and learner, and are
highly structured, with study charts, navigational aids and fixed assessment points.
This element of directed learning does not, however, preclude the development of
autonomy. Efforts are made in the materials to encourage students to experiment
with different learning strategies and to raise their awareness of both themselves as
learners and of the language they are learning (Hurd et al., 2001).

There are between 18 and 21 face-to-face or online optional tutorial hours for each
course, depending on the level. OU learners are encouraged to set up self-help
groups; they can also use the University’s First Class electronic conferencing system
to contact other students for information exchange and mutual support. Other more
general support is available through the Open University Students Association and
Sesame, a free bimonthly newspaper produced in-house.

The Shantou Radio and TV University, China

The Chinese B.A. in English was set up in 1996 by the CCRTVU in collaboration
with Beijing Foreign Studies University, and with support from the British Council
and Overseas Development Agency. In addition to providing advanced undergradu-
ate courses for teachers of English in primary or secondary schools, the CCRTVU
also caters for professionals who need English for special purposes; for example,
trading abroad.

All students at the SRTVU, a metropolitan wing of the CCRTVU, take the general
English module. They can then choose the courses within the specialized module that
relate specifically to their professional needs. The course books, specially prepared for
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the programme, are thematically structured and integrate all language skills within
the activities or tasks. They complement each other in content and follow similar
presentation formats designed to encourage learner autonomy. This is unusual in
Chinese universities, where coherence across courses is not an issue, and the norm is
for each team to determine the content and presentation format of its own course or
courses, independent of other existing courses. In each year, students are provided
with a Guide to Success, which features orientation in Year One, learning strategies in
Year Two and professionalism in Year Three.

Optional tutorial hours at two hours per week are substantially more than at the
OU. Students are nonetheless strongly advised to participate in online conferences or
join self-help groups for extra practice, and to work collaboratively on activities and
tasks. Unlike OU students who are very widely dispersed, most SRTVU students live
within easy reach of their college by public transport, which makes it relatively
straightforward to set up learning groups for mutual support, a feature of open and
distance learning in China.

Student profiles in both countries

The typical distance language learner at the OU is in the 35–50 age range; students
at SRTVU are mostly in their thirties. Distance-taught courses provide the flexibility
and autonomy needed by students in both universities, the majority of whom are in
work and have family commitments (Xiao, 2004a). While there are no prerequisites
to OU language courses, students at the SRTVU who have not taken English as a
major part of their degree must pass a compulsory English test before formally enroll-
ing, in order to prove that they are at the requisite level. Supported distance learning
is less familiar in China, where pupils are used to being ‘spoon-fed’ at school and rely-
ing totally on the teacher (He, 2000; Liu & Xiao, 2004) as the ‘holder of authority
and knowledge’ (Littlewood, 1999, cited in Wei & Chen, 2003, p. 2). Independent
thinking or showing evidence of critical awareness is not normally encouraged in a
culture where learning is characterized by ‘dependency in student-tutor relations, and
lack of autonomy in study practices’ (Gieve & Clark, 2005, p. 262).

The study

The cross-cultural study that is the focus of this paper was set up to compare the
results of a survey carried out among distance language students in the United
Kingdom and China (Hurd, 2000; Xiao, 2003). Its primary aim was to extend our
knowledge and understanding of student perspectives in the two cultures, and to
explore the influence of cultural background on language learning and its implica-
tions for the design of distance language learning materials, as a basis for further
research. The study involved 204 learners of French at the OU studying the third-
stage French course and 170 learners of English at the SRTVU enrolled on each of
the three years leading to the B.A. Two questionnaires were used in the OU study,
administered at two intervention points during the year of study, while for the
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SRTVU study there was one questionnaire only, containing selected questions from
the OU survey. In order to be able to make accurate comparisons, the results are
based only on questions that were put to both cohorts.

The following research questions were addressed: 

1. What are the main reasons students have for studying French (OU) or English
(SRTVU)?

2. What are SRTVU and OU student perceptions of the factors important for
successful distance language learning?

3. What specific difficulties do SRTVU and OU students identify with regard to
distance language learning?

4. Which strategies do SRTVU and OU students use to improve their language
learning?

Findings

The data were analysed using exploratory-interpretative methods based on the
numerical findings, and took into account the structural elements of the specific
educational systems and the differing stages of economic development, both of which
are likely to have affected learner aspirations and approaches to study.

Reasons for enrolling on the course

In both studies, the students were asked to tick from a list their main reason for
enrolling on the course and to state additional reasons if they wished.
Figure 1. Reasons for enrolling on the course in response to the question ‘What is your main reason for following this course?’ (column 1, OU students; column 2, SRTVU students)Of the three specifically named reasons, the top priority for SRTVU students was
‘for work’, followed by ‘to gain the diploma’, with only 8.3% studying ‘for pleasure’;
while for OU students, pleasure was the main motivation. This reflects the fact that
British language learners are generally motivated not by a desire to progress in the world
of work, but to find out more about the culture of the other country and to be able to
converse with its people. Chinese students showed themselves to be particularly
vocationally oriented, in keeping with the desire to gain a recognized qualification in
English, as China rapidly moves to becoming a major world economy. Further
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Figure 1. Reasons for enrolling on the course in response to the question ‘What is your main rea-
son for following this course?’ (column 1, OU students; column 2, SRTVU students)
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evidence of this came from an examination of the ‘other reasons’ given by Chinese
students for studying their course, which included going abroad, teaching your own
children, hoping for a better future and changing job for a higher salary.

Student perceptions of factors important for successful distance language learning

In this section, students were first asked to select from a given list all factors that—in
their opinion—were important for successful distance language learning, and then to
select from a shorter list which factors they believed applied to themselves as distance
language learners. Tables 1 and 2 show the results in rank order for each university.

Of the nine characteristics suggested as important for successful distance language
learning, three were identified as equally important by roughly the same numbers in
both the OU and the SRTVU cohorts: self-confidence, persistence and ability to
assess your own strengths and weaknesses. However, there were notable differences
for the first two of these factors when applied to themselves as learners, with the
Chinese cohort showing considerably higher levels of confidence (28.3% OU, 61.3%
SRTVU) yet lower levels of persistence (60.1% OU, 43.9% SRTVU). There were
also major disparities between the two cohorts with regard to ‘being self-aware and
reflective’ when applied to both the ‘good distance language learner’ and to them-
selves (66.4% OU, 79.5% SRTVU and 31.2% OU, 49.2% SRTVU). An explanation
for this could lie in the deep-rooted tradition of self-awareness and reflection in
Chinese culture (Pang, 2003), which is less prevalent among UK learners. ‘Being
good at taking the initiative’, a key skill widely encouraged in western societies, was
selected for the ‘good distance language learner’ by an even higher percentage of the
SRTVU cohort (90.1%)—a surprisingly high figure, which was not reflected in either
cohort in their responses to the same factor when applied to themselves as learners
(24.6% OU and 25% SRTVU) and illustrates the wide gap in this case between the

Table 1. Beliefs about successful distance language learning (OU students) in response to ‘Which 
characteristics would you say describe (1) a good distance language learner, (2) yourself as a 

distance language learner?’

A good distance 
language learner (%)

Yourself as a distance 
language learner (%)

Persistence 98.9 (1) 60.1 (3)
Enthusiasm/motivation 98.9 (1) 65.2 (2)
Self-confidence 96.7 (3) 28.3 (8)
Willingness to accept constructive criticism 85.6 (4) 65.9 (1)
Being well organized 84.4 (5) 44.2 (6)
Ability to assess own strengths and weaknesses 82.3 (6) 53.6 (4)
Ability to prioritize 78.9 (7) 48.6 (5)
Being self-aware and reflective 66.4 (9) 31.2 (7)
Being good at taking the initiative 61.1 (10) 24.6 (9)

Data in parentheses represent.AQ10
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desirable and the actual. Many years of experience of teaching in China where
students seldom volunteer a comment in class or initiate a conversation lead us to
believe that the SRTVU learners were almost certainly embracing what they
perceived to be a particularly western aspiration, influenced perhaps by exposure to
western culture in the course of their learning.

With regard to being well organized, only 58.3% of the SRTVU students (84.4%
OU) selected this factor, and only 12.8% (44.2% OU) applied it to themselves. One
explanation of the discrepancy could be the emphasis in Chinese culture on sponta-
neous action, rather than meticulous advance planning, something perceived as a
particularly British phenomenon by the Chinese, which corresponds to the stereotype
of the ‘typical Brit’ derived from novels, films or even textbooks. This was also borne
out in a study investigating the experience of Chinese students at Southampton Insti-
tute (United Kingdom) who commented on the ‘slower pace of life in Britain’ as a
major cultural difference (Collins & Lim, 2004, p. 1). Moreover, pupils in Chinese
schools have very little say in the activities they undertake, with the result that, even
though at university they are given much greater choice in a distance learning mode,
they still rely heavily on teachers to direct and organize their studies (Xiao, 2004b).
The accepted norm is to follow instructions and not to think for yourself (Liu & Xiao,
2004), and this is not seen to be in conflict with a tradition of self-awareness. Chinese
students do not therefore give the same priority to the metacognitive skills of plan-
ning, prioritizing and self-monitoring, considered particularly relevant to learning in
distance mode (White, 1999, 2003a; Hurd, 2000). This would also explain why fewer
SRTVU students (63.3%) rated ‘ability to prioritize’ than OU students (78.9%), who
are likely to have at least some familiarity with the concept as applied to learning, even
if they personally find it difficult.

Finally, virtually all OU students in the sample (98.9%) believed strongly in the
importance of enthusiasm/motivation, as opposed to 86.3% of their Chinese

Table 2. Beliefs about successful distance language learning (SRTVU students) in response to 
‘Which characteristics would you say describe (1) a good distance language learner, (2) yourself as 

a distance language learner?’

A good distance 
language learner (%)

Yourself as a distance 
language learner (%)

Persistence 96.2 (1) 43.9 (5)
Self-confidence 96.2 (1) 61.3 (1)
Being good at taking the initiative 90.1 (3) 25 (7)
Enthusiasm/motivation 86.3 (4) 50 (3)
Ability to assess own strengths and weaknesses 85.6 (5) 53.7 (2)
Being self-aware and reflective 79.5 (6) 49.2 (4)
Ability to prioritize 63.3 (7) 34 (6)
Being well organized 58.3 (8) 12.8 (9)
Willingness to accept constructive criticism 34 (9) 24.2 (8)

Data in parentheses represent.

AQ1

AQ10
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counterparts—although the figures were lower when applied to themselves as learners
(65.2% OU, 50% SRTVU). What is surprising is that although the result for enthu-
siasm/motivation was lower than at the OU, it was nevertheless very high in the
context of a culture emerging from a ‘planned’ social system in which rule-governed
behaviour has for so long been the norm, and is perhaps evidence of a move towards
a more intrinsic motivation linked to the achievement of personal goals. Gan et al.
(2004, p. 238) reported similar findings among the Chinese learners of English in
their study: ‘… positive language learning experiences seem to trigger the develop-
ment of intrinsic motivational processes in learners’. To a certain extent it also reflects
the view of Lee (1996) that the pursuit of human perfectibility and the belief in attain-
ability have provided a basis for self-actualization and, therefore, intrinsic motivation
in learning.

Difficulties with learning a language at a distance

In this section, students were asked about difficulties, different approaches and
whether they felt it was possible to change and improve the way you learn a foreign
language. The results with respect to difficulties were as presented in Table 3.

Chinese students appeared to experience more difficulty learning English than OU
students learning French. Language origins could account for this: English and
French having similar roots and many words in common—in contrast to English and
Chinese, whose roots are entirely different. For example, 47.7% of SRTVU students
found it ‘hard to remember new vocabulary’ against 36.7% of OU students. The
SRTVU students also demonstrated more problems in relation to the learning process
itself; for example, ‘find it hard to concentrate on one’s own/get easily distracted’

Table 3. Difficulties with learning a language at a distance in response to ‘Do you experience any 
particular difficulties learning a language at a distance?’

OU students (%) SRTVU students (%)

Takes more time than anticipated 46.7 (1) 71.9 (1)
Few opportunities for practice with others 46.7 (1) 40.9 (4)
Find it hard to remember new vocabulary 36.7 (3) 47.7 (2)
Find it hard to assess my own progress 34.4 (4) 28 (8)
Feel overwhelmed by all the material 28.9 (5) 18.1 (9)
Feel that I make progress less rapidly than others 16 (6) 32 (6)
Find it hard to concentrate on my own/get easily 
distracted

15.5 (7) 31.8 (7)

Don’t like to ask for help 10 (8) 5.3 (11)
Requires too much self-discipline 6.7 (9) 44.6 (3)
Get easily demotivated if I don’t understand 
something or if I get a bad mark

6.7 (9) 18.1 (9)

Access to video and /or TV difficult 4.4 (11) 34 (5)

Data in parentheses represent.AQ10
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(15.5% OU, 31.8% SRTVU), ‘requires too much self-discipline’ (6.7% OU, 44.6%
SRTVU), ‘takes more time than anticipated’ (46.7% OU, 71.9% SRTVU), ‘get easily
demotivated if I don’t understand something or get a bad mark’ (6.7% OU, 18.1%
SRTVU) and ‘feel that I make progress less rapidly than others’ (16% OU, 32%
SRTVU). A possible explanation could be that although for many OU students the
idea of active participation in your own learning and taking responsibility, while
fraught with difficulty, is not a totally alien concept, in China it is completely new and
unfamiliar (Zhang, 2004). However, this was not the case for problems related to
certain other aspects of distance language learning where autonomy is required, such
as self-monitoring (34.4% OU, 28% SRTVU) and coping with large amounts of
material (28.9% OU, 18.1% SRTVU). More OU students also had difficulty seeking
help (10% OU, 5.3% SRTVU). Finally, while 34% of SRTVU students found ‘access
to video and/or TV difficult’, only 4.4% of OU students had access problems. This is
almost certainly due to the fact that China is still a developing country with an uneven
distribution of resources (Teng et al., 2004).

As regards changes in approach, 94.1% of OU students and 95.2% of SRTVU
students answered yes to the question: ‘Do you think it is important to consider differ-
ent ways of learning a foreign language?’ A total 87.4% of OU students and 91.3% of
SRTVU students also considered it was possible to change and improve the way they
personally learned a foreign language. This is encouraging in that it indicates the
beginnings of a move from a rigid way of thinking to a more open-minded approach,
which can facilitate autonomous learning. It is possible that the actual experience of
learning a language at a distance is a causal factor in these changing perceptions.

Learning strategies

Students were asked to select learning strategies from a given list (see Tables 4 and 5).
In China, English is studied for international use, hence the assumption that its

grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation are of paramount importance (Gan et al.,
2004, p. 234). One of the key features of English-language teaching is the emphasis
on the linguistic aspects of the target language, even at the expense of its communi-
cative and cultural dimensions. This was reflected in the survey, where 56.8% of
SRTVU students selected ‘note down as you go along what language points are caus-
ing difficulty and ask for help’, compared with only 33.3% of OU students. The prior-
itizing of good note-taking skills in China (He, 2000) was also evident from this study
where more Chinese students selected ‘noting down vocabulary from foreign
language radio/TV/films’ (31.1% OU, 44.6% SRTVU) and ‘making notes as you
listen to/watch a recording to help concentration’ (28.9% OU, 54.5% SRTVU). On
the other hand, fewer Chinese students ticked ‘repeat words and phrases out loud’
(73.3% OU, 48.4% SRTVU), and ‘make lists of vocabulary and regularly test your-
self’ (60% OU, 24.2% SRTVU), which could be attributed to the assumption widely
held by both Chinese teachers and students that these strategies are of very little value
to advanced learners, who should be focusing on reflective strategies rather than
mechanical methods.
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Table 4. Learning strategies (OU students) in response to ‘Which strategies do you use to 
improve your learning?’

OU students 
(%)

Repeat words and phrases out loud 73.3
Try to make use of any language practice opportunities that come your way 65.6
Allow time for checking and double checking your TMAs before sending them off 61.6
Make lists of vocabulary and regularly test yourself 60
Set your priorities for the day/week/month in terms of how much time you are going 
to spend, what you are going to do and what you intend to achieve

50

Use ideas from the Dossier or Boîte à idées 40
Record yourself speaking 35.6
Note down as you go along what language points are causing difficulty and ask for 
help

33.3

Reflect on which learning techniques work best for you and make a point of reusing 
them

33.3

Note down vocabulary from English radio/TV/films 31.1
Makes notes as you listen/watch a recording to help concentration 28.9
Keep a log of all course-based activities that have been completed 17.8
Play word games/use mnemonics/make mind maps 10
Create your own language exercises / activities 4.4
Keep a separate diary of your progress 0

Table 5. Learning strategies (SRTVU students) in response to ‘Which strategies do you use to 
improve your learning?’

SRTVU 
students (%)

Note down as you go along what language points are causing difficulty and ask for 
help

56.8

Makes notes as you listen/watch a recording to help concentration 54.5
Repeat words and phrases out loud 48.4
Allow time for checking and double checking your TMAs before sending them off 47.7
Note down vocabulary from English radio/TV/films 44.6
Reflect on which learning techniques work best for you and make a point of reusing 
them

43.1

Set your priorities for the day/week/month in terms of how much time you are going 
to spend, what you are going to do and what you intend to achieve

40.1

Use ideas from the Guide to Success 38.6
Try to make use of any language practice opportunities that come your way 38.6
Play word games/use mnemonics/make mind maps 34.3
Create your own language exercises / activities 31
Make lists of vocabulary and regularly test yourself 24.2
Keep a log of all course-based activities that have been completed 15.9
Record yourself speaking 12.8
Keep a separate diary of your progress 5.7
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The OU students tended to use more strategies related to the metacognitive skills
of planning and managing their time than their Chinese counterparts; for example,
‘set your priorities for the day/week/month in terms of how much time you are
going to spend, what you are going to do and what you intend to achieve’ (50%
OU, 40.1% SRTVU) and ‘allow time for checking and double checking your tutor-
marked assignments (TMAs) before sending them off’ (61.6% OU, 47.7%
SRTVU). Moreover, far fewer SRTVU students (38.6%) tried to make use of any
language practice opportunities that came their way, compared with OU students
(65.6%). This ties in with another study that looked at strategy use among Chinese
learners of English and found that ‘learners’ utilization of language production
opportunities seemed to be rather limited’ (Gao, 2003, p. 51). However, the
tradition of self-awareness and reflection that is prevalent in Chinese culture is
reflected in the relatively high figures for this particular strategy, ‘reflecting on
which learning techniques work best for you and make a point of reusing them’
(43.1% SRTVU, 33.3% OU). It as found that 5.7% of SRTVU students also kept
a separate diary of their progress, while not a single OU student in the survey
claimed to do this. The majority of OU students favoured other more cognitive
strategies, possibly at the expense of developing a reflective capacity, one of the
essential strategies of the autonomous learner.

Discussion

The main goal of the cross-cultural study was to elicit information on the perceptions,
difficulties and use of strategies of distance language learners coming from very
different cultural backgrounds, to make comparisons with respect to these cultures
and to draw some conclusions on the extent to which cultural background may
contribute to learning approach.

Some major differences in approach appeared to be closely related to cultural
background, for example: 

● More vocationally oriented learning among students at the SRTVU than among
OU students, one-half of whom were learning primarily for personal enrichment.
While the results for the Chinese cohort are almost certainly related to economic
reasons, vocationally oriented motivation is also deeply embedded in the learning
culture. Language courses on offer at the Radio and TV Universities are designed
to be solid preparation for the world of work and to provide access to a wider range
of careers both nationally and internationally, as an integral part of China’s mission
for higher education institutions of this kind.

● Higher levels of self-awareness among Chinese students, related to a tradition of
reflective practice in Chinese culture, but not seen as part of an autonomous
approach as in the United Kingdom.

● Lower levels among the Chinese students of key aspects of autonomy such as the
ability to pace, prioritize and self-monitor, linked to a culture of dependence on the
teacher as the sole authority.

COPL_A_195227.fm  Page 212  Thursday, August 31, 2006  5:43 AM



Open and distance language learning: cross-cultural perspective 213

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

● The emphasis in Chinese culture on spontaneous action, rather than meticulous
advanced planning and organization, promoted as part of autonomous practice in
British universities.

● Greater language-specific difficulties for Chinese students and more problems
related to language learning in distance mode; for example, self-discipline, main-
taining motivation and negative comparisons with other students.

The strategies used by students to improve their language learning tended to reflect
the views expressed by the cohorts on factors in successful distance language learning.
For example, the SRTVU students’ favoured strategies linked to reflective practice
and creative language use, but used fewer strategies aimed at developing time-
management and prioritization skills than their OU counterparts. The emphasis in
China on mastering grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation would account for
higher figures in the SRTVU cohort for strategies related to acquiring good language
learning habits.

The OU students were more likely to try to make use of any language practice oppor-
tunities that came their way. While the relatively low figure for this strategy among
the SRTVU students reflects the lack of access to English native speakers in China,
the rapid development of Information and Communications Technology is likely to
bring about radical change in this respect, as online resources become available to a
wider population of learners.

Autonomy is increasingly linked to successful learning (Little, 1991, 2001, 2002;
Wenden, 1991; Benson, 2001, 2002) and is seen to be particularly relevant to the
distance language-learning environment (Hurd et al., 2001; White, 2003). While
both Chinese and UK distance learners had difficulty with a number of aspects of
autonomy, such as prioritizing, planning and self-monitoring, this was far more
pronounced among the Chinese cohort. The difficulty of implementing autonomy in
non-western cultures is summed up succinctly by Nicole White (2003b): 

In my experience it has a lot to do with the style of learning previously engrained in the
students. In many Asian countries, especially those that have had a Confucian influence,
students are traditionally taught to respect their teacher (older and wiser) as the authority.

White’s statement is echoed by Benson et al. (2003), who conclude that: 

a particular image of the Asian learner has emerged – that of an individual whose learning
styles and preferences are largely conditioned by values of collectivism, conformity and
respect for authority inculcated through early experiences at school and in the family.

Yet, although figures in the survey for certain key aspects of autonomy—ability to
prioritize and being well organized—were low among the SRTVU students, nearly
four-fifths of them regarded other key aspects, such as being self-aware and reflective,
as important factors in successful distance language learning. Moreover, nearly one-
half claimed to possess these attributes, as opposed to less than one-third of OU
students. These are positive qualities in successful learners and essential to autono-
mous learning (Pang, 2003). It would seem, however, that although the Chinese
students in this study had good reflective skills, they may not yet have learned how to
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use them as part of autonomous learning. In other words, their reflective powers do
not seem to connect with or lead to other autonomous learning skills, but are more
an end in themselves.

The transmission model of teaching is deeply engrained within Chinese culture and,
although over two-thirds of the OU students claimed to experience difficulties in learn-
ing French at a distance (68.2%), this was considerably lower than the figure for the
SRTVU students (92.8%). This mirrors the Southampton study (Collins & Lim,
2004, p. 3), where the researchers found that ‘students ‘had no knowledge really …
of what we would understand by an autonomous learner’—students had been ‘brought
up to learn by rote and regurgitate …’ However, according to Wong (2002), the asser-
tion that Chinese learners excel only in rote learning and do not aim for understanding
is not justified. The Chinese learners’ view of learning does not see memorization and
understanding as opposites, but rather as interdependent elements in the learning
process (Marton et al., 1996). In terms of learner responsibility, in the United
Kingdom, schoolchildren are increasingly being taught to think for themselves in their
learning, which helps to familiarize and popularize the link between autonomy and
learning—although, as the study shows, there is still a long way to go. This has not
been the case in Chinese schools until more recently, although it is now one of the
main education reform targets in China (Ministry of Education, China, 2004), and
this could intensify the difficulty for adults on distance courses who are having to battle
against a sense of ‘learned helplessness’ (Gan et al., 2004, p. 236). The SRTVU is
taking steps to address this, as reflected by the number of tutorials, the Guides to Success,
which aim to provide students with systemic training in self-study skills, the ‘tutorials-
in-print’ for each course and the availability of a ‘supervisor’ for personal support.

Limitations and future directions

The following limitation should be borne in mind in interpreting the results and
drawing conclusions from these two studies. As stated earlier, the OU study was
longitudinal and the questionnaires were administered at different times during the
course, whereas the SRTVU study was more of a snapshot investigation and used one
questionnaire that was an amalgamation of the two used in the OU study. Other
potential limitations concern the level and language of students who participated: the
OU study involved one group of advanced learners of French, while the SRTVU
study included three groups of advanced learners at different levels of English.
However, the lack of evidence that good levels of language proficiency go hand in
hand with superior language learning skills leads us to believe that this is not a major
limitation. As Riley (1987, p. 75) states, ‘it is perfectly possible for a learner to be
advanced in the first sense, yet a beginner in the second, and vice-versa’. Hurd (2000,
p. 65) further contends that: 

the relationship between language competence and learning competence is complex, and
must take account of individual variables, such as gender, age, previous learning experiences,
motivation, attitude and personal beliefs about self-efficacy, all of which are significant
factors in the learning process.
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Despite these limitations, we believe that the data from this study, which focuses
primarily on cultural differences, offer a rich source of empirical evidence of the
extent and nature of knowledge among distance language learners of their own
specific learning situation in two very distinct cultures, the difficulties they experience
and the differing strategies they use. It should be seen as a useful starting point for
further research in this area, particularly in relation to the interpretation and practice
of learner autonomy in distance as opposed to face-to-face language learning, across
different cultures, and the issues this raises for curriculum design. Given the increas-
ingly held view that language learning is ‘culture-bound’—in other words, that learn-
ing a language is inextricably linked to learning about the target language culture
(Palfreyman & Smith, 2003; Gan et al., 2004)—other research routes might link more
explicitly the ‘distance’ factor in language learning to the development of intercultural
awareness, and seek to identify in what ways this might be significant in comparison
with classroom-based learning situations. The relationship between motivations and
aspirations among learners from different cultures studying a language in distance
mode and the development of intercultural competence as a learning goal might also
be a fruitful area to research.

Conclusion

This paper reveals significant differences between European and Asian student
perspectives on distance language learning. In a global learning environment, where
exchange of practice is increasingly easy, it is particularly important that these differ-
ences are recognized and respected when discussing ‘best practice’. The risk of
cultural inappropriateness, or worse the charge of cultural imperialism through
attempting to impose western practices, however well researched, on other cultures
has to be taken seriously and addressed with sensitivity. It is not a case of West knows
best when it comes to autonomous practice, but rather ‘different aspects of the
“learner autonomy” agenda being promoted in a Western and an Asian cultural
setting’ (Broady, 2004, p. 71). Biggs (1996) reinforces the fact that teaching/learning
practices have to be interpreted in their cultural context.

This study indicates the powerful influence that cultural background can have on
approaches to learning and attitudes to autonomy in a distance context, yet it is
equally important to recognize the heterogeneity that exists within all groups of learn-
ers from all cultural backgrounds. Broady (2004) and Gieve and Clark (2005)
caution against cultural stereotyping and, in particular, the ‘danger of characterizing
groups of learners with reductionist categories’ (Gieve & Clark, 2005, p. 261). While
we should not ignore cultural differences, and should indeed design our distance
language courses and tailor our learner support to take account of them, it is equally
important that we work to achieve this in the context of a wider heterogeneity and
avoid, as Sanchez and Gunawardena (1998) caution, making generalizations about
individuals based on knowledge about specific culturally defined groups. There is
some evidence from other studies (Gan et al., 2004; Gieve & Clark, 2005) that
Chinese students, particularly those learning English in distance mode, are becoming
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increasingly aware of the benefits of autonomous study, and that ‘apparently stable,
culturally determined approaches to learning are far more flexible to contextual vari-
ation than we might expect’ (Gieve & Clark, 2005, p. 262). This was borne out by
this study in that 91.3% of SRTVU students considered that changes in learning
approach were possible. The challenge for writers of distance language courses is to
take account of an increasingly global market by providing flexible methods and
sensitive learner support mechanisms, alongside strategies and activities that will
foster autonomy while accommodating cultural difference as part of the wide range
of affective and cognitive variables that reflect the diversity of learners in open and
distance language learning settings.
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