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Abstract 

This study sought to examine the means through which and the extent to which 

participation in the non-formal adult education provided through Community Learning 

Centres (CLC) in rural China impacted on the learners’ individual well-being and on the 

well-being of their communities. A constructivist paradigm informed the research 

methodology and the qualitative case study method that was used. Three rural township-

level CLCs, one in a less developed area and two in the more developed areas, were 

selected as the three cases. Within each CLC, a mixed group of adult learners, 

teachers/trainers, CLC staff members, and other key stakeholders were purposefully 

identified and selected for participation in the study to provide insights into the topic 

from different perspectives. Data collection involved a combination of one-on-one, 

semi-structured interviews, ad hoc conversations, direct observations, and document 

analysis. Written transcripts of the audio-recordings of the interviews with a total of 

fifty-seven participants and field notes generated from ad hoc conversations and direct 

observations were analysed using an interpretative approach. The findings focused on 

the contextual factors that constrained the nature, work, and worth of CLCs, the 

institutional quagmires that hindered effective educational service delivery, and the 

tensions in the impact of participation in the CLC programs on well-being. 

        Seven themes emerged from the data. First, the CLCs lacked a social foundation. 

They operated within a system characterised by authority delegation. Moreover, rather 

than facilitating empowerment and transformation, the CLC provision served largely as 

a political tool to reinforce the state agenda. To achieve that end, the CLCs adopted a 

top-down approach to governance, leaving little space for community participation in 

decision making. Second, the CLCs were marginalised in the lifelong learning agenda. 

Their inferior status was associated not only with the absence of a lifelong education 

system embracing the education outside the formal system, but also with the prevailing 

human capital approach to lifelong learning. Third, the CLCs were heavily reliant on 

quantitative targets. The entire CLC practice was reduced to one focus – participation as 

presence. The CLCs’ failure to address participation as involvement and as control not 

only diminished the educative characteristics of their activities, but also essentially 

denied the nature and ultimate value of adult education. Fourth, community was 

interpreted as a geographical construct. Chinese communities were created, in a top-

down fashion, for policing and governance. Accordingly, community well-being was 



 iii

perceived as development in multiple dimensions of the place of residence defined and 

administered by the government. Fifth, the impact on community well-being was 

marginal. Enhanced sense of community and increased voluntary engagement in 

community development as a consequence of participation in the CLCs was minimal. 

Community development was not about liberation and empowerment, but about 

governance and control. Extensive bureaucratic power suppressed community 

members’ motivation and capacity for their involvement in community development. 

Motivation was also negatively influenced by urbanisation. Sixth, the understanding of 

individual well-being fell into an hedonic perspective. The rise of such values could be 

associated with the major economic reforms in the past few decades. Three components 

of a happy life were further identified: leisure, family, and wealth. The eudaimonic 

dimension of well-being was nearly completely neglected. Seventh, and finally, the 

impact on individual well-being presented a mixed picture. In what ways and the extent 

to which participation in the CLCs could contribute to individual well-being depended 

on the motivation for participation, the quality of teachers and teaching, and on the 

engagement in learning outside the CLCs. Despite the benefits that participation in the 

CLCs had brought to some learners, the impact on individual well-being was generally 

very limited. The CLCs’ classroom practice, including what was taught and how it was 

taught, used a model contrary to commonly valued ideologies in and pedagogies of 

adult education.  

        Those findings present a picture of CLC operation and impact in rural China that is 

radically different from that which has been espoused in national and international 

policy, theory, and advocacy.  

        The study has important implications for CLC practice in China and, potentially, in 

other educational jurisdiction with similar histories. At the policy level, stronger official 

recognition of non-formal education is essential in order to tackle the marginalised 

status of CLCs. The goals of and evaluation criteria for CLCs need to be redefined to 

allow a shift from presence to quality and relevance. In practice, the roles and 

responsibilities of CLCs as state-owned institutions and as grassroots organisations need 

better balance. Professional development for CLC staff and for trainers is urgently 

needed to enhance their knowledge and skills in adult education to improve the learner 

experience. Further research, though, is clearly indicated to explore the means through 

which the contextualised and participatory elements in the non-formal adult education 
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provision can be expanded and enhanced in the Chinese context. Studies on CLCs in 

urban China, including their practice and impact, are needed to allow a comprehensive 

understanding of CLCs. Comparative studies across different cultural contexts can also 

contribute to research-based knowledge of non-formal educational provision.  
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Chapter One: An Introduction to the Study 

This chapter presents an introduction to the research study on the impact on individual 

and community well-being of the non-formal adult education (NFAE) provided through 

Community Learning Centres (CLC) in rural China. The chapter provides the 

background to the emergence of CLCs in the international context and to the promotion 

of CLCs within rural China. The impetus of the study is then explained. An outline of 

the contents of each chapter is presented at the end of this chapter.  

1.1 Background to the Study 

The question of ‘what makes a good life’ has been contemplated since ancient times. 

However, only in the last few decades have scholars across various disciplines, such as 

philosophy, psychology, economics, sociology, education, and health, endeavoured to 

research well-being, including its nature, determinants, impacts, and approaches for its 

assessment, systematically and empirically. 

        The pathways leading to well-being are diverse. Nevertheless, education is widely 

conceived as a tool to empower people from all walks of life, enrich their knowledge, 

improve their generic and professional skills, bring about changes in their attitudes and 

perceptions, and foster social capital-rich networks (Alan et al., 2008; Coleman, 1988; 

Schultz, 1971; Shrestha et al., 2008). Education thus provides the foundation of and 

ways to achieve the well-being of individuals, communities, and the broader society 

(Rodriguez & Loomis, 2007).  

        In the era of lifelong learning, it is widely accepted that education is no more 

confined to formal schooling (Aspin et al., 2012). In both developing and developed 

countries, non-formal education (NFE) is “back on the agenda” (Rogers, 2004, p. 1). 

International organisations, particularly the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the 

World Bank, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), have served as strong advocates of NFE (Singh, 2015). National governments 

in different parts of the world have attempted to enhance NFE by developing relevant 

policies, establishing national qualifications frameworks, and initiating and leading 

large-scale national programs (Rogers, 2004; Singh, 2015). Various educational 

organisations and groups in bureaucracies and in civil societies have been engaged in 
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the design and implementation of a wide range of programs and activities that are all 

labelled as NFE (Rogers, 2004). 

        The term NFE was created, with no particular “cultural history” (Rogers, 2004, p. 

78), in the late 1960s. Through the decades, little consensus has been achieved with 

respect to how NFE can best be defined. NFE can be conceptualised as a system that is 

distinguishable from the formal system (Fordham, 1980). It can be understood as a 

process, highlighting the active participation of the learners (Kedrayate, 1997). It can 

also be perceived as a setting, which is characterised by an informal climate in the 

programs (Kedrayate, 1997). The label of NFE is often pasted onto a great variety of 

programs and activities. NFE provides out-of-school children and youth alternative 

learning opportunities and prepare them to return to the mainstream provision (LaBelle, 

1982). Employees are engaged in non-formal workplace learning to enhance their 

capabilities and competences (Kyndt et al., 2009). Poor households in rural, remote 

areas take part in NFE programs on hygiene, sanitation, and nutrition to improve their 

quality of life (Wang et al., 2016). Older adults are dedicated to NFE programs and 

activities for leisure (Thoidis & Pnevmatikos, 2014). NFE embraces large-scale national 

programs as well as small-scale activities that are highly localised (Rogers, 2004). NFE 

can take place inside and outside the classroom, online and offline. Some NFE 

programs result in formal recognition and certification, whereas others do not (Singh, 

2015).  

        The policy, theory, and advocacy for NFE often speak of the linkages between 

NFE and rural transformation and development (Wang et al., 2016). Rural societies are 

confronted with emerging multiple risks and new patterns of vulnerabilities, such as 

climate change and environmental degradation, scarcity of natural resources, increasing 

regional discrepancies and inequality, prevalence of unemployment and 

underemployment, and food insecurity (Long et al., 2011). Rural societies are also 

provided with potential opportunities arising, for example, from new technologies and 

new markets (OECD, 2001; Saich & Hu, 2012). The top-down approach typically 

adopted by many development projects and initiatives without rural people’s 

participation has quite often resulted in a failure to bring long-term benefits to them, 

because the investments may not flow naturally to the proposed beneficiary group 

(Wang et al., 2016). Rural people’s participation in developmental processes has thus 

been seen as critical (Boto et al., 2011). Rural people, either to cope with multiple risks 
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and vulnerabilities, or to take advantage of potential opportunities, need relevant 

knowledge in their minds, appropriate skills at their fingertips, and good spirit in their 

hearts (Cavanagh et al., 2013). It is within such a context that NFE, especially the NFE 

for adults, becomes critical. 

        The linkages between NFAE, rural development, and the nation’s prosperity have 

been acknowledged within the Chinese context as well. Remarkable changes have 

occurred in rural China over the last few decades driven by major trends in the national 

development: industrialisation, modernisation, and urbanisation. These changes include: 

the rapid expansion of infrastructure, increased access to information and technology, 

the mechanisation of agriculture resulting in increased productivity and efficiency, the 

emergence of private entrepreneurship and economic diversification, increased 

availability of and access to basic services, and large-scale rural-to-urban migration 

(Fan & Zhang, 2004; Unger, 2002). The socio-economic development in rural areas and 

the blurring of traditional rural-urban boundaries have made a pronounced contribution 

to poverty eradication and to the living conditions of rural population.  

        The nature of poverty in China, however, has been changing. While absolute 

poverty has substantially declined, inequality, that is, poverty in a relative sense, 

persists. Inequalities exist not only between rural and urban areas due to urban-biased 

policies and the household registration system, but also between population groups as a 

result of a combination of factors (Lu & Chen, 2006). Inequalities have been identified 

in multiple dimensions, such as income, living standards, health, education, and social 

security. Previous research has shown rural poverty as a persistent phenomenon in 

China, despite political reforms and a series of policies specifically targeting rural 

development (Brown & Park, 2002; Glauben et al., 2012; Yi et al., 2012). Inequalities 

have caused dissatisfaction and resentment among the rural masses. Different forms of 

resistance, protests, and violent incidents have been increasing rapidly (Scott, 1985; 

O’Brien & Li, 2006; Zheng, 2012). The key to the nation’s prosperity in the long run, as 

affirmed and reaffirmed by the central government, is to solve rural-related problems 

and to achieve balanced and coordinated development of rural and urban areas (State 

Council, 2014; State Council, 2018). 

        The problems concerning rural development in China are generally referred to as 

‘three rural issues’ – the issue of agriculture, the issue of farmers, and the issue of rural 

areas (Yeh et al., 2013). Education for rural adults, given its potential to contribute to 
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agricultural productivity, to rural residents’ quality of life, and to the socio-economic 

development of rural areas, lies at the heart of policy concern (State Council, 2014; 

State Council, 2018). The promotion of rural adult education has been against a policy 

background that views education essentially as both an economic force and an 

instrument for morality construction or spiritual civilisation (Hawkins, 1988; Huang & 

Shi, 2008). Accordingly, skills training, including agricultural skills training for farmers 

and technical and vocational education and training for rural surplus labour force, 

constitutes a major part of rural adult education in contemporary China (Huang & Shi, 

2008). Line ministries, particularly the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Human 

Resources and Social Security, and the Ministry of Education, have been playing 

leading roles in the provision of occupational skills training. The Sunshine Project for 

rural labour transfer, the Training on Science and Technology for Modern Farmers, and 

the Training for Modern Professional Farmers are three examples of the large-scale 

state-led training projects (Hu, 2017; Huang & Shi, 2008; Wang & Shaw, 2013). In 

addition to skills training for jobs and income generation, the central government has 

been promoting community education across rural China, aiming to enrich the spiritual 

life of rural residents, to foster all-round personal development, and to improve their 

overall life quality (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). Community education embraces 

a wide range of programs and activities, including: citizenship education, character 

education, arts and humanities, science and technology, occupational skills, early 

childhood education, sports, health, recreation, and leisure (Ministry of Education et al., 

2016). Policy formulation for community education involves multiple ministries, 

including the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of 

Science and Technology, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Human Resources 

and Social Security, the Ministry of Culture, the General Administration of Sports, the 

Communist Youth League, and the China Association for Science and Technology. 

Subordinate government agencies and organisations at different levels, accordingly, are 

responsible for policy implementation.  

        CLCs, operating under various labels, serve as one of the main providers of rural 

adult education at the grassroots level in China. The CLCs investigated in the study 

have their ideas and ideals originally established by UNESCO in the late 1990s. With 

the UNESCO’s CLC model being localised, rural CLCs in contemporary China have 

also developed unique characteristics. 
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1.1.1 UNESCO’s Advocacy of Community Learning Centres 

The need for and the significance of CLCs have often been discussed by UNESCO in 

the context of social transformation, stressing particularly the increasing complexity and 

contradiction of the changes. UNESCO has observed acute social and environmental 

challenges partly resulted from rapid economic development and population growth 

across the Asia-Pacific region, such as new forms of inequality and an upsurge in 

natural disasters (UNESCO PROAP, 1995). A shift from neo-liberal capitalism to 

humanism has been seen by UNESCO as the key to a development that is holistic, 

inclusive, and sustainable, because “the ethical and moral principles of a humanistic 

approach to development stand against violence, intolerance, discrimination and 

exclusion” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 10). UNESCO further contends that the purpose of 

education and the organisation of education need to be rethought in order to respond to 

the tensions mentioned above and to contribute to a development that is balanced and 

that can involve and benefit everyone. Specifically, UNESCO argues for an expansion 

of access to education to include those who are often subject to discrimination and 

marginalisation (Lee & Kim, 2016). Moreover, the purpose of education, as stressed by 

UNESCO, should go beyond the narrow utilitarian and market-oriented view to 

“integrate the multiple dimensions of human existence” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 10). Since 

the late 1970s, UNESCO has been advocating and advancing lifelong learning as “a 

philosophy, a conceptual framework and an organising principle of all forms of 

education” (UIL, 2010, p. 5).  

        The Community Learning Centre Project was launched in 1998 within the 

framework of the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Program of Education for All (APPEAL). 

APPEAL was initiated in response to the limitations and inadequacies of the formal 

system particularly in providing access to continuing education for the disadvantaged 

and the marginalised (UNESCO PROAP, 1995). APPEAL consisted of three 

interrelated programs, namely eradication of illiteracy, universalisation of primary 

education, and continuing education for development (UNESCO PROAP, 1995). These 

programs were all labelled as NFE programs. NFE was described explicitly at the time 

as a system that was distinctive from the formal system. The distinction of the NFE 

system, as affirmed by UNESCO, lay primarily in its outreach especially to those 

excluded from the formal system (UNESCO PROAP, 1995).          
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        While recognising and acknowledging the significance of the NFE system as a 

supplement to the formal system, UNESCO also identified the weaknesses of the 

programs and activities provided under the NFE system. They were often implemented 

on an ad hoc basis, and they were “narrow in scope and limited in impact and … really 

only paralleled the work normally expected of a well organized and efficient system of 

formal education” (UNESCO PROAP, 1995, p. 3). Such NFE provision was considered 

to be ineffective in facilitating lifelong learning for personal and community growth 

(UNESCO PROAP, 1995). Moreover, as compared to the formal system, the NFE 

system in many countries had been suffering from inadequate infrastructure (UNESCO 

PROAP, 1995). It was within such a context that the idea of establishing CLCs 

emerged. Problems of the existing NFE system were expected to be resolved by 

developing and expanding such organisations throughout rural and urban areas. CLCs 

were believed to be able to provide not only essential infrastructure but also lifelong 

learning opportunities for personal and community development (UNESCO PROAP, 

1993).  

        CLCs has been consistently defined over time in the international context as local 

educational institutions outside the formal education system that are usually set up and 

managed by local people (UNESCO, 2008; UNESCO PROAP, 1995; UNESCO 

PROAP, 1993). CLCs provide lifelong and life-wide learning opportunities, with 

flexibility in time, place, content, and mode of teaching. Additionally, they organise 

various cultural and religious activities to preserve cultures, enrich people’s lives, and to 

reinforce social bonds among community members (Du & Wang, 2011). The functions 

of CLCs include, but are not limited to, education and training. They are also 

responsible for accumulating and disseminating community information and resources, 

initiating and implementing community development projects, and building networks 

and liaison with different stakeholders that play a role in development (UIL, 2017). 

CLCs undertake multiple roles and take actions as a response to the needs and 

aspirations of the members of a community, aiming to support individual empowerment 

and social transformation and to enhance people’s quality of life (Du & Wang, 2011). 

CLCs, as advocated by UNESCO, are grassroots organisations that are of the people, by 

the people, and for the people (UNESCO, 2008).  

        UNESCO has articulated a number of defining characteristics of CLCs in terms of 

their operation. The label of Community Learning Centre is indeed indicative of those 
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characteristics. The meaning of the term ‘community’ is twofold: a CLC is based in a 

local community, and it is community-based. The former emphasises the availability of 

and convenient access to the infrastructure and services, whereas the latter highlights 

the nature of CLCs. Local community members, according to UNESCO (2003), are not 

merely attendees of education and training programs arranged by educational providers 

or beneficiaries of the development initiatives carried out by external agencies. Rather, 

they should act as active participants who have a voice and choice in the actions that are 

intended to affect their future and the future of their communities. As asserted by 

UNESCO (2003), “community participation and involvement at all stages of decision 

making is the first and most important characteristic of CLCs” (p. 3). The term 

‘learning’ implies the main function of CLCs. As educational institutions, the CLCs 

provide learning opportunities that are “continuous with the whole of one’s life, and … 

can be tailored to the needs of different ages, groups and professions in society” 

(UNESCO PROAP, 1997, p. 38). The term ‘centre’ is used not only to describe a venue 

where a range of educational programs and activities are provided, but also to 

emphasise the institutionalisation of that provision (UNESCO PROAP, 1997).  

        In the international context, CLCs operate under various labels and operate 

differently to pursue separately defined standards of success (Lee & Kim, 2016). The 

Non-Formal Education Centres and Smart Book Houses in Thailand, the Citizens’ 

Universities and Kominkan in Japan, the Lifelong Learning Centres for Happiness in 

South Korea, the People’s Centres in Bangladesh, and the Lifelong Learning Centres in 

Mongolia, all operate as CLCs (Lee & Kim, 2016; NILE & UIL, 2017). CLCs, 

operating in different political environments, follow different governing models. For 

example, the CLCs in Nepal are largely run by Non-Governmental Organisations (UIL, 

2012), whereas Vietnam has its government taking a strong leadership role in the CLC 

management and operation. The CLCs in Japan follow an essentially decentralised 

approach, while the processes of decentralisation are still underway in South Korea (Lee 

& Kim, 2016). Across different countries, considerable diversity is shown in terms of 

the programs and activities provided through the CLCs. For instance, Bangladesh calls 

for greater effort to combat illiteracy through CLC provision, whereas South Korea has 

shifted its priority to job-related training (Lee & Kim, 2016). Participation in the CLC 

programs and activities also leads to different outcomes. In Japan and South Korea, for 

example, the outcomes of non-formal learning undertaken within the CLCs are 
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officially recognised (Singh, 2015). In many other countries, such as Nepal, Vietnam, 

and China, the development of national qualifications frameworks for recognition, 

validation, and accreditation of non-formal and informal learning is still in progress 

(Lee & Kim, 2016). 

1.1.2 Community Learning Centres in Rural China 

As one of the participating countries in the UNESCO’s Community Learning Centre 

(CLC) Project, China started to establish rural CLCs at county, township and village 

levels from 1998 (UIL, 2017). The establishment and promotion of CLCs across rural 

China can be seen as a response or a commitment to the global advocacy for Education 

for All initiated in 1990 at the World Conference on Education for All and further 

articulated a decade later in the Dakar Framework of Action for Education for All (Du 

& Wang, 2011). Education for All not only recognises education as a basic human right, 

but it also affirms the role of education in development at both individual and collective 

levels (UNESCO, 2015). Within the Chinese context, despite the massive literacy 

campaign, the absolute number of the illiterate remains high, and the majority of them 

are found in poor, remote rural areas (National Institute of Education Sciences, 2012). A 

large proportion of rural adults have received no education beyond lower secondary 

schooling (National Institute of Education Sciences, 2012). In the meantime, external 

changes and challenges arising from industrialisation and urbanisation generate 

demands for a skilled labour force and an educated citizenry (Lee & Kim, 2016). 

Contemporary NFAE provision is particularly seen as enabling individual and socio-

cultural changes in countries that are undergoing rapid development. This is, to some 

extent, due to the inadequacy of formal schooling to quickly respond to the emerging 

situations, such as further diversifying learning needs and the widespread adoption of 

information and technology, and to effectively tackle some persistent problems, such as 

adult illiteracy (Rogers, 2003). Such limitations in the Chinese context are aggravated 

by the disparity between rural and urban areas in terms of educational facilities and 

resources, equity and quality of education, students’ access, and their achievements in 

the formal sector (Qian & Smyth, 2008). It is in such a situation that the potential of 

rural CLCs has been recognised to fill the gap.  

        Rural CLCs in China are normally affiliated to existing government-led and 

government-owned educational institutions, such as local primary or lower secondary 

schools, cultural and technical schools for rural adults, adult education centres, or 
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community education centres (Du & Wang, 2011). Local governments play an 

important part in the CLC practice by creating a supportive policy environment and 

providing leadership and support (Lee & Kim, 2016). Rural CLCs in China, ideally, 

serve not only as grassroots educational institutions but also as information and resource 

centres, providing means of and support for individual empowerment and community 

development (Du & Wang, 2011). The value and significance of rural CLCs in China is 

seen as lying in its outreach to remote, poverty-stricken communities and in providing 

community members with various learning opportunities to meet their individual needs 

and the needs pertaining to development at regional and national levels (Lee & Kim, 

2016). 

        Essentially as adult education providers, rural CLCs, including their mandates and 

priorities, are heavily influenced by the national policies relating to adult education. 

Systematic efforts have been made by central authorities to promote adult education 

since China’s economic reforms and opening up in 1978. The development of adult 

education in China can be divided into three stages (Wu, 2013). The first stage, from 

1978 to 1986, involved restoration and revitalisation of adult education dismantled 

during the Cultural Revolution. Adult education was seen by the central government not 

only as an important aspect of modernisation, but also as an instrument for achieving 

the ‘Four Modernisations’ in the sectors of agriculture, industry, technology, and 

defence (Sun, 2009). Literacy education and education for peasants and workers were 

the two areas of focus during this period (Wu, 2013). The announcement of the 

Decisions on the Reform and Development of Adult Education in 1987 marked the 

beginning of the second phase (Wu, 2013). The linkages between adult education, 

human resource development, and economic well-being were strongly emphasised by 

the central government. In 1993, the Outline for Reform and Development of Education 

issued by the central government officially established the ‘Two Basics’ as top 

education goals to be met by 2000 (State Council, 1993). The ‘Two Basics’ referred to 

universalisation of nine years of compulsory education among school-aged children and 

eradication of illiteracy among youth and adults aged 15-45. Accordingly, literacy 

education continued to constitute an important part of adult education practice. Priority 

was also given to skills training, including vocational skills training for surplus rural 

labours and agricultural skills training for farmers (Wu, 2013). Since 2002, lifelong 

education and learning has been prioritised in the new development agenda for its role 
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in enhancing the educated quality of the population, in boosting global competitiveness, 

and in achieving socialist modernisation (Huang & Shi, 2008; Shan, 2017). A number 

of national policies pertaining to lifelong learning have been issued, such as the Outline 

of China’s National Plan for Medium- and Long-Term Education Reform and 

Development (State Council, 2010), the 12th Five-Year Plan for Education (Ministry of 

Education, 2012), and the Suggestions for the Building of Learning Cities (Ministry of 

Education, 2014). Policy efforts have also been made by local governments. For 

example, the Fujian provincial government, the Hebei provincial government, the 

Taiyuan municipal government, the Ningbo municipal government and the Shanghai 

municipal government have all developed and put into practice the Regulations on the 

Promotion of Lifelong Education (Liang, 2017; Shan, 2017). Municipal governments, 

such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou, have outlined goals, objectives, and actions 

for the building of learning cities, learning organisations, and learning communities 

(Ministry of Education, 2014). Adult education is believed to play an important part in 

creating a learning society in which anyone could learn from anywhere at any time. In 

the era of lifelong learning, adult education goes beyond literacy education and 

occupational skills training to embrace a variety of programs and activities (Sun, 2009). 

        The establishment and development of CLCs in rural China responds to the policy 

changes as outlined above. Initially, CLCs were set up in rural areas of two 

underdeveloped provinces – Gansu province and Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region – 

as project sites of the three-year CLC Project launched and facilitated by UNESCO 

Bangkok (Du & Wang, 2011). In 2001, the CLC Project was launched in two 

underdeveloped minority inhabited counties of Yunnan province (Wang et al., 2016). 

The promotion of CLCs at the time was seen as part of the education reform efforts 

aiming at the ‘Two Basics’. Given the fact that the illiterate population was mainly 

concentrated in rural, remote, poverty-stricken areas, basic literacy and post-literacy 

education constituted an important part of the CLC provision (Du & Wang, 2011). 

Agricultural and non-agricultural skills training for income generation and poverty 

alleviation was another focus of the CLCs (Du & Wang, 2011). Further expansion of 

CLCs across rural China commenced in 2003, as part of the national efforts to promote 

lifelong learning and further to build a learning society (Du & Xie, 2014). Rural CLCs 

have gradually expanded their provision to embrace a wide range of programs and 

activities that are designed with different purposes and intended individual and/or 
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collective benefits, such as employment and employability, health and well-being, civic 

participation, cultural preservation, social harmony, and environmental sustainability 

(Du & Wang, 2011; Huang & Shi, 2008).   

1.2 Impetus for the Study 

In contrast to the expansion of rural CLCs since the turn of the century is a paucity of 

research to examine their programs, participation, outcomes, and impacts. The 

educational provision of rural CLCs in China largely falls outside the formal education 

system, and that provision mostly targets adults. NFE, as compared to formal schooling, 

receives less attention from Chinese researchers. Likewise, adult education is also 

subjugated.  

        NFE historically in China was seen as remedial provision supplementing formal 

education (UNESCO, 2003). Today, despite the advocacy for lifelong education and 

learning at the national level, NFE is still regarded as being insignificant, inferior, and 

second-class (Wu & Zhao, 2016). Due to the absence of a National Qualification 

Framework, the knowledge, skills, and competencies obtained through NFE are not 

officially recognised or validated. Additionally, strategic provisions are not in place to 

guide the design, implementation, and evaluation of NFE to ensure its relevance and 

quality (Lee & Kim, 2016). Adult education has also been treated as a marginal field. 

Legal statute on adult education is absent in China (Huang & Shi, 2008). Historically, 

adult education mainly comprised skills training for workers, peasants, and Party 

cadres; basic education for workers and peasants; and programs and activities for 

enriching individuals’ spiritual lives (Hawkins, 1988; Wu, 2013). With the achievement 

in universalising the nine-year compulsory education, the expansion of tertiary 

education, and the development of community education, adult education is seen by 

some Chinese scholars as ‘dying out’ (Wu, 2013).  

        Perhaps due to the inferior status of NFE, especially the NFE for adults, research in 

this field is severely limited. Lee and Kim (2016), by examining the status quo of CLCs 

in seven Asian countries including China, recognised the marginalised status of NFAE 

across these countries. Such a situation has resulted in the lack of information and data 

with respect to NFAE practice and its impact. Previous studies on the impact and wider 

benefits of education have primarily concentrated on the mainstream elements of 

formal, for-credit educational provision (Field, 2012).  
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        A preliminary review of the existing literature on NFAE indicates a focus on its 

practice rather than the impact of that practice. Moreover, research to date on the impact 

of NFAE has focused almost exclusively on the measurable economic impacts (Field, 

2012). Evidence regarding the impact of participation in the CLCs in rural China 

particularly addresses tangible economic benefits, that is, the linkages between NFAE, 

income generation, and poverty reduction (Du & Wang, 2011; Wang et al., 2016).  Such 

research has marginalised other potentially important non-economic impacts. This 

situation posits the question of how other impacts can be conceptualised and assessed 

and the magnitude and significance of such impacts to individuals and their 

communities under different forms of NFAE provision. In the present study, individual 

well-being and community well-being were chosen as appropriately more encompassing 

measures of the impact of NFAE. Another important element that has often been 

overlooked in previous studies is individual learners’ views and perceptions concerning 

their own learning experiences. 

        This study sought to examine, essentially from the perspective of adult learners, 

the means through which and the extent to which participation in NFAE provided 

through CLCs in rural China impacted on the learners’ individual well-being and on the 

well-being of their communities. The notion of impact, as used in this study, was 

focused essentially on the sociological sense of effects on the participants of the study, 

as presented by those participants. The study provides guidance on the design and 

implementation of NFAE to facilitate learning for the achievement of individual and 

community well-being, both in China and more generally. The study also illuminates 

policy formulation, governance, and institutional mechanisms in NFAE and in lifelong 

education and learning broadly.  

1.3 Outline of the Contents of Each Chapter 

The thesis is organised in eight chapters: 

        Chapter One sets the scene and provides important background information to the 

study. The chapter introduces the emergence of CLCs in the international context, 

followed by a brief introduction of the CLCs in rural China. The impetus of the study is 

then explained. The chapter outlines the main contents of each chapter of the thesis in 

the end.  
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        Chapter Two presents a review of literature pertinent to the research topic. The 

chapter comprises six main sections. It begins with a comprehensive review of different 

approaches to conceptualising individual well-being and community well-being, 

followed by an examination of the factors affecting individual and community well-

being. The third section turns its focus to NFE, elucidating its nature, features, key 

components, and its effects in a general sense. The following section links education to 

well-being, examining the impact of education on individual and community well-

being. The impact of NFAE within the context of rural China is examined in the fifth 

section. The chapter concludes with a summary of the main points drawn from this 

literature review and an account of the implications for further research.  

        Chapter Three presents the methodology employed in examining the impact of 

participation in the CLCs in rural China on individual and community well-being. The 

chapter is divided into six main sections. The beginning section presents the conceptual 

framework developed to guide the research process. Presumed relationships between the 

three key elements of the study – individual learners, CLCs, and well-being – are 

explained in detail. And the research questions posed based upon the conceptual 

framework are then presented. The nature, forms, and sources of the data obtained are 

described in the second section, including the choice of a qualitative case study method 

for exploring the research questions posed in the conceptual framework, the selection of 

research participants who were to be the primary sources of data, and the data-gathering 

procedures. This description is followed by an account of the methods applied to the 

analysis of the data. The fourth section is focused on a range of ethical issues pertinent 

to the study, including consent, privacy, confidentiality, and potential psychological 

harm. The ways in which these issues were addressed in data collection and analysis are 

discussed. The application of two criteria – credibility and consistency – in the 

evaluation of the present research project is articulated in the fifth section. The chapter 

concludes with a summary of the research procedures.  

        Chapters Four, Five, and Six present the key findings of the study. Chapter Four, 

entitled Contextual Constraints on CLCs, reports the ways in which the political 

context, the economic-demographic context, and the educational context constrained the 

nature, work, and worth of each selected CLC. Chapter Five, entitled Institutional 

Quagmires of CLCs, presents the CLCs’ ineffective educational service delivery mainly 

resulting from the intertwining of a top-down governing model of the CLCs and their 
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target-driven approach to policy implementation. Chapter Six, entitled Tensions in 

Learning Impacts, examines a number of tensions pertaining to the impact of 

participation in the CLC programs and activities on individual and community well-

being.  

        Chapter Seven discusses the key findings of the study in relation to the research 

and policy literature. The chapter comprises eight sections. Seven emergent themes in 

the findings – CLCs’ lack of a social foundation; marginalisation of CLCs in the 

lifelong learning agenda; reliance on quantitative targets; a geographical conception of 

community; marginal impact on community well-being; an hedonic conception of 

individual well-being; and a mixed picture of the impact on individual well-being – 

frame the first seven sections of the chapter. A summary of the discussion of each 

theme is presented in the final section.  

        Chapter Eight presents conclusions of the study, discusses important implications 

for policy and practice, and provides a number of suggestions for further research. The 

Chapter is divided into three main sections. It begins with a representation of the 

conclusions drawn from the study. Important implications that can be applied to policy 

and practice are then examined. The chapter concludes with a number of suggestions for 

further research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a review of extant literature pertinent to the study, which sought 

to examine the impact of NFAE provided through rural CLCs in China on well-being at 

both individual and collective levels. The chapter comprises six main sections, 

discussing the research literature relating to well-being, NFE, and the linkages between 

NFE and well-being. The beginning section explores ‘what well-being is’. It reviews 

different approaches to conceptualising individual well-being and community well-

being. The following section examines ‘what influences well-being’. It provides a 

comprehensive review of the factors affecting individual well-being and community 

well-being. The third section turns its focus to NFE, elucidating its nature, 

characteristics, key elements, and its influences in a general sense. The fourth section 

links education to well-being, examining the impact of education on well-being. The 

fifth section places its emphasis on the effects of NFAE within the context of rural 

China. The final section concludes this chapter with a summary of the main points 

drawn from the review of literature and an account of the implications for the design 

and conduct of the present research project.  

2.1 Conceptualisation of Well-being 

This section seeks to clarify the concept of individual well-being and the concept of 

community well-being by reviewing relevant theories. The section is divided into two 

subsections. The first subsection examines how individual well-being can be 

conceptualised, and the second subsection turns its focus to the conceptualisation of 

community well-being.  

2.1.1 Conceptualisation of Individual Well-being 

Well-being, at the individual level, is a concept that is often used to describe what is 

intrinsically valuable for a person and for his or her life. Traditionally, philosophical 

theories of well-being have been classified into three categories: hedonist theories, 

desire-fulfilment theories, and objective list theories (Parfit, 1987). Despite the 

philosophical division, theories within one category or across categories are not 

completely independent of each other. They overlap to some extent and thus are 

complementary to each other for a holistic view of individual well-being (Compton et 

al., 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Scanlon, 1991). Moreover, the conceptual lines between 

different theories have gradually become blurred due to the broadening of the definition 
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of individual well-being (OECD, 2013). There is also a tendency in recent years to 

integrate different dimensions and seek a trade-off between them (OECD, 2013). The 

three categories of well-being theories are explained in the following three subsections. 

Hedonist Theories 

The word ‘hedonism’ originated in the ancient Greek term for ‘pleasure’ (Feldman, 

2001). Hedonism, in either quantitative (duration and intensity) or qualitative (higher 

pleasure and lower pleasure in terms of their own values) form, characterises well-being 

as the achievement of the greatest balance of pleasure over pain (Seligman & Royzman, 

2003).  

        Following the hedonistic tradition, psychologists have further interpreted well-

being (or subjective well-being) as greater life satisfaction, more positive affect, and 

less negative affect at an operational level (Diener, 1984; Diener & Lucas, 1999). Life 

satisfaction involves a cognitive assessment of life as a whole or of specific aspects of 

life, and it “reflects individuals’ perceived distance from their aspirations” (Keyes et al., 

2002, p. 1007). Life satisfaction has been found to be moderately stable over time and 

across various situations (Diener & Lucas, 1999). Affect captures a person’s feelings or 

emotional states experienced at a particular point in time, either positive or negative 

(Kahneman et al., 1999). Positive affect and negative affect are two distinct hedonic 

dimensions, because positive affect cannot simply be viewed as an absence of negative 

affect (Diener & Lucas, 1999). The ‘affect’ element of well-being is sometimes 

characterised as a net balance between positive affect and negative affect (Kahneman & 

Krueger, 2006). Both life satisfaction and affect have a focus on individuals’ 

experiences.  

Desire-fulfilment Theories 

In the emergence of welfarism – the mainstream economic approach to well-being – 

economists began to question the reliability of raw subjective feelings (pleasure and 

displeasure) experienced by people. Raw subjective feelings are also difficult to 

measure. Economists, then, have attempted to explain and assess well-being through the 

satisfaction or fulfilment of one’s desires and preferences (Olsaretti, 2006). Such an 

attempt has made possible the rank ordering of one’s preferences over goods and 

services, a value being attached to the satisfaction of each preference. Individual well-

being has been conceptualised, typically in neoclassical economics, as utility, which is 
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the satisfaction experienced by an individual over consumption of his or her preferred 

goods and services (Clark, 2005). The more preferred goods and services are produced 

and consumed, the higher is one’s well-being (Sumner, 1996). Since utility is difficult 

to measure directly, economists have developed different methods to measure the value 

of preference-satisfaction, such as the amount of money one is willing to pay for certain 

goods and services (Brey, 2012). Material prosperity, clearly, plays an important role in 

the achievement of individual well-being when such an approach is adopted.  

        One of the advantages of desire-fulfilment theories is that they can avoid the so-

called ‘experience machine/pleasure machine’ dilemma (Brey, 2012). If pleasure were 

the only intrinsic value, given that one’s brain is connected to a machine that is capable 

of producing favourable sensations to give him or her ‘pleasure’, then many of desires 

and needs other than pleasure are likely to remain unfulfilled (Nozick, 1974).  

        Three main types of desire-fulfilment theories have been developed. They are: 

simple desire-fulfilment theories, comprehensive desire-fulfilment theories, and 

informed desire-fulfilment theories. The main argument of simple desire-fulfilment 

theories is that one’s well-being is dependent on the extent to which one’s current 

desires are fulfilled (Brey, 2012). However, one’s current desires may be based on false 

beliefs, and the fulfilment of such desires is likely to go against one’s long-term 

interests and consequently reduce one’s well-being (Brey, 2012). Comprehensive 

desire-fulfilment theories suggest that one’s reflective preferences that concern one’s 

life as a whole should be prioritised (Brey, 2012). Informed desire-fulfilment theories 

hold that the best life is the life in which all desires are fulfilled on condition that one is 

fully informed of alternative courses of action and possible consequences (Brey, 2012).  

Objective List Theories 

Another school of thought – objective list theories – lodges well-being outside 

subjective feelings (Nussbaum, 1992). It captures those things that are intrinsically 

valuable to one’s well-being, irrespective of the subjective value attached to them 

(Schueller & Seligman, 2010). However, objective list theories do not necessarily reject 

the inclusion of positive affect and satisfaction (Ransome, 2010).  

        Object list theories may be seen as relevant to perfectionism as morality, of which 

the central idea is to maximise human excellence (Hurka, 1998). Perfectionism claims 

that certain properties constitute human nature and that an intrinsically valuable life for 
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people to pursue is a life that develops these properties to a higher degree (Arneson, 

1999; Hurka, 1993). This idea can be traced back to Aristotle and his philosophy of 

eudaimonism. Eudaimonic theorists have argued that not all achievements of 

subjectively felt needs would yield well-being even though they are happiness-

producing (Fromm, 1981). Well-being, from the eudaimonic perspective, is rooted in 

the full functioning of individuals in accordance with human nature and conducive to 

human development (Ryff & Singer, 2000; Waterman, 1993). True happiness, rather 

than momentary pleasure, can thus be produced when people are fully engaged in those 

life activities that are congruent with deeply held values and that realise their true 

potential (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryff & Singer, 2000; Waterman, 1993). Eudaimonic 

well-being can also be referred to as ‘flourishing’ (Huppert et al., 2009). It accentuates a 

person’s psychological process and helps capture aspects of subjective perceptions of 

individual well-being that neither life satisfaction nor affect can well describe or 

explain.  

        Several attempts have been made to theorise and operationalise human flourishing, 

as distinct from subjective well-being, from a life span perspective. A multidimensional 

approach has identified six constructs that are constitutive of human flourishing: 

autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance, life purpose, mastery, and positive 

relatedness (Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Each of these six psychological dimensions 

“articulates different challenges individuals encounter as they strive to function 

positively” (Keyes et al., 2002, p. 1008). Similarly, self-determination theory embraces 

the notion of human flourishing and posits that the fulfilment of three basic 

psychological needs – autonomy, competence, and relatedness – is essential to optimal 

human functioning (Ryan, 2009). 

        Another influential theory in psychology that adopts eudaimonism is the ‘authentic 

happiness theory’. Authentic happiness theory attempts to overcome the short-falls of 

other types of theories by embracing both subjective and objective dimensions of well-

being. It argues that authentic happiness is derived from three distinct experiences in 

life, namely pleasure (hedonic well-being), engagement in activities that are engrossing 

and absorbing, and pursuit of meaning in life (Seligman, 2002). Authentic happiness 

theory has recently been revised and developed into a new well-being theory by 

Seligman (2011). A so-called ‘PERMA’ model has been established based on the 

original ideas of the authentic happiness theory. Two more elements – accomplishment 
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and positive relationships – have been added to the theory. The five elements – 

pleasure, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment – reflect a 

comprehensive view of individual well-being. Authentic happiness, to some degree, 

goes beyond one’s own felt pleasure and desires and lodges in the achievement of 

something that is bigger than the self (Seligman, 2002). This point, in particular, has 

important implications for the achievement of well-being at a higher aggregate level. 

        Research into well-being in the field of economics has also attempted to 

incorporate eudaimonism. A capability approach tends to focus on what is of intrinsic 

value, rather than instrumental value, to individuals and their lives (Saito, 2003). It is 

regarded as a broad normative framework for the evaluation and assessment of 

individual well-being and social arrangements, for the design of policies, and for the 

proposals with respect to social change (Robeyns, 2005). Individual well-being, 

according to a capability approach, consists in human functionings and capabilities 

(Sen, 1993). Functionings refer to various doings and beings, whereas capabilities imply 

the real opportunities or positive freedom to pursue different functioning combinations 

(Sen, 1987). Functionings cover a broad spectrum, ranging from elementary ones, such 

as being nourished, having access to adequate housing and being educated, to the more 

complex ones, such as achieving self-respect. This approach converts commodities into 

individuals’ achievement of various functionings, and it is able to accommodate both 

material and non-material aspects of well-being (Clark, 2005). Moreover, it goes 

beyond felt happiness and satisfaction and takes account of human flourishing, that is, 

eudaimonic well-being (Nussbaum, 1998; Sen, 1993).  

        A capability approach provides a broad informational base and encourages people 

to make their own taxonomy of valuable functionings and capabilities (Doyal & Gough, 

1991). It is for this reason that it has been criticised for not being able to introduce “an 

objective normative account of human functioning” (Nussbaum, 1998, p. 176). 

However, this weakness can also be regarded as strength because it allows for diverse 

interpretations of ‘a good life’ across different contexts and cultures and avoids the 

problem of elitism (Clark, 2005; Sen, 1993). A definitive list of human functionings or 

capabilities, though, is considered to be necessary for operational reasons. Therefore, 

several attempts have been made to develop a list of central human capabilities (Alkire 

& Black, 1997; Nussbaum, 2003; Robeyns, 2003). For example, Nussbaum (2003) 

suggested ten essential human capabilities, including: life; bodily health; bodily 
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integrity; sense, imagination, and thought; emotions; practical reason; affiliation; 

connection with other species; play; and control over one’s environment.   

        Objective list theories are often exposed to the criticism of elitism because 

personal feelings and desires are neglected (Seligman & Royzman, 2003). Therefore, 

well-being may be best treated as a concept embracing both subjective and objective 

dimensions, which, together, provide an inclusive view of individual well-being 

(Schueller & Seligman, 2010; Summers et al., 2012).  

        This section has reviewed three main categories of philosophical theories of well-

being, namely hedonist theories, desire-fulfilment theories, and objective list theories. It 

can be seen that well-being at the individual level is currently accepted as an evaluative 

conception that goes beyond good health, happiness and life satisfaction to embrace the 

fulfilment of human nature (Field, 2009). The focus of the present study was to link 

individual adults’ learning experiences to their perceived well-being at both individual 

and collective levels. Individual well-being was treated as a comprehensive construct, 

embracing both hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions. The study was intended to explore 

how individual adults in rural China perceived and interpreted individual well-being, 

which dimension (hedonism or eudaimonism) was particularly emphasised in their 

perceptions and interpretations and why. 

        In this study, the term subjective well-being – the focus of hedonism – is used in a 

narrow sense to refer to life satisfaction and affect, whereas flourishing, full 

functioning, and eudaimonic well-being are used interchangeably to emphasise the 

objective dimension of well-being.  

2.1.2 Conceptualisation of Community Well-being 

The term community well-being comprises two contested concepts – community and 

well-being. In the review and analysis of ninety-four definitions of community, Hillery 

(1955) identified three essential elements of community: geographic location, common 

ties, and social interaction. A follow-up study conducted by Willis (1977) examined a 

further sixty definitions of community and re-emphasised the above-mentioned three 

elements. McKeown and colleagues (1987), by examining how the concept of 

community was treated in four classic anthropological studies, identified four major 

attributes that were used to define community: locality, biological membership and 

social membership, association with institutions or organisations, and shared action. 
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The analysis conducted by Patrick and Wickizer (1995) indicated three approaches to 

conceptualising community: community as place, community as social interaction, and 

community as social and political responsibility. Based on interviewing data, 

MacQueen and colleagues (2001) suggested four core elements of community: 

geographic location, social ties, shared perspectives, and joint action. Fellin (2001) put 

communities into two categories: geographical and functional. And both geographical 

communities and functional communities are characterised by communication and 

social interaction (Fellin, 2001). In the digital age, “new forms of virtual and digital 

interaction, communication and relationship through the internet and social media have 

opened new spaces and potential expressions and interpretations of what a community 

might be” (Atkinson et al., 2017, p. 27). While the term community often carries 

positive connotations, such as a sense of belonging and solidarity (Williams, 1976), it 

has also been used negatively in relation to social problems, including inequality, 

exclusion and marginalisation, oppression, and social divisions (Crow & Maclean, 

2006).  

        The emergence of the term community well-being has been found to be related to 

the so-called social indicators movement (Lee & Kim, 2015). Since its inception in the 

1960s, the social indicators movement has involved a number of attempts to develop 

more comprehensive measures of a society’s progress, rather than focusing primarily on 

economic indicators like Gross Domestic Product (Land & Michalos, 2018). 

Community well-being, therefore, has often been understood as a multifaceted construct 

that embraces but is not confined to economic prosperity. Conceptualisation of 

community well-being usually follows a components approach, drawing on different 

domains of life expressed through community-level indicators or through a combination 

of individual-level and community-level indicators (Cox et al., 2010; Kusel & 

Fortmann, 1991; Wiseman & Brasher, 2008). It has been argued that although 

community well-being embraces individual well-being, it is greater than the sum of 

individual well-being (Atkinson et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2015). In other words, 

community well-being may be understood as “something more than the individual 

reflecting a collective experience in the context of community … [rather than] as an 

individual attribute that can be aggregated for a specified population group” (Atkinson 

et al., 2017, p. 23). Therefore, many of the indicators established for assessing 
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community well-being reflect the relations between individuals, between individuals 

and the geographical space, between individuals and the cultural context and so forth.  

        The indicators of community well-being can be generally classified into five 

categories: physical, economic, social, political, and cultural (Atkinson et al., 2017; 

Christakopoulou et al., 2001; Forjaz et el., 2011; Jeannotte, 2003; Kee et al., 2015). 

Physical environment, including natural environment and resources, infrastructure, 

facilities and services, has been generally seen as a fundamental aspect of community 

well-being. Within the economic domain, both individual-level indicators, such as 

income and employment, and collective-level indicators, such as economic 

opportunities, have been established. The social aspect of community well-being 

typically places an emphasis on a sense of belonging and social interaction and 

integration. Within the political domain, local governance, community members’ 

perceptions of local governance, and their civic participation appear to be general 

considerations for assessing community well-being. The cultural aspect of community 

well-being usually addresses community members’ participation in cultural and leisure 

activities. It should be noted that some approaches to conceptualising community well-

being give priority to one or more specific domains (e.g., Forjaz et el., 2011). Other 

approaches appear to be more comprehensive, addressing all the above-mentioned five 

domains and arguing that the well-being of a community as a whole requires that these 

different parts exist in equilibrium and function well (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2017; 

Christakopoulou et al., 2001). The indicators established for each domain can be seen as 

components essential for maintaining the community itself and for fulfilling the needs 

and aspirations of individual community members (Lee & Kim, 2015).  

        Within the Chinese context, the corresponding word for community that is widely 

used both colloquially and professionally nowadays is shequ (Rowe et al., 2016). The 

term shequ was coined in 1933 by the pioneering Chinese sociologist and 

anthropologist Fei Xiaotong and his peers (Rowe et al., 2016). Their understanding of 

community was greatly influenced particularly by the work of Robert E. Park from the 

Chicago School (Li et al., 2012). Park (1936) perceived community as a population that 

is territorially organised. A community, as argued by Park (1936), is “more or less 

completely rooted in the soil it occupies … [with] its individual units living in a 

relationship of mutual interdependence that is symbiotic” (p. 4). Park’s ideas around 

community can be traced back to the nineteenth century. Recognising the impact of 
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social change on the ways in which individuals were connected to each other, Tönnies 

proposed the community-society (gemeinschaft-gesellschaft) dichotomy in 1887 (Clark, 

1973). Community or gemeinschaft describes one type of social interaction based upon 

family, kinship, or spatial proximity, whereas society or gesellschaft describes the other 

type of human association stimulated by industrialisation, modernisation, and a money 

economy (Christenson, 1984). Community is characterised primarily by the unity of 

wills, whereas society mainly features rationality, negotiated order, and individuality 

(Christenson, 1984). In the conceptualisation of community offered by Tönnies, the 

communal spirit and communal relationships seem to have been greatly and particularly 

emphasised. Likewise, Durkheim, in 1893, developed the concepts of mechanical 

solidarity and organic solidarity to describe what holds people together (Jones, 1986). 

Durkheim argued that in primitive societies exhibiting mechanical solidarity, people 

were bound together due to their likeness, such as shared beliefs (Jones, 1986). In 

modern societies, individuals move towards organic solidarity and are bound together 

based upon their interdependence. Specialisation of work and division of labour create a 

necessary interdependence between people, and at the same time, lead to a decrease in 

collective consciousness and an increase in individuality (Jamal et al., 2015).  

        Despite variations in the ways in which community or shequ is conceptualised by 

Chinese scholars, geographic location and social interaction have been generally 

recognised as the two fundamental elements of community (Li et al., 2012). The place-

based nature of community is particularly emphasised in the Chinese understanding of 

community. As Rowe and his colleagues (2016) commented, a Chinese community is 

“intrinsically spatial” (p. 50). A community may be a workplace, or a residential area in 

an urban city, or a rural village. Within a Chinese community, what holds people 

together is not necessarily their commonalities, but their interdependence for functional 

purposes (Rowe et al., 2016). A prevailing approach to conceptualising shequ in 

contemporary China relates shequ essentially to local governance. Within such an 

approach, community is defined as the two lowest territorial divisions within the 

existing system of urban governance, including the territory of the street office and the 

territory of the residents’ committee, as well as the territory of the village Party 

committee or the so-called administrative village (Li et al., 2012). In this sense, 

community has been “transformed from a relatively abstract idea into a specific 

institutional model” (Bray, 2006, p. 531).  
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        China’s central authorities embarked on the establishment and promotion of shequ 

in the midst of the country’s transition from a planned to a market economy (Wang, 

2000). The discourse on shequ was concerned principally with community services. 

During the pre-reform era, “China’s welfare provision was based on the planned 

economy model, whereby the employer was responsible for all aspects of the 

employee’s welfare” (Watson, 2012, p. 265). Specifically, social and welfare services 

were provided by the work units in urban cities and by the people’s communes in rural 

areas. Work units, such as factories and universities, were not only places of 

employment, but they were also responsible for providing services and infrastructure to 

support day-to-day lives of employees and employees’ families (Wang, 2000). 

Similarly, the people’s communes in rural areas provided food, housing, transportation, 

health care, education and so on to their members (Rowe et al., 2016). With the shift 

from a centrally-planned to a more market-based economy, the work unit system was 

gradually dismantled, and the people’s communes disappeared. The social welfare 

system needed to be rebuilt to standardise the services and to enable all citizens to have 

equal access to those services (Watson, 2012). It was within such a context that the role 

of shequ in expanding and formalising a wide range of social and welfare services at the 

grassroots level became critical.  

        Emerging phenomena and problems throughout the 1990s, such as massive lay-

offs in the public sector, the large-scale rural-to-urban migration, and protests and 

dissident movements, heightened the perception of stronger institutions of local 

governance amongst China’s central authorities (Bray, 2006). The idea of community 

services has gradually been replaced by the broader concept of community building or 

community construction (Leung, 2000). Within this new paradigm, the responsibility of 

shequ goes beyond social and welfare service provision to encompass culture, morality, 

education, health, policing, grassroots democracy, and the so-called Party building 

(Bray, 2006). The state-led nationwide community building movement is intended to 

contribute to the political, economic, cultural, and environmental development of rural 

and urban communities and to improve the life quality of all community members (State 

Council, 2017). Much of the debate around China’s community building is concerned 

with power and control. As argued by Shaw (2008), “[central] to the community 

development task at any given time is the relationship between agency and structure – 

the recognition that action is always mediated through relations of power; autonomy 



 25 

always constrained by the dialectics of control” (p. 27). There has been considerable 

disagreement regarding the nature and ultimate purposes of China’s community 

building movement. One group of researchers have acknowledged the potential 

contribution of the current community building movement to local community 

members’ capacity-building and empowerment and further to the development of civil 

society (Huang & Wen, 2013; Li, 2003; Li, 2007). On the contrary, other scholars have 

viewed China’s community building as a means to stabilising the political system and 

strengthening the power of the Communist Party (Bray, 2006; Heberer & Göbel, 2011; 

Leung, 2000).  

        The present study sought to examine the impact of NFAE provided through rural 

CLCs in China not only on individual well-being but also on community well-being. 

This section has reviewed different approaches to conceptualising community and 

community well-being, with a particular focus on the Chinese understanding and 

interpretation. In the international context, community well-being has been commonly 

understood as a multifaceted construct, embracing a range of components across 

physical, social, economic, political, and cultural domains. Within the Chinese context, 

the concept of community or shequ has entered the governmental discourse and carries 

special meaning related to local governance. The background to the establishment of 

shequ and the recent state-led movement to promote shequ nationwide have been 

explained to enhance the understanding of the distinctive characteristics of communities 

in China. Communities and the betterment of communities concern individual members 

and their personal and collective lives. This study was focused on the voice of local 

community members, exploring how they perceived and understood community and 

community well-being.  

2.2 Influences on Well-being 

This section provides a comprehensive review of the influential factors of well-being. 

The section comprises two subsections. The first subsection examines the factors that 

have potential effects on individual well-being. The second subsection focuses on 

community well-being, exploring what factors can facilitate the achievement of 

community well-being.  
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2.2.1 Influences on Individual Well-being 

The review of major philosophical theories of and various approaches to individual 

well-being suggests that individual well-being is a multifaceted construct, 

encompassing positive affect, life satisfaction, and optimal human functioning. The 

multidimensional nature of individual well-being, apparently, makes it almost 

impossible to identify a full list of determinants that potentially influence a person’s 

well-being, applicable across different contexts and cultures. Nor may it be necessary to 

do so, due to the subjective dimension of well-being, that is, one’s perception and 

judgement towards well-being. Therefore, the intention here is to classify cardinal 

determinants of well-being and examine their facilitative roles.  

        The determinants of individual well-being, perhaps in most cases, are not 

independent of each other. Certain factors are not only instrumentally valuable to well-

being, they may also have an influence over other factors. Such factors thus become the 

determinants of determinants. Some factors, in addition to their instrumental values, are 

generally believed to be ultimately good for human beings and their lives. For instance, 

both intrinsic and instrumental values of education are recognised in the capability 

approach (Saito, 2003). Given the scope and the purpose of the study, the factors 

discussed in this subsection are treated as independent variables of either intrinsic or 

instrumental values. The interrelationships between factors are not examined in detail. 

Education in its relation to well-being and to other factors of well-being, as the focus of 

the study, is discussed systematically from both viewpoints in the next section.  

        It should also be noted that some factors that promote subjective well-being do not 

necessarily yield positive human functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001). By the same token, 

the factors that contribute to optimal functioning may not enhance subjective well-being 

(Ryan & Deci, 2001). It has been explained in the previous section that well-being may 

best be treated as a concept that embraces both dimensions. Hence, the factors that lead 

to either divergent or convergent effects are of equal importance to the study, and they 

are explained in an inclusive manner. 

        The influential factors of individual well-being may be classified into four 

categories, including: 1) who one is – demographic factors and personality; 2) what one 

does – engagement and goal pursuit; 3) how one feels and perceives – emotions, values, 

beliefs and attitudes; and 4) how one connects – relationships with others and with the 

world. These categories are addressed sequentially in the following four subsections.  
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Who One Is – Demographic Factors and Personality 

Traditionally, people with high levels of well-being have often been tagged with certain 

demographic features and personality traits, including age, gender, employment status, 

economic condition, level of education, marital status, health condition, religion, 

optimism, extraversion, and aspiration (Wilson, 1967). These characteristics may be 

innate qualities, or socially developed, or a combination of both.  

        The effects of these factors on well-being vary in degree. And the research findings 

regarding the relationship between one independent variable and well-being are not 

always consistent. The reasons for the inconsistency of such findings relate to the 

specific cultural circumstance within which the research is conducted, to the 

conceptualisation of an independent variable, and to the measurement adopted (e.g., 

self-report or objective ratings) (Diener, 2000).  

        Despite variations in conclusions, a number of findings have emerged that are 

repeated across different cultural contexts. It has been found that some basic 

demographic factors, such as age and gender, are related to subjective well-being, but 

the effects are relatively small (Diener & Suh, 1998; Lucas & Gohm, 2000). Studies 

over the last two decades have shown that subjective well-being is roughly U-shaped 

through the life cycle, with the lowest point around forty years old (Blanchflower & 

Oswald, 2008). The effect of age also depends on which component of subjective well-

being is measured. Evidence has shown that life satisfaction and negative affect, 

compared to positive affect, are less influenced by age (Newton, 2007). By the same 

token, as functioning consists of multiple dimensions, the effect of age on positive 

functioning tends to vary from one dimension to another (Newton, 2007). Other 

demographic factors, such as marital status and religion, have also been found to be 

positively correlated with well-being (Diener, 2000). Religion is believed to subtly 

penetrate and nourish human lives by establishing goals and value systems (Emmons, 

2005).  

        There is considerable evidence demonstrating the positive relationship between 

health and well-being. Illness has been found to reduce happiness and present 

limitations to the full functioning of individuals (Binder & Coad, 2013; Ryan & 

Frederick, 1997; Shields & Price, 2005). On the contrary, health behaviours, such as 

engagement in sports and physical activities, are likely to generate pleasure and 

enjoyment, enhance self-esteem and a sense of accomplishment, and promote social 
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interactions, which all matter for the achievement of well-being (Bartolomeo & Papa, 

2019; Bloodworth et al., 2012; Costigan et al., 2019). Health behaviours appear to be 

linked to health-related values (Dobewall et al., 2017). Specifically, placing a value on 

health has been found to be strongly and consistently associated with the improvement 

in physical and mental health, which, in turn, contributes to well-being indirectly 

(Dobewall et al., 2017).  

        A widespread interest among researchers has been the extent to which individual 

well-being is affected by income and wealth. Traditionally, there has been a belief in a 

strong association between subjective well-being on the one hand and income and 

wealth on the other. This belief, however, was shaken in the 1970s, when a study found 

that when one’s income or wealth reaches a certain level, further increase has no 

significant effect on happiness (Easterlin, 1974). Maximised income and wealth do not 

necessarily lead to maximised subjective well-being (Scitovsky, 1976). However, recent 

investigations into the ‘Easterlin Paradox’ have suggested a return to the traditional 

belief: the economic growth generally has a positive association with happiness, 

although the rise in happiness is often found to be slower than that in income and wealth 

(Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). There is also evidence suggesting that one’s subjective 

well-being is more likely to be influenced by relative, rather than absolute, income 

(McBride, 2001). Income growth, that is, current income compared to the income in the 

past, has been found to be strongly associated with life satisfaction (Appleton & Song, 

2008). Monetary factors and a strong valuing of material goods have been questioned 

from the eudaimonic point of view (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Although wealth can facilitate 

one’s access to various resources that are necessary and important to both subjective 

well-being and optimal functioning, it has, in many cases, proved to be an unreliable 

route (Ryan & Deci, 2001).  

        Economic and psychological research has demonstrated that employment status 

and the features of jobs have a substantial impact on well-being (Cole et al., 2009; 

Warr, 1999). The relationship between employment/unemployment and psychological 

well-being is a particular concern in this area. Unemployment is likely to produce 

adverse mental health effects, such as a loss of self-esteem, fear, and depression; to 

reduce one’s capability to meet latent psychological needs, including social contact, 

social status, and engagement in meaningful activities; and to cause financial 
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deprivation (Cole et al., 2009). These effects, in turn, may lead to a dramatic decline in 

one’s happiness, life satisfaction and flourishing.  

        Education is generally valued for its contribution to individual well-being through 

different mechanisms (Campbell, 2006). Education is broadly conceived as a powerful 

tool to enhance one’s knowledge, skills and competences; to transform one’s values, 

attitudes and perceptions; and to facilitate the formation of social networks. These 

effects enable people to enjoy a variety of wellness, whether it is material, mental, 

psychological, or spiritual (Michalos, 2008). The effects of education on well-being are 

explained in detail in the following section.  

        Inquiries into the link between personality and well-being have been active in the 

field of social psychology. Research in the 1980s was primarily focused on the impact 

of the five broad dimensions of personality traits (known as the Big Five), including 

openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and 

neuroticism, on subjective well-being (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997). It has been found that 

subjective well-being is significantly affected by personality traits and is relatively 

stable across the life span, despite emotional fluctuations (DeNeve, 1999; Tomer, 2002). 

Such endeavours, though, have generally neglected the eudaimonic dimension of well-

being. Theoretically grounded in optimal aging, positive functioning, and human 

development, Ryff’s multidimensional model of psychological well-being has been 

designed to assess a person’s functioning (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997). The model is 

composed of six conceptually distinct components: self-acceptance, environmental 

mastery, positive relations with others, purpose in life, personal growth, and autonomy 

(Ryff, 1989b). Investigation into personality traits in relation to psychological well-

being has revealed a strong association between the five personality factors and the 

above-mentioned six dimensions of psychological well-being (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997). 

Schmutte and Ryff (1997) also identified that the association between personality traits 

and psychological well-being can even be stronger than that between personality traits 

and subjective well-being.  

What One Does – Engagement and Goal Pursuit 

Well-being is a complex construct involving people and their actions across time and 

space. Engagement in valued activities and commitment to particular goals are strongly 

linked to well-being (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). At the individual level, people are 

very likely to experience the sensation of ‘flow’ when they actively engage in 
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intrinsically valuable and challenging tasks and commit themselves to those tasks or 

goals (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). A flow experience occurs when the following 

conditions apply:  

 Concentration or focus is deep; 

 The goal is clear, the feedback is prompt, and the action is controllable; 

 The capacity for action and the challenge are in balance; and 

 Self-consciousness disappears, worries are forgotten, and time seems to fly 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). 

        Flow is an experience that is “exciting, fulfilling, enjoyable … [and] rewarding” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p.159), and it offers a dynamic approach to happiness and 

satisfaction. Participation in valued activities also enhances the meaningfulness of one’s 

life (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). Furthermore, commitment to goals or tasks that one 

finds valuable and meaningful may help one to cope with problems and challenges and 

therefore maintain well-being (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). At the collective level, 

engaging oneself in social activities may facilitate the formation of interpersonal 

relationships and networks, which plays a significant role in social well-being (Keyes, 

1998). Enhanced well-being at the collective level, in turn, may further contribute to 

individual well-being.  

        Although happiness, satisfaction and effective functioning are substantially 

associated with participation and commitment, certain types of goal pursuit tend to 

generate greater effects on well-being. The pursuit of intrinsically rewarding goals is 

associated with higher levels of well-being, compared to that of extrinsically motivated 

goals, such as higher social status and material prosperity (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). 

People are likely to experience greater satisfaction if the goals are autonomously 

chosen, as compared to the goals that have an orientation towards other people’s desires 

(Deci & Ryan, 1987). Achievement of well-being as a result of goal pursuit also 

depends on the feasibility and manageability of that goal and on the harmoniousness 

between goals (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). Furthermore, a 

person’s goal pursuit can be characterised either by an approach motivational system or 

by an avoidance motivational system (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Elliot and Covington (2001) 

explained this approach-avoidance distinction: 
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Motivation may be defined as the energization (i.e., instigation) and 

direction of  behaviour. Approach and avoidance motivation differ as a 

function of valence: In approach motivation, behaviour is instigated or 

directed by a positive/desirable event or possibility; in avoidance 

motivation, behaviour is instigated or directed by a negative/undesirable 

event or possibility. (pp. 73-74)  

        Previous studies demonstrate that pursuit of avoidance goals has a negative effect 

on both goal progress and well-being (Elliot et al., 1997; Elliot & Sheldon, 1997). It can 

be seen that both what individuals pursue (goal contents) and why they pursue it (goal 

motives) have an impact on well-being (Sheldon et al., 2004).   

        Research into task participation and goal pursuit in relation to well-being is 

concerned not only with individuals’ present well-being, but also with their sustained 

well-being in the long run (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). This is because life tasks and 

meanings or values of those tasks constantly change across different life periods, as do 

individuals (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). Individuals, therefore, are “forced to 

participate in new tasks across the life course … [and by doing so they] can experience 

well-being in different ways” (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999, p. 232).  

How One Feels and Perceives – Emotions, Values, Beliefs and Attitudes 

The association between emotions and well-being, to some extent, deals with the 

fundamental question of ‘what constitutes well-being’. Whether emotions are essential 

and constitutive of well-being and how they are related to each other largely depend on 

the “specific accounts of well-being and of emotional valence that one adopts” 

(Tappolet & Rossi, 2014, p. 9). According to subjectivist theories, the presence of 

certain emotions and the absence of others can enhance one’s mental state, which is 

constitutive of well-being. By contrast, objectivist theories hold that one’s well-being is 

independent of one’s mental state. It is the reaction to emotions, especially to negative 

emotions such as sorrow, that is pertinent to individual well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

In other words, when a person is able to deal with negative emotions positively, he or 

she is seen to be more fully functioning, that is, to have greater well-being.  

        Among the research into emotions are studies about the role of resilience in the 

enhancement of individual and collective well-being, which have been gaining 

increasing popularity. Research in this area, though, is not confined to emotions, 



 32 

because resilience itself is a multidimensional construct. Resilience has been 

investigated as both an outcome and a process of adaptation in the face of challenges, 

difficulties and adversity (Olsson et al., 2003). Individuals, families, organisations, 

and/or communities display resilience wherein they are able to recover from setbacks in 

a timely and efficient manner, to sustain valued engagements and goals, and to acquire 

new learning, growth, and advancement as a consequence of the adversity (Zautra et al., 

2010). Well-being, consequently, can be enhanced through recovery, through 

sustainability of valuable engagements and goals, as well as through new learning and 

growth (Zautra et al., 2010).  

        Previous research has affirmed and reaffirmed the consistency and stability of 

individuals’ subjective well-being across different situations and life periods, despite 

temporary fluctuations (Diener & Lucas, 1999). However, intrapersonal and 

interpersonal variations can hardly be revealed by merely assessing and comparing the 

mean levels of subjective well-being. Attempts, therefore, have been made to examine 

the “patterns of emotional experiences and life satisfaction judgments” (Oishi et al., 

1999, p. 158), with the aim to better understand what makes people experience and 

report high or low subjective well-being. At both intrapersonal and interpersonal levels, 

individuals’ value-orientations have been found to have a moderating effect on their 

well-being. Values can be understood as “enduring beliefs toward a specific mode of 

conduct or end-state of existence that are personally or socially preferable” (Emmanuel 

& Delaney, 2014, p. 246). First of all, people are more likely to achieve well-being out 

of personal strivings that are congruent with their values, as compared to value-

incongruent activities (Oishi et al., 1999). Secondly, previous research has suggested 

that pursuit of intrinsically valuable goals tends to generate a higher level of well-being 

(Kasser & Ryan, 1993). However, a different view has been provided, claiming that due 

to the variations in individual value preferences, the sources of or the pathways to well-

being can also be diversified (Oishi et al., 1999). Furthermore, personal value priorities, 

on the basis of which one’s well-being is assessed, are rooted to some extent in the local 

culture (Haydon, 2010). 

        Beliefs and attitudes, as constructs that are conceptually distinct from values, are 

often examined in their relation to well-being separately. The association between 

personal attitude and well-being, in general, has been found to be highly situational. 

This is perhaps because attitudes tend to be formed when individuals encounter specific 
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objects, circumstances, people, and ideas, whereas values are relatively abstractive 

(Maio & Olson, 1995). Therefore, attitudes are generally explored in their relation to 

well-being in certain domains at both individual and collective levels. For example, a 

positive attitude towards environment protection and sustainability can be regarded as a 

predictor of pro-environmental behaviours, which is of significance to the promotion of 

environmental well-being (Newton, 2007). Similarly, available evidence has indicated a 

positive relationship between certain beliefs, such as benevolence, and individual well-

being (Poulin & Silver, 2008). 

        What are equally important to the development and maintenance of well-being are 

perceptions, beliefs and attitudes towards the self, that is, one’s relationship with 

oneself. Interest has grown exponentially over the years in the links between well-being 

and self-compassion, self-esteem, self-acceptance, self-efficacy, mindfulness, and other 

similar constructs. Prior research has suggested that self-compassion contributes to 

well-being by enhancing individuals’ emotional resilience (Neff, 2011). Self-esteem, 

self-acceptance and efficacy have also been found to be positively related to well-being 

(Bandura, 1993; Macinnes, 2006).  

        The investigation into the effect of mindfulness on well-being has received 

considerable attention in recent years. Associated with contemplative traditions and 

contemporary psychology, mindfulness is often defined as “the awareness that arises 

through intentionally attending to one’s moment-to-moment experience in a non-

judgemental and accepting way” (Shapiro et al., 2008, p. 842). Theoretical and 

empirical evidence has shown the contribution of mindfulness, as an important attribute 

of consciousness, to well-being (Weinstein et al., 2009). Mindfulness can help 

individuals disengage from chronic habitual thinking and behavioural patterns and 

foster healthy, positive, and informed thoughts and actions that lead to the achievement 

of well-being (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Additionally, mindfulness may contribute to 

well-being directly “by adding clarity and vividness to experience” (Brown & Ryan, 

2003, p. 823).  

How One Connects – Relationships with Others and with the World 

A person’s private life always has a public dimension. Social relationships are 

constantly built up in different but interconnected life domains, including family, 

workplace, and community. An individual’s ability to be in harmony with himself or 

herself, with social relations, and with the natural environment is seen to be essential to 
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well-being (Diwan, 2000). Ideally, individuals with high levels of well-being connect to 

other people and to their communities, build trusting relationships and networks, 

shoulder social responsibilities, and make valuable contributions to society (Keyes, 

1998). Pursuit of well-being, in this sense, is not only about seeking personal happiness 

and realising one’s own potential. It is also concerned with the betterment of society.  

        Social relationships, according to Wallace (2013), can be categorised into three 

groups: social support, social integration, and social strain. Social support refers to “the 

understanding, encouragement, concern, and caring offered during stressful times” 

(Wallace, 2013, p. 139), whereas social integration is concerned with “the existence, 

quantity, or frequency of specific relationships” (Umberson et al., 1996, p. 841). Quality 

interpersonal relationships, usually described as warm, trusting, supportive and stable, 

substantially influence one’s life satisfaction and positive affect (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

From the eudaimonic point of view, relatedness is treated as a defining element of 

flourishing or full functioning of a person (Ryff & Singer, 2000). Though social 

relationships are in most cases shown to be positively associated with well-being, not all 

interactions are potentially beneficial and helpful. Social ties may become sources of 

strain when there is an imbalance between demands and one’s capacity to cope with 

those demands (Wallace, 2013). Conflicting demands of different roles (e.g., as a 

spouse and as an employee) and problems arising from interpersonal interactions (e.g., 

negative judgements from peers) can also be harmful (Wallace, 2013).  

        In addition to interpersonal relationships, previous research has suggested that 

there is an association between one’s well-being and the wider economic, social, and 

natural environments (Dolan et al., 2008; Morton & Edwards, 2012). The relevance of 

national economic performance to subjective well-being over time has been studied 

across both developed and developing economies, from which different conclusions 

have been drawn (e.g. Easterlin, 1995, 2006; Kenny, 2005; Oswald, 1997). Pioneered 

by Easterlin (1974), his paradoxical finding, which is referred to as the Easterlin 

Paradox, has suggested that economic growth is not systematically accompanied by the 

rise in well-being. In contrast, more recent investigations have acknowledged the 

positive role of wealth in the promotion of individual well-being (Kenny, 2005; Oswald, 

1997; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). However, previous research has shown that the 

contribution of extra wealth is very limited, and relative wealth matters (Oswald, 1997). 

Other socio-economic factors that may have an impact on individual well-being include 
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employment and unemployment, policies and governance, freedom and democracy, 

social security, and services (Bohnke, 2008; Dorn et al., 2007; Inglehart et al., 2008; 

Orviska, 2014).  

        Natural and built environments have also been found to have a profound impact on 

individual well-being. Individuals’ access to and interaction with the green natural 

environment through, for example, leisure activities or environmental conservation 

activities, are believed to be positively associated with physical and mental health 

(Wells & Laquatra, 2009). Such activities may also help bolster a sense of community 

and strengthen social connections that are of great significance to individual well-being 

(Wells, 2015). Additionally, features of man-made environment, such as housing 

design, access to facilities in the neighbourhood, traffic density, and pollution (water, 

air and noise), all have an impact on well-being of people of all ages (Wells, 2015). 

        This section has examined four categories of influential factors of individual well-

being, including who one is, what one does, how one feels and perceives, and how one 

connects. The review of what factors potentially affect one’s well-being and in what 

ways those factors can facilitate the achievement of well-being helps enhance the 

understanding of individual well-being as an abstract construct. This study sought to 

identify the factors prioritised by rural adults in China for a comprehensive 

understanding of their interpretations of individual well-being. Furthermore, although 

this study was focused essentially on the linkages between education as an influential 

factor and individual well-being as a consequence, education interacts with other factors 

and thus contributes to well-being indirectly. Therefore, the examination of various 

contributing factors of individual well-being helps articulate how education can be 

linked to individual well-being directly and indirectly.  

2.2.2 Influences on Community Well-being 

The previous section has provided a review of the factors that potentially influence 

individual well-being. This section turns its focus to the influential factors of 

community well-being. Individuals and their well-being are constantly influenced by the 

physical and socio-economic environments. Individuals, collectively, can also bring 

about changes to the wider environments in which they are situated. As argued by 

Bandura (2000), “people are partly the products of their environments, but by selecting, 

creating, and transforming their environmental circumstances they are producers of 

environments as well” (p. 75). Community well-being, as explained above, captures 
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collective life in various domains – physical, political, social, economic, and cultural 

(Atkinson et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2015). Community participation, as opposed to the 

top-down, expert-driven approaches to development, has been discussed vigorously in 

relation to the betterment of community life (Hindsworth & Lang, 2009; Plummer & 

Taylor, 2004). The intention of community participation is to shift the development 

paradigm, to promote a people-centred approach prioritising demand over supply, to 

enhance inclusiveness, and to create a role for individual community members in their 

own development (Plummer & Taylor, 2004). Community participation essentially aims 

to transform community members from ‘beneficiaries’ to ‘participants’ in development.  

        In a broad sense, “community participation refers to almost everything that 

signifies people’s involvement” (Swapan, 2016, p. 70). A number of attempts have been 

made to determine the scale of participation by the public. Arnstein (1969) developed 

an eight-rung ladder of participation, “with each rung corresponding to the extent of 

citizens’ power in determining the end product” (p. 217). The eight levels of 

participation are: manipulation, therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, 

delegated power, and citizen control (Arnstein, 1969). Participation, according to 

Arnstein’s model, is fundamentally about power and control. Recognising the 

importance of the “motivations of those who adopt and practise participatory 

approaches” (Cornwall, 2008, p. 271), Pretty (1995) developed his typology which 

speaks mainly to the user of participatory approaches. Pretty (1995) identified seven 

types of participation, ranging from manipulative participation, where representatives of 

the public have no legitimacy or power, to self-mobilisation, where people take 

initiatives independently of external agencies and retain control over available 

resources. Likewise, Choguill (1996) proposed an alternative typology “based on the 

degree of governmental willingness in carrying out community mutual-help projects” 

(p. 435). Choguill (1996) saw community participation as a means not only to “enable 

the people to influence decisions in the political arena about issues that affect them, … 

[but also] to obtain, through mutual-help initiatives and possibly with outside help, the 

basic needs which would not, otherwise, be available to them” (p. 435). Eight levels of 

participation are defined, with self-management and empowerment as two extremes of 

the scale (Choguill, 1996). Self-management takes place when community members 

pursue development with little attention and support from governments, whereas 

empowerment emerges when governments are confident in community members’ 
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capacity to achieve development and are supportive of their initiatives (Choguill, 1996). 

A further typology developed by White (1996) identifies four forms of participation, 

namely nominal, instrumental, representative, and transformative. In each form of 

participation, a comparison is made between ‘what participation means to the 

implementing agency’ and ‘what participation means for those on the receiving end’ 

(White, 1996).        

        The participation typologies or models mentioned above seem to distinguish 

between ‘bad’ forms of participation, which are often characterised by the lack of 

influence of community members, and ‘better’ forms of participation, where people 

have the opportunity and capacity to have a voice and make an influence. The 

progression from ‘being involved’ to ‘having a voice’ and further to ‘making an 

influence’ requires efforts from above, such as institutional change (Cornwall, 2008; 

Plummer & Taylor, 2004). This progression also requires endeavours from below. 

While the participation typologies tend to suggest that “citizens get increasingly 

involved in decision-making process when the planning agencies intend to form a more 

functional partnership using higher level of participatory mechanisms” (Swapan, 2016, 

p. 71), participation in practice can be complex. Previous research has identified a range

of factors relating to community members that either promote or impede their

participation. Demographic factors such as age, gender, educational background, and

occupation can all have an impact on a person’s public awareness (Han et al., 2018;

Karytsas & Theodoropoulou, 2014). Place has been found to be significant to the

formation of identity and to human interaction (Gieryn, 2000). Place attachment is often

intertwined with sense of community, both of which have been seen as the basis of

community participation (Gieryn, 2000). Sense of community, defined as “a feeling that

members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the

group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to

be together” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9), has been widely recognised as a catalyst

for community participation (Anderson, 2010; Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Xu et al.,

2010). In addition to collective identity, collective agency is believed to play an

important role in achieving community well-being (Bandura, 2000; Pelenc et al., 2015).

In brief, agency can be understood as the capability to act independently for given

purposes (Bandura, 2000). In many activities, individuals are able to exercise personal

agency to achieve the things they aspire to. In other circumstances, they need to seek
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their well-being through proxy agency, because they themselves may not have direct 

control over the situations that affect their lives (Zimmerman, 2002). Besides, there are 

certain goals that can only be accomplished through interdependent, collective effort, 

that is, through collective agency. To produce desired results as a group requires shared 

beliefs among individuals in their collective power or capability, shared knowledge and 

skills, and transaction of knowledge and skills in a coordinative and cooperative manner 

(Bandura, 2000). Collective agency cannot be imposed; it has to emerge through a 

learning process (Pahl-Wostl, 2006). Group discussions, community meetings and 

participatory workshops can all provide opportunities for community members to share 

their views on the common good and to define their common goals, which then can be 

pursued through collective action (Pahl-Wostl, 2006). Collective action is underpinned 

not only by a sense of community, but also by the development of collective forms, 

movements and/or organisation (Brookfield, 2012). 

        Collective benefits often feed through the benefits to individuals, and in turn affect 

individuals and their lives (Schuller et al., 2004). Therefore, the consistency of 

individual well-being with collective well-being is a concern of great importance. 

However, there is lack of robust evidence in the ways in which and the extent to which 

such a consistency can be achieved, largely due to the difficulty in controlling other 

variables that have potential influences on well-being (Newton, 2007). 

        There has been growing attention to the issue of community participation 

especially in the context of urban China. Research endeavours have been made to 

explore the characteristics and problems of community participation in political, social, 

economic, environmental, and cultural activities (Chen et al., 2013; Su & Wall, 2014; 

Xu & Chow, 2006; Xu et al., 2010). Although previous studies have their focus on 

community participation in different domains, they have demonstrated similar results.  

Evidence has shown that local community members generally lack interest in and 

motivation for participating in public affairs (Lin, 2017; Xu, 2007). Individuals’ 

motivation for community participation has been found to be related to their 

demographic characteristics, such as gender, occupation, and level of education (Lin, 

2017; Wang, 2011; Xu, 2007). For example, Wang (2011) found that among older 

adults, those with higher levels of education are more likely to be involved in 

community activities and public affairs. Furthermore, generally, community 

participation in the decision-making processes has been found to be quite limited (Lin, 
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2017; Plummer & Taylor, 2004; Xu & Chow, 2006). In order words, community 

participation tends to be confined to those forms of participation which are 

characterised by a lack of influence of community members. Such a situation has been 

argued to be largely due to the dominant role of the central government in development 

(Plummer & Taylor, 2004; Xu & Chow, 2006).  

        This section has examined community participation as a distinctive means to 

enhancing community well-being that stands in contrast to the top-down approach to 

development. A range of factors that facilitate or impede community participation have 

also been explored. The significance of community participation has been particularly 

emphasised within the context of CLCs. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

UNESCO has recognised community participation at all stages of decision making as 

“the first and most important characteristic of CLCs” (UNESCO, 2003, p. 3). CLCs 

undertake multiple roles. They provide education and training programs and implement 

other community development projects. CLCs allow and encourage community 

members to participate in the decision-making processes of those educational programs 

and development projects, so that local community members can have a voice in the 

actions and initiatives that potentially affect their future and the future of their 

communities (UIL, 2017; UNESCO, 2008). Furthermore, CLCs aim to empower 

community members by equipping them with appropriate knowledge, skills and 

competencies, so that they are able to respond to changes or drive changes collectively 

in their communities (Cavanagh et al., 2013; UNESCO, 2008). This study was intended 

to explore the characteristics of community participation in rural China and the role of 

rural CLCs in enhancing or hindering community participation.  

2.3 Conceptualisation of Education as a Field of Influence 

The previous section has examined the influential factors of well-being. Also briefly 

mentioned is the association between education and well-being. For example, in the 

capability approach to well-being, having access to education is seen as a valuable 

capability because it enables people to flourish (Nussbaum, 2003). In other words, “it is 

the process or experience of education that is valuable ... regardless of any other 

benefits accrued” (McCowan, 2013, p. 58). One can talk about the intrinsic value of 

education from an intellectualist view and relate it to the development of virtues of the 

mind (Reid, 1998). Others tend to equate education with upbringing (White, 2000). 

International organisations, such as UNESCO and UNICEF, often conceptualise 
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education as a right (Robeyns, 2006). Education also serves instrumental aims at both 

individual and collective levels. In this regard, being educated can be instrumentally 

valuable for its expansion of other capabilities (Robeyns, 2006). This section intends to 

examine the potential influence of education, whether it has a facilitative role in 

promoting well-being or not. 

        Education has been commonly conceived as a process – a process that can bring 

about change. However, the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the ‘process’ and 

those of the ‘change’ are often portrayed differently. For example, education can be 

viewed as a process by which individuals improve their knowledge, skills, values, and 

attitudes and prepare for their future lives (Knowles et al., 2011). However, education, 

in a broader sense, is not seen as a preparation for one’s future. Rather, it is the process 

of living (Dewey, 1938). Education often results in intended change, which is 

deliberately and purposefully worked out by educational providers. It can also, in the 

meantime, bring about unintended and implicit change. Furthermore, the effect of 

education can extend beyond the individual level. As a public good, education can drive 

change at a collective level (Kumar & Ahmad, 2007). The change education brings 

about has been believed to be positive in most cases. Nevertheless, it has downsides too 

(Field, 2012).  

        The current study has its focus on NFE. Major debates on NFE commenced in the 

late 1960s as a response or solution to both educational and developmental problems. In 

the 1960s, formal education became the object of criticism across western societies, and 

the criticism spread rapidly on a global scale in the following decade (Simmons, 1980). 

Since the programs provided under the label of ‘formal education’ vary greatly in 

different contexts, formal education has often been defined through its structural 

characteristics (Rogers, 2004). Those characteristics reflect common assumptions of 

formal education, regardless of diverse cultural contexts. They include: 

institutionalisation, age-graded hierarchy, officially recognised bodies as providers, 

prescribed curriculum, instruction and supervision, and standard certification systems 

(Coombs & Ahmed, 1974; LaBelle, 1982; Reimer, 1971; UIS, 2011). The criticism of 

formal education in the 1960s and 1970s, as Rogers (2004) summarised, generally falls 

into three groups. First, the process is terminal, competitive, and is designed to create 

success, and at the same time, failure. Second, learning is divorced from real life 

situations, and the learning content across disciplines is compartmentalised. Third, 
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externally, goals are often set beyond the inherent values of education. Apart from the 

diagnoses of the ills of formal education, other pressures, including globalisation, 

changing perceptions towards education and learning (e.g., constructivism, lifelong 

learning), and the demand for democracy, have been seen as important driving forces 

behind educational reform (Rogers, 2004).  

        In developing and under-developed countries, the educational context for the 

emergence of the concept of NFE as described above can be further explained through 

broader development paradigms – the paradigm of deficit, the paradigm of 

disadvantage, and the paradigm of difference or diversity (Rogers, 2004). Each 

paradigm provides a framework, under which different approaches have been employed 

in order to tackle ‘underdevelopment’. The changing development goals and the 

approaches adopted, in turn, have far-reaching implications for educational practices. 

The deficit paradigm holds the assumption that some nations have remained ‘backward’ 

due to internal factors, such as the lack of skilled workforce and technology. And the 

solution lies in the fulfilment of a series of ‘needs’ with the support of donors (Rogers, 

2004). In other words, poor communities are poor because of their deprivation of the 

‘needed’ elements that are essential to prosperity. Accordingly, education is required to 

concentrate on human resource development and supplying elites for the modern formal 

economic sector on the one hand (Schultz, 1971), and on universal basic education to 

tackle increasing inequality and poverty on the other (UNDP, 1990). Standing in 

contrast to the deficit paradigm, the disadvantage paradigm shifts its emphasis from 

poor individuals to the social context and claims that it is the oppressive systems and 

allocation of power that cause underdevelopment (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). The 

achievement of social progress cannot be dependent on a small group of elites. Rather, 

it relies on a majority of the population being equipped with appropriate knowledge and 

skills (Rogers, 2004). Education for self-reliance and social transformation is the major 

focus in this paradigm (Freire, 1972). The paradigm of difference or diversity, as its 

label suggests, talks about multiple paths and patterns of development and autonomy 

(Leach & Little, 1999). All the paradigms continue today, with prevalence shifting from 

one to another during different periods of time.  

        NFE has been a contested conception since its infancy. As LaBelle (1986) put it, 

“the difficulties with the term ‘non-formal education’… reflect a host of conceptual, 

political, cultural and linguistic issues of importance when working cross-nationally” (p. 
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4). NFE can be conceptualised as a system, as a process, or as a setting (Kedrayate, 

2012). As a system, NFE has often been compared and contrasted to the known system 

of formal education, in terms particularly of the purpose, timing, content, delivery, and 

control of education (Fordham, 1980; Khawaja & Brennan, 1990). NFE, as pointed out 

by Fordham (1980), can fulfil a range of specific educational purposes which formal 

education may not be able to address. Compared to formal education, NFE has been 

perceived as being more flexible, individualised, and practical (Fordham, 1980). 

Moreover, unlike formal education, of which the decision-making on the purpose, 

timing, content, and delivery mode is typically external to the learners, NFE promotes 

self-governing among learners (Fordham, 1980). NFE, when understood as a process, 

emphasises learners’ active participation, especially participation as involvement and 

participation as control (Bagnall, 1989; Kedrayate, 2012). The achievement of control, 

which emphasises the learners’ influence on the decision-making processes and on the 

planning of the programs, is perceived as “a fundamental focus in [NFE] leading to self-

learning and empowerment” (Kedrayate, 2012, p. 14). NFE as a setting highlights the 

“importance and value of an informal climate” (Kedrayate, 2012, p. 14) in the programs 

especially for adult learners. NFE, at the time when UNESCO first started to set up 

CLCs throughout Asia, was described as education “in a multiplicity of locales [which] 

involves discussion and mutual sharing rather than formal lectures and didactic 

presentations. … [It] is continuous with the whole of one’s life, and … can be tailored 

to the needs of different ages, groups and professions in society” (UNESCO PROAP, 

1997, p. 38). The description of NFE by UNESCO captured the characteristics of NFE 

as a system, as a process, and as a setting. NFE, in this sense, distinguished itself at the 

time from formal schooling which was terminal (not lifelong), classroom-based (not 

life-wide), and might potentially generate barriers to development rather than 

facilitating it (UNESCO PROAP, 1993; UNESCO PROAP, 1995). The language that 

UNESCO used at that time to define NFE as provided through CLCs seemed to be in 

line with the language of the ideologues who saw NFE stand in opposition to formal 

education (Rogers, 2004). 

        Considering the context within which the term NFE first emerged, it is not 

surprising to find that the identification of NFE usually starts with formal education. 

NFE can be described as a complement, an alternative, or a supplement to formal 

education (Brennan, 1997). As a complement, NFE is designed to target those who have 
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failed to benefit or fully benefit from the participation in formal education, such as 

school dropouts, out-of-school children and youth, and illiterate adults. NFE of this type 

is required to function to fulfil the purposes of formal education, and it leads to the same 

or equivalent qualifications as formal education does (Rogers, 2004). NFE as an 

alternative provides the education that is different from formal education in terms of its 

learning content, learning outcomes, and in some cases, qualifications (Rogers, 2004). 

This type of NFE also covers indigenous and/or traditional educational programs 

(Brennan, 1997). Supplemental NFE is typically designed and implemented as a quick 

response to diverse needs, whether they are educational, social, or economic (Brennan, 

1997). The description of the relationships between formal and non-formal education 

above, though, implies a dichotomy. As formal education has become more diversified 

and NFE has become more ‘formalised’ in some circumstances, there is no longer a 

clear, strict divide between them (Misko, 2008).  

        Today, NFE seems to mean different things in different cultural contexts and thus 

it is highly diversified. Rogers (2004) described such a diversity: 

For some, [NFE] is a wide range of different small-scale educational 

activities with different curricula for adults. … For others, it is an alternative 

delivery system for the state’s educational [program]. … For yet others, it is 

a national system providing adults with literacy and/or vocational training, 

or children with a simplified and flexible but yet uniform alternative basic 

education. For some, it is the province of NGOs. … For others, it is a useful 

tool of the state. … For some, NFE is an attempt to create ideal forms of 

schooling for children, apart from the formal schools. For others, it is a 

direct attempt to reform formal schools by making them more flexible and 

responsive to local demands. (p. 228) 

        Despite the great diversity of NFE in terms of its conceptualisation and practice, 

‘flexibility’ has been at the heart of NFE (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974; Hoppers, 2006; 

Taylor et al., 2012). This flexibility implies the ability of the NFE provision to make 

appropriate adjustment in terms of its management, organisation, and assessment, in 

order to adapt to specific circumstances and to meet specific needs. Another element or 

characteristic closely related to ‘flexibility’ is ‘participation’ in education. Bagnall 

(1989) identified three types of participation in education: participation as presence, 

participation as involvement, and participation as control. Participation as presence 
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deals with access to education by different clientele groups, and the main concern, 

accordingly, is how to motivate learners and ensure their attendance and how to prevent 

them dropping out (Bagnall, 1989). Participation as involvement “identifies the extent 

to which a potential learner is in interaction with or is actively engaged with important 

elements of or processes in the … education event” (Bagnall, 1989, p. 253). 

Participation as involvement emphasises the role of participants as active learners, 

rather than as passive recipients of knowledge (Rogers, 2004). To encourage active 

engagement in learning, as suggested by Shor and Freire (1987), requires a shift in the 

social relations in the classroom to enable effective communication and interaction 

between teachers and learners. Participation as control encourages the learners to take 

part in the decision-making processes, in the program implementation, and in the 

evaluation (Bagnall, 1989). In this regard, the active role of the learners extends to 

practices in governance and management. By doing so, the program “no longer reflects 

the concerns and wisdom of the providers alone but reflects the concerns and wisdom of 

all its stakeholders” (Rogers, 2004, p. 252). Participation as control can be understood 

as a process leading to self-determination, independence, and empowerment of the 

learners (Bagnall, 1989). And self-determination, independence, and empowerment 

have been believed to be the most important goals of adult education and learning 

(Bagnall, 1989; Rogers, 2004). The level of participation in NFE varies. In other words, 

NFE is not necessarily flexible. Nor is it always participatory (Lee & Kim, 2016). A 

number of case studies in the NFE provision in China, Vietnam, Mali, Bangladesh, 

Thailand, Philippines, and Pakistan have observed lack of flexibility and 

contextualisation and limited participation in NFE (Lee, 2007; Lee & Kim, 2016; 

Rogers, 2004). It has been found that local control often deals with logistical 

arrangements, not with educational matters. And the levels of local control are usually 

determined by the providers, not by the participants (Hoppers, 2006; Rogers, 2004). 

When education is fully contextualised, individualised, and implemented on a small 

scale, it embraces ‘informal’ characteristics (Rogers, 2004).          

        Education, when understood as a series of pre-planned, organised, structured, and 

intended educational practices in a narrow sense, generally involves a number of key 

elements that jointly bring about change at both individual and collective levels. These 

key components of education are curriculum, pedagogy, teacher, learner, learning 

environment, and resources. 
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        Curriculum, in a broad sense, is “the total ‘stuff’ students take away from schools” 

(Lau, 2001, p. 31). It can be understood as product, as process, or as praxis (Grundy, 

1987). In the product model, Tyler (1949) identified four key components of 

curriculum: purposes, experiences, methods, and evaluation. Specifically, educational 

objectives are “the criteria by which materials are selected, content is outlined, 

instructional procedures are developed and tests and examinations are prepared” (Tyler, 

1949, p. 3). Heavily influenced by the development of management thinking and 

practice, Tyler’s model of curriculum suggests a means-end approach, in which the 

‘end’ is determined prior to the development of the ‘means’ (Lau, 2001). Apple (1982) 

argued that in the product model, curriculum is reduced to a set of technical skills. 

Knowledge is broken down into small units and commodified. Teachers are deskilled as 

educators, but at the same time they are reskilled essentially as managers. Students work 

on predetermined materials and engage themselves in prespecified processes to master 

essential, standardised competencies required by corporate economies. This linear 

model is fundamentally about technical control (Apple, 1982).  

        While curriculum as product implies knowledge transmission (Miller & Seller, 

1990), the process-oriented curriculum model has its focus on interactions. As a critic of 

the behavioural objectives model, Stenhouse (1975) defined curriculum as “an attempt 

to communicate the essential principles and features of an educational proposal in such 

a form that it is open to critical scrutiny and capable of effective translation into 

practice” (p. 4). Cornbleth (1990) also saw curriculum as a process. For Cornbleth, 

curriculum is “an ongoing social process comprised of the interactions of students, 

teachers, knowledge and milieu” (Cornbleth, 1990, p. 5). While Stenhouse defined 

curriculum as an attempt to describe what happens in the classroom, Cornbleth saw 

curriculum as what actually happens in the classroom. In addition, Cornbleth’s 

conceptualisation acknowledges the influence of the social context. It has been argued 

that curriculum development, in most cases, is not only a technical process. It is also 

influenced by a combination of social, political, and technological factors (Anderson & 

Rogan, 2011). In the process model, curriculum is no longer static or fixed. Rather, it is 

constantly evolving under the influence of interactions. Moreover, this model 

emphasises the active role of students and promotes their cognitive and intellectual 

development (Cornbleth, 1990).  
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        As a further development of the process model, curriculum as praxis highlights 

perspective transformation or critical reflectivity (Grundy, 1987). Grundy’s praxis 

model of curriculum is informed by Habermas’s emancipatory interest and Freire’s 

philosophy of praxis. The praxis model views curriculum as “a process which takes the 

experiences of both the learner and the teacher and, through dialogue and negotiation, 

recognizes them both as problematic” (Grundy, 1987, p. 103). This process leads to the 

generation of authentic knowledge, which is followed by action to change “both the 

world and our understanding of it” (Grundy, 1987, p. 113). In this perspective of 

curriculum, teachers are not mere conduits of information. Neither are they dictated by 

external resources in terms of what to teach and how to teach. Students are not 

recipients of information and knowledge. Rather, they work with teachers and/or with 

fellow students to “make sense of the concepts and theories as well as find meaning and 

connection to real world applications of knowledge in their learning journey” (Yek & 

Penney, 2006, p. 7). Curriculum as praxis implies a shift in the nature of the teacher-

student relationship, in the understanding of what constitutes of knowledge, and in who 

controls knowledge (Ford & Profetto-McGrath, 1994).  

        Curriculum theorists as well as practitioners are usually well aware of the gap 

between the formal, mandated curriculum and the actual curriculum (Portelli, 1993). 

What is actually carried out in class may incorporate unofficial and implicit 

expectations, leading to unintended learning outcomes and impacts – hidden curriculum 

(Portelli, 1993).  

        In the contemporary research literature, pedagogy is essentially about teaching that 

aims to enhance learning (Watkins & Mortimore, 1999). Learning is viewed and 

described differently in different influential learning theories. Accordingly, various 

pedagogical models have been developed. Behaviourists tend to view learning as any 

more or less permanent behaviour change as a consequence of experience (Borger & 

Seaborne, 1966). Behaviourism has a strong focus on “measurable behavioural 

outcomes of learning, rather than … [on] knowledge, attitudes, values, beliefs and so 

forth” (Jarvis et al., 2003, p. 25). In order to achieve desirable behavioural outcomes, 

teachers can allow students considerable freedom to conduct experiments and make 

discoveries or to take away that freedom from students and indoctrinate them (Jarvis et 

al., 2003). Either positive or negative reinforcers can be used to modify behaviour in the 

‘correct’ direction (Jarvis et al., 2003). Behaviourist approaches still play an important 
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role in today’s schools and colleges, which often place a high value “on doing, on 

performing and on achieving” (Bagnall & Hodge, 2018, p. 24). While behaviourists 

place a heavy emphasis on what learners do, cognitive theorists seek to understand what 

learners know and how they come to acquire that knowledge (Jonassen, 1991b). 

Cognitivists tend to view learning as a process that involves acquisition or 

reorganisation of cognitive structures, and they see learners as playing an active role in 

knowledge acquisition and integration (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). Cognitive 

strategies, such as mnemonics and concept mapping, are believed to be effective in 

helping learners organise new information into existing schemas (Ertmer & Newby, 

1993). Constructivism is sometimes regarded as a branch of cognitivism, as they both 

focus on mental processes. The constructivist stance maintains that individuals construct 

knowledge and meaning from their own experiences (Jonassen, 1991b). Meaning is an 

interpretation of experience based on individuals’ prior experiences, their meaning 

systems, and the language they use (Mezirow, 2000; Vygotsky, 1986). Critical self-

reflection upon meaning perspectives, as argued by Mezirow (1991), helps individuals 

see things as they “really are” (p. 5). One group of constructivists contend that 

knowledge is socially constructed (Bandura, 1977; Jarvis, 1987; Vygotsky, 1986). This 

implies the impact of “social, historical and cultural contexts, together with the 

individual’s setting in all of these … [on] the content, style and methods of learning” 

(Jarvis et al., 2003, p. 43). Constructivism emphasises the significance of the learning 

process itself and the learners’ active engagement, individually or collectively, in this 

process. In order to facilitate learning, teachers are encouraged to organise curriculum 

content around big concepts or ideas, to seek and value students’ points of view, and to 

adjust to the learning needs of the students (Gordon, 2009; Kim, 2005).  

        The teacher has been found to be the single most influential factor within schools 

(OECD, 2015; Schleicher, 2011). Previous research has shown that teacher 

qualifications, including certification of teachers, their levels of education, and their 

years of experience, can make a difference to students’ academic achievements 

(Darling-Hammond &Youngs, 2002; Greenwald et al., 1996; Wenglinsky, 2000). 

Furthermore, teachers’ classroom-level and school-level practices, such as their 

interaction with students and their involvement in the planning and implementation of 

school reform, have important implications for the quality of teaching and further affect 

learning and learners’ achievements (Brophy & Good, 1986; Connor et al., 2005; 
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Schleicher, 2011). For example, to promote effective learning in some situations may 

require a shift from a teacher-centred to a student-centred approach. The major 

responsibility of teachers, accordingly, needs to be shifted from transmitting knowledge 

to facilitating learners’ generation and evaluation of knowledge within their own 

learning community (Watkins & Mortimore, 1999). Learners in this way are likely to 

benefit from active and collaborative learning and to learn how to learn (Watkins et al., 

1996). In addition, teachers’ professional development and their working conditions 

have been found to be related to students’ achievements (OECD, 2015). Teachers’ 

beliefs and attitudes, such as their sense of efficacy and their regard for students, can 

have an impact on how well students learn (Ashton & Webb, 1986; Kauchak & Eggen, 

1993). In parallel, characteristics of the learners, such as their socio-economic status, 

interest in and motivation for learning, their innate capacities, and the learning strategies 

they employ, can have an impact on their performances and on the effects of education 

in the long run (Cook & Artino, 2016; Jarvis et al., 2003; Sirin, 2005). 

        The term ‘learning environment’, in a narrow sense, refers to the place and space 

where learning takes place (OECD, 2013). It can be a physical location, such as a 

school or a classroom. Alternatively, in the digital era, learning has been increasingly 

taking place in virtual and remote environments facilitated by digital technologies. In 

addition to the physical or digital setting, learning environment also embraces the socio-

cultural and socio-psychological contexts (Chan, 2002; OECD, 2013). This is because 

education does not take place in a vacuum; it is intimately associated with multiple 

contexts and is affected by them (Javis, 1987). Previous research has articulated the role 

of home, peer, and community contexts in facilitating students’ learning, including 

home environment and parental involvement, peer culture, community demographics, 

and participation in extracurricular activities (Wang et al., 1994). The problem of the 

above-mentioned definitions, as OECD (2013) pointed out, is that they “refer to settings 

in which the learning of interest takes place … rather than being inclusive of it” (p. 22). 

A more encompassing definition, therefore, views the learning environment as an 

integral part of the teaching-learning process (Chan, 2002). 

Along with the changing conceptions of learning from both learners’ and 

teachers’ points of view, learning environments have also undergone changes (Tynjälä, 

1997). For example, in higher education contexts, the development of powerful learning 

environments, based upon constructivist views of teaching and learning, has become a 
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common practice (Petegem & Donche, 2006). Increasingly through the Internet, 

blended learning environments are emerging (Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003). Further, 

learning environments are interrelated with teaching and learning styles, and they 

constantly influence each other (Vermetten et al., 2002). Powerful learning 

environments, in support of knowledge construction and deep learning, feature 

recognition and activation of prior knowledge and experiences of learners, active and 

self-directed learning, process-oriented teaching, and cooperation (Könings, 2005; 

Petegem & Donche, 2006). The interplay between such learning environments, teachers 

and learners can play an important role in enhancing learners’ meta-cognition, 

interpersonal skills, communication skills, motivation, and teamwork (Hanrahan, 1998). 

However, evidence has suggested that it is the individual learner’s perception of the 

learning environment that influences how he or she learns and what may be achieved, 

not necessarily the environment itself (Vermetten et al., 2002). 

        Educational resources, including human and material, provide support to the 

teaching and learning processes. Other elements being equal, provision of relevant 

resources and effective management and governance of such resources are regarded as 

being essential to the quality of education (UNESCO, 2005). 

        There is perhaps little doubt that the effects of educational practices at the 

classroom level are always mediated through school- and system-level factors, 

including school climate, school leadership, networks of key stakeholders, finance and 

funding, allocation of educational resources, and policy and governance (OECD, 2013). 

Furthermore, global educational trends such as internalisation and integration of 

technology, as well as general social trends such as population mobility within and 

across borders, also play a significant role in shaping national education policies, which, 

in turn, affect educational practices (Teichler, 2009).  

        The experience of education may be said to enable learners to learn to know, to do, 

to be, and to live together (UNESCO, 2005). Organised education provides individuals 

with knowledge, skills, attitudes and forms of judgment, all of which enable people to 

become ‘qualified’ for effective participation in the economy and society (Biesta, 2015). 

More importantly, learners may be able to acquire cognitive and meta-cognitive tools 

that facilitate future learning. Non-cognitive abilities developed through education, such 

as confidence and self-efficacy, are equally crucial for life. The qualification function of 

education is particularly, but not exclusively, related to the contribution of education to 
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individual income, employment and employability and to economic development and 

growth at the societal level (Schuller et al., 2004). What is equally important is the role 

education plays in social prosperity. For example, education equips people with 

knowledge and skills that are essential to citizenship, which has a further impact on 

social and political engagement and on social cohesion at large (Heyneman, 2003). In 

addition to the economic and social benefits that education may bring to individuals as 

well as to the public, education also has the potential to foster innovations that are 

essential for societies to tackle pressing issues, such as climate change, food security, 

and sustainable economic development (Wang et al., 2016; Lin, 1991) 

        When defined institutionally, education can be understood as a context, like family 

and work contexts (UNESCO, 2012). Educational contexts are characterised by 

interpersonal relationships and social networks. Interactions with teachers and peers 

either during or outside the intended, deliberate learning processes can facilitate 

individual learners in their formation of personal and cultural identities, because 

individuals constantly acquire language, norms, values, intercultural understanding, 

democratic principles, social orders, and the alike (Jarvis, 1987). Education, in this way, 

can be regarded as an agent of socialisation. And socialisation becomes one of the 

implicit, and actual, effects of education. In some cases, socialisation is an explicit aim 

that is actively pursued by educational institutions (Biesta, 2015). It is through 

socialisation that social and cultural continuity are attained (Kilbourn, 2013).  

        Standing in contrast to socialisation, it is believed that education makes a 

contribution to individuation or subjectification (Biesta, 2015). It is argued that 

education provides a means by which human beings can become rational autonomous 

beings (Biesta, 2007). In this regard, the influence of education turns its emphasis to 

releasing human potential and enabling people to become self-motivated and self-

directing so that “subjects become fully autonomous and capable of exercising their 

individual and intentional agency” (Usher & Edwards, 1994, pp. 24-25).  

        Despite positive influences, participation in education may also have downsides 

(Field, 2012). Through it, individuals may experience stress, anxiety, frustration, broken 

relationships and dissatisfaction with their present way of life (Aldridge & Lavender, 

2000). At the societal level, (formal) education is sometimes criticised for being a 

mechanism for sorting and positioning people in society so as to reinforce and even 
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exaggerate the existing social structure, which may result in increasing inequalities 

(Rogers, 2004). 

        This section has described the emergence of the concept of NFE in the context of 

educational and development reform, articulated its nature and main characteristics, 

examined the key elements in the educational practice, and discussed the effects of 

education irrespective of its facilitative role in enhancing well-being. Compared to 

formal schooling, NFE has received much less attention from Chinese researchers. The 

published literature pertaining to the non-formal educational provision in China tends to 

be rather descriptive and lack empirical evidence. Therefore, there emerged an apparent 

need to develop research-based understandings of the nature, practice, and influences of 

NFE in contemporary China. This study was intended to contribute to this knowledge 

by examining closely the NFE for adults provided through rural CLCs in China.  

2.4 Impact of Education on Well-being 

This section links education to the achievement of well-being. Participation in education 

appears to have an influence that directly or indirectly affects well-being (Field, 2009). 

Campbell (2006) identified that education can be linked to well-being through three 

distinct mechanisms: absolute, relative, and cumulative. The absolute mechanism 

involves an absolute effect of education on well-being. This implies that the 

components of education – curriculum, pedagogy, teacher, learner, learning 

environment, and resources – matter for well-being. Through learning, individuals 

develop their knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, beliefs, motivations, and confidence, 

which are all relevant to the achievement of well-being (Desjardins, 2008). The relative 

mechanism indicates a positional or sorting effect of education (Campbell, 2006). In 

other words, it is a person’s level of education in relation to others that matters for well-

being. It is suggested that education can have an influence on people’s social status, 

which, in turn, impacts on their well-being (Desjardins, 2008). The cumulative 

mechanism indicates that “certain effects of education are only likely to materialise 

amongst groups with similar levels of educational attainment” (Desjardins, 2008, p. 6). 

This implies the role of education as a public good.  

        It has been explained above the influential factors of both individual and 

community well-being. Education, as one of those influential factors, is believed to play 

a role in contributing to the achievement of well-being intrinsically and instrumentally 
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(Field, 2009; Shernoff et al., 2003). This section examines, in a holistic manner, the 

impact of education on both individual and community well-being, because the benefits 

of education at the individual level are often entangled with those at the collective level. 

Specifically, collective benefits often feed through the benefits to individuals (Schuller 

et al., 2004). The impact of education on well-being may be classified into four groups: 

1) who one is – demographic factors and personality; 2) what one does – engagement

and goal pursuit; 3) how one feels and perceives – emotions, values, beliefs and

attitudes; and 4) how one connects – relationships with others and with the world. These

groupings are addressed sequentially in the following four subsections.

Who One Is – Demographic Factors and Personality 

Economic factors, such as employment and wealth, play an important part in the 

achievement of both individual and community well-being. Education has been widely 

conceived as a prerequisite for decent work or as a means to progress and improvement 

in current work. Due to methodological constraints, much of the research into the rates 

of return to education has placed a focus on formal education, using crude proxy 

indicators such as the number of years of schooling and formal qualifications (Field, 

2009). Research of this type has often led to the conclusion that educational attainment 

is positively related to earnings, employment, and employability (Field, 2009; OECD, 

2018). Studies of work-related training among adults have demonstrated similar results, 

but the evidence is less robust due to uncontrollable variables (Vignoles et al., 2004). 

NFE in developing countries tends to place a strong focus on income generation and 

poverty reduction (Lee & Kim, 2016). It usually covers literacy programs and 

occupational skills training, which can have a direct or indirect impact on individuals’ 

economic lives (UNESCO, 2003). Employment provides people with a sense of worth 

and self-esteem and facilitates the establishment of social networks, which are all 

essential to individual well-being (Field, 2008). The pursuit of personal goals at work 

can also promote well-being (Yu, 2014). Income contributes to the resources that are 

essential to life quality. Furthermore, education equips individuals with skills and 

competencies essential for participation in economic activities, which, in turn, can make 

a contribution to economic development (Dale & Newman, 2010; Tyndorf & Glass, 

2017). The role education plays in the economic development and growth at the 

regional or national level has been well documented through the notion of human 

capital (Hanushek, 2013; OECD, 2001).  
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        Better education, though, may lead to higher job expectations and higher salary 

expectations (Yu, 2014). When those expectations and aspirations cannot be fulfilled, 

one’s job satisfaction is likely to decline, which may negatively affect one’s subjective 

well-being (Yu, 2014). Individuals with higher incomes are more likely to experience 

mental distress associated with the possibility of being unemployed in the future (Clark 

& Oswald, 1996). Dissatisfaction may also result from comparing personal income with 

that of others who have similar educational attainments. In other words, relative income 

matters for individual well-being (Clark & Oswald, 1996). However, income and 

wealth, as explained earlier, may be seen as unreliable routes to well-being. Increase in 

income is not always associated with the increase in life satisfaction. Such a conclusion 

appears to be more relevant to high-income countries and to high-income population 

groups (Tomer, 2002). Placing an emphasis on money may even adversely affect one’s 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). At the collective level, education has often been seen 

as one of the factors leading to income inequality and to other types of inequality 

(Feinstein et al., 2006). In sum, the association between economic factors and well-

being should not be overstated because of the downsides or generalised due to 

contextual differences at the collective level (Field, 2009).  

        Education is strongly linked to health and to the determinants of health (Feinstein 

et al., 2006). Participation in education allows people to gain knowledge, skills, 

attitudes and beliefs about health and healthcare, which can help promote and sustain 

healthy behaviours and lifestyles (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004). It should be noted that 

education does not affect health in isolation from other factors. For example, higher 

levels of education may lead to better incomes and social status, which can help 

improve living conditions and increase access to healthcare. Education can also help 

reduce the likelihood of engaging in dangerous work (OECD, 2010). The positive 

relationship between education and mental health has been acknowledged (Schuller et 

al., 2004). However, the evidence is not robust, and the findings are not always 

consistent (Field, 2009).  

        One type of research pays particular attention to women’s education in relation to 

their individual well-being and the well-being of their offspring. Evidence has shown 

that women’s education attainment is strongly associated with household income 

(Lefgren & McIntyre, 2006), children’s cognitive development and academic 

achievements (Davis-Kean, 2005), and with children’s health (Desai & Alva, 1998). 
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Large-scale investigations have suggested that education for girls and women can help 

improve maternal health and reduce infant mortality and fertility rates especially in 

poverty-stricken countries (UNESCO, 2012). The downsides of women’s education, 

however, have also been recognised, such as the effect of female education on the risk 

of marriage dissolution (Blossfeld et al., 1999).  

        A handful of studies have examined the impact of educational experiences and 

perceptions on the changes in personality traits (openness to experience, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism), especially during 

young adulthood (Robins et al., 2005). It is not the attendance alone that has an impact 

on personality traits. Rather, it is one’s experience within the educational context as a 

whole that may make a difference (Robins et al., 2005). Evidence has shown that the 

development of personality traits and the deepening of those traits are associated with 

educational experiences through both selection and socialisation processes (Jackson, 

2011). Learners in most cases tend to “seek out, create, evoke, respond to, or are 

selected into experiences that are compatible and correlated with their personality” 

(Jackson, 2011, p. 6). Socialisation then takes place, through which one’s personality 

traits are likely to be deepened (Jackson, 2011).  

What One Does – Engagement and Goal Pursuit 

As explained earlier, people are very likely to advance their well-being when they are 

engaged in and committed to intrinsically valuable and challenging tasks that match 

their skills (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Valuing education for its own sake and engaging 

in education proactively can be seen as strongly associated with well-being (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). Flow is usually generated when a person experiences interest, 

concentration, and enjoyment simultaneously (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). In educational 

contexts, genuine interest in learning activities can be seen as the foundation for 

enduring motivation and continuing learning (Shernoff et al., 2003). Deep concentration 

and absolute absorption in tasks can bring feelings of accomplishment, satisfaction, and 

enjoyment to learners (Custodero, 2002). 

        Such optimal experiences can be replicated when people set a higher bar and 

identify progressively greater challenges, and in the meantime, further develop their 

skills and capacities to match those new intellectual challenges (Shernoff et al., 2003). 

This may have important implications for pedagogical practices with regard to:  
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 Introducing new learning tasks without causing enduring apathy (low 

challenges, low skills), anxiety (high challenges, low skills), or relaxation (low 

challenges, high skills);  

 Providing interactive, cooperative learning opportunities for greater engagement, 

genuine interest, motivation, and autonomy of learners;  

 Relating educational programs and learning content to personal goals; and 

 Promoting learners’ confidence in their own capacities and attributes (Deci et 

al., 1991; Shernoff et al., 2003). 

How One Feels and Perceives – Emotions, Values, Beliefs and Attitudes 

People’s understanding and interpretation of well-being cannot be divorced from the 

values they hold, because well-being itself is an evaluative notion (Haydon, 2010). 

Values can be understood as “the priorities that individuals and societies attach to 

certain beliefs, experiences, and objects, in deciding how they shall live and what they 

shall treasure” (Hill, 2010, p. 648). When people make general judgements or overall 

evaluations of their own lives, the standards they employ against ‘whether a life is going 

well or not’ reflect the values that they hold (Haydon, 2010). Education, in this regard, 

plays a significant role in helping people develop critical thinking, logic and rules of 

rationality, and criteria of judgement, which, altogether, lay the foundation for their 

values formation (Brady, 2010). 

        It has been widely acknowledged that education has the potential to help build up 

and strengthen individuals’ innate capacities that are directly linked to well-being 

(Field, 2009). The role education plays in boosting people’s confidence across a range 

of contexts has been widely recognised (Barton et al., 2007; Tett & Maclachlan, 2007). 

In addition, learners, especially adult learners, are likely to gain self-efficacy, 

autonomy, and personal agency (perceived control over important life choices) as a 

result of education (Field, 2009). These attributes are all closely associated with 

individual well-being, especially with the eudaimonic dimension of well-being. 

        Self-efficacy, together with interpersonal skills and problem-solving skills that are 

developed through learning processes, can make a contribution to resilience (Benard, 

2004). As explained earlier, resilience, as both an outcome and a process of adaptation, 

plays an important role in the occasions of challenges, difficulties and adversity. The 

teaching and learning of resilience has increasingly been believed to be essential for 
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children and youth as well as for adults, because in today’s world the instances of 

family breakdowns, peer pressures, school violence, natural disasters, and other social 

problems, such as consumption of drugs and alcohol, are high (Benard, 2004). 

Resilience, in a broad sense, is regarded as a capacity that encompasses feelings, 

attitudes and behaviours, and it is a dynamic process (Bonnet & Bernard, 2012). 

Resilience of learners can be fostered directly through curriculum (e.g., art education), 

in which pro-resilience skills and attitudes may be acquired (Kim, 2015). Education 

providers can also reinforce learners’ resilience indirectly by creating protective 

environments and affording counselling services (Masten et al., 2008).  

        A group of studies have looked particularly at the relationship between community 

resilience and community well-being. Following Magis (2010), community resilience is 

defined as the “existence, development and engagement of community resources by 

community members to thrive in an environment characterized by change, uncertainty, 

unpredictability and surprise” (p. 401). Community resilience involves multiple 

attributes or capacities, such as relevant knowledge and skills, access to information and 

resources, a sense of community, and collective action and decision-making (Buikstra et 

al., 2010; Norris et al., 2008). Previous research has suggested that education in formal, 

non-formal, and informal settings equips community members with essential knowledge 

and skills to cope with hazardous events, fosters social capital, and enhances social 

engagement (Campbell, 2006; Feng et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2009). Education, 

therefore, has the potential to promote resilience at both individual and collective levels, 

which, in turn, contributes to individual and community well-being.  

How One Connects – Relationships with Others and with the World 

There is broad agreement on the important role education plays in establishing and 

enhancing social capital (OECD, 2001). Social capital can be understood as the 

networks and norms that enable people to contribute effectively to common goals 

(Putnam, 2000). It involves attitudes, such as interpersonal trust, and behaviours, such 

as social engagement (Schuller et al., 2004). Participation in education is not necessarily 

related to an increase in interpersonal trust (Campbell, 2006). However, education can 

have an impact on individual and group levels of trust, through a cumulative mechanism 

(Desjardins, 2008). In other words, higher educational attainment does not necessarily 

lead to higher levels of trust, but individuals are likely to have more trust when others 

around them also have higher levels of education (Desjardins, 2008). Furthermore, it 
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has been found that education can foster civic and social engagement by developing 

knowledge and competencies, by cultivating values, attitudes, beliefs and motivations, 

and by increasing social status (OECD, 2007). Shaw and Crowther (2014) identified 

three broad pedagogical models in relation to social progress and change, including 

activism, participation, and liberation. Although these three approaches differ in terms 

of their constituency and content, they all seek to “reveal, challenge and change the 

conditions that domesticated, individualized and depoliticized personal experience” 

(Shaw & Crowther, 2014, p. 396). The role of education in furthering a critical 

democratic agenda, however, has largely been reduced nowadays due to the prevailing 

human capital approach to lifelong learning (Biesta, 2006) and to the declining public 

welfare sector (Somerville, 2005). Instead, in policy and professional discourse, 

education has increasingly been promoted for its potential contribution to active civic 

and social engagement, which is, though, heavily disciplined by the priorities and 

targets of national governments (Shaw & Crowther, 2014; Somerville, 2005). Civic and 

social engagement is not only regarded as an important domain of community well-

being, but it can also promote other domains of community well-being, such as public 

health and environment (Schuller & Desjardins, 2011). 

        Educational practices relevant to health and fitness provide learners with 

opportunities to engage in physical and mental activities. The intrinsic interest, 

motivation, and autonomy that learners may gain through such activities can further 

promote their engagement in similar activities in their leisure time (Hagger et al., 2003). 

The knowledge, skills, and attitudes developed through environmental education may 

also foster pro-environmental behaviours. Interaction with the physical environment of 

various types, as previous research has suggested, is positively associated with physical 

and mental health and may boost a sense of attachment and a sense of community, 

which are essential to well-being at both individual and collective levels (Kudryavtsev 

et al., 2012).         

        This section is focused on the linkages between education and well-being. In an 

earlier section, the four categories of the influential factors of individual well-being 

have been examined, including who one is, what one does, how one feels and perceives, 

and how one connects. This section has articulated the contribution of education to the 

influential factors in each of the four categories. The present study sought to examine 

the relationship between NFAE and well-being within the context of rural China. 
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Existing scholarly literature on the impact of NFAE in rural China is examined in the 

next section.    

2.5 Impact of Non-formal Adult Education in Rural China 

The provision of NFAE in China is diverse in terms of its providers, clientele groups, 

educational content, and delivery mode (Ahmed, 2014). Basic literacy training is 

commonly organised in remote, poverty-stricken rural areas for school dropouts and for 

those who lack access to formal schooling. Work-oriented programs are designed to 

prepare adults to make smooth transitions into the world of work, or to help employees 

upgrade their knowledge and skills for higher productivity, for promotion, or for better 

payment (Xiao, 2002). Some locally managed non-governmental organisations work 

directly with communities and deliver educational services concerning sustainable 

development (Liu & Constable, 2010). CLCs, as one of the main NFAE providers in 

China, have been established in both rural and urban areas. A CLC, as defined by 

UNESCO, is a community-based non-formal educational organisation that provides a 

range of learning opportunities and services to community members of all ages 

(UNESCO, 2008). CLCs, like other forms of NFE provision, acknowledge the 

heterogeneity of potential beneficiaries of education and the complexity of the contexts 

or settings in which education and learning take place (Lee & Kim, 2016). CLC 

programs are intended to generate interest, motivation, and participation at the 

grassroots level by catering to local needs and preferences (Ahmed, 2014). The NFAE 

provided through rural CLCs in China generally falls into four categories: 1) basic 

literacy education; 2) agricultural and non-agricultural skills training; 3) programs 

aimed at awareness raising; and 4) cultural activities (Du & Wang, 2011).  

        As explained in the previous chapter, due to the inferior status of NFAE in China, 

there is a paucity of research on the NFAE practice in a general sense. Limited research-

based evidence is available regarding the impact of NFAE provided through CLCs. 

CLCs in rural China provide basic literacy and numeracy programs to marginalised and 

vulnerable groups in poverty-stricken areas and in ethnic minority regions. Illiteracy has 

been recognised by the Chinese government as a key barrier not only to personal growth 

and development, but also to economic development and nation-building (National 

Institute of Education Sciences, 2012). The central government, therefore, has attached 

great importance to literacy education over the past few decades, and it continues to 

make efforts to prevent new literates from slipping back into illiteracy (National 
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Institute of Education Sciences, 2012). The CLCs’ provision of literacy education can 

be seen as part of the nationwide movement to combat mass illiteracy. Peterson (1997) 

observed that “the literacy programs mounted in China after 1949 constitute what is 

perhaps the single greatest educational effort in human history” (p. 3). Numbers and 

statistics collected through national population censuses and other types of household 

surveys have shown remarkable achievements as a result of this effort. According to the 

sixth national population census, the adult illiteracy rate, that is, the percentage of 

population aged 15 years and above who cannot both read and write, dropped from 6.72 

per cent in 2000 to 4.08 per cent in 2010 (Du & Wang, 2011). Locally, the Shibaxian 

village in Gansu province, for example, has experienced a sharp decline in the illiteracy 

rate from 22.9 percent to 3.26 per cent over the last two decades (UIL, 2017). Despite 

the contribution of CLCs to illiteracy reduction at both national and regional levels, the 

extent of that contribution remains unclear given the multiple literacy education 

providers involved. What is equally problematic is the actual benefits literacy education 

has brought to individuals and to local communities. It is believed that participation in 

literacy education allows individuals to acquire basic learning tools to better deal with 

day-to-day life situations, to conduct meaningful communications with others, and to 

search for needed information (Du & Xie, 2014). At the collective level, the linkages 

between literacy education, poverty reduction, and socialist modernisation have also 

been stressed by the central authorities (Ministry of Education et al., 2007). However, 

there is a gap between the immediate outcome of literacy education and its potential 

impact as articulated above. Literacy in China has continuously been defined as the 

ability to read and write 1500 to 2000 Chinese characters (National Institute of 

Education Sciences, 2012; State Council, 1988). Literacy education practice, driven by 

the measurement of literacy in terms of an arbitrary standard of reading and writing 

performance, has been found to lack relevance to real life situations and thus have little 

impact on life quality and on socio-economic development (National Institute of 

Education Sciences, 2012).  

        Agricultural and non-agricultural skills training for income generation and poverty 

reduction has long been a priority of rural CLCs (Du & Wang, 2011). Agricultural skills 

training, as part of the national initiative of creating a new socialist countryside, is 

believed to play a significant role in enhancing rural livelihood and promoting 

agricultural modernisation and commercialisation for a stronger rural economy (Du & 
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Wang, 2011). New products, new technologies, new techniques, together with business 

skills, are introduced through the training (State Council, 2014). Although empirical 

studies have sought to demonstrate the positive role of agricultural skills training in 

income generation, the relationship generated has been proved to be insignificant (Li et 

al., 2015; Pan, 2014). Pan (2014) found that the top-down approach typically adopted in 

the program implementation has resulted in the lack of contextualisation and relevance 

of those training programs. The lack of responsiveness to local needs and preferences 

has not only reduced the effectiveness of the training, but also hindered local farmers’ 

motivation to participate in other organised learning opportunities (Pan, 2014). Pan 

(2014) also observed that the agricultural skills training tends to benefit large-scale 

growers, not smallholders. This important finding implies the potentially adverse effect 

of centrally planned skills training activities on widening the gap between the rich and 

the poor. Moreover, the significance of such training should not be overestimated, 

considering the multiple factors that may contribute to the success of large-scale 

growers (Pan, 2014). In addition to agricultural skills training, non-agricultural skills 

training has also been prioritised by rural CLCs as a response to the changing job 

market outside the agricultural sector. Non-agricultural skills training aims to enhance 

rural adults’ employability and expand their employment opportunities either within 

rural areas or in urban cities (Du & Wang, 2011; Zhan & Huang, 2016). Previous 

research has shown a positive association between non-agricultural skills training, 

employability, and income generation (Wang et al., 2008; Zhan & Huang, 2016). The 

long-term training, as compared to the short-term training, has been found to have a 

greater impact on employability and income (Ning & Yin, 2012; Wang et al., 2008; 

Zhan & Huang, 2016). Despite its positive impact, the non-formal skills training in 

general has been found to be a less important determinant or factor of the level of 

income when compared to formal schooling (Zhan & Huang, 2016).  

        In addition to literacy education and occupational skills training, the CLCs in rural 

China also organise educational programs aimed at raising the awareness of the public 

(Du & Wang, 2011). These programs provide knowledge on various issues and topics, 

such as laws and regulations, health and sanitation, and environmental protection (Du & 

Wang, 2011). Cultural and religious activities are also carried out by rural CLCs on the 

occasions of traditional holidays to promote a sense of belonging and further to create 

social harmony (Du & Wang, 2011). Both the programs for awareness raising and the 
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cultural activities can be seen as part of the nationwide effort to promote the so-called 

socialist spiritual civilisation, which is seen as equally important as the material 

civilisation (Dynon, 2008). Despite the CLCs’ practice as part of the contribution to the 

socialist spiritual civilisation, there is hardly any research-based evidence on the actual 

outcomes and impacts of these two types of activities.  

        The previous section has articulated a wide range of effects of education relating to 

who one is, what one does, how one feels and perceives, and how one connects. 

However, existing scholarly literature pertaining to the impact of NFAE in China tends 

to focus on tangible economic benefits and consequently marginalise other potentially 

important non-economic benefits. This study was intended to fill this gap by examining 

both the economic and non-economic effects of NFAE provided through rural CLCs 

that are essential for the enhancement of individual and community well-being.  

2.6 Conclusions 

This concluding section comprises two subsections. The beginning subsection presents 

a summary of the main points drawn from the review of literature pertinent to the 

present study. In the second subsection, inferences are made regarding the needs for 

further research.   

2.6.1 Summary of Main Points 

The present study sought to examine the impact of NFE for adults on individual and 

community well-being. This chapter has reviewed scholarly literature pertinent to well-

being, NFE, and to the linkages between NFE and well-being. The rest of this section 

provides a summary of the literature that has been reviewed relating to well-being, NFE, 

and the impact of NFE on well-being, respectively.  

Well-being 

The review of the literature pertaining to well-being was focused on two issues: what 

well-being is and what affects well-being. Both individual well-being and community 

well-being have been commonly understood as multidimensional constructs, and they 

both are open to different interpretations.  

        Individual well-being is a concept that is often used to describe what is intrinsically 

valuable for a person and for his or her life. A comprehensive view of individual well-

being embraces two dimensions: hedonism and eudaimonism. Hedonism relates well-



62

being to subjective feelings, whereas eudaimonism tends to lodge well-being outside 

subjective feelings and focus on human flourishing. One’s well-being may be affected 

by who one is, what one does, how one feels and perceives, and how one connects to 

others and to the wider environments. The contributing factors of individual well-being 

vary in terms of the extent to which they can have an impact on well-being and on 

which dimension of well-being they can have an impact. 

        Conceptualisation of community well-being usually involves an establishment of 

multiple components that are essential for maintaining the community itself and for the 

fulfilment of individual needs and aspirations. These components concern different 

domains of life, including physical or environmental, economic, social, political, and 

cultural. Community well-being can be achieved through a top-down, expert-driven 

approach, or through a bottom-up, people-centred approach. In the bottom-up, people-

centred approach to development, local community members are seen as playing an 

important, active role in their own development. Different forms of community 

participation have been identified, ranging from ‘bad’ forms of participation, which are 

generally characterised by a lack of voice and influence of community members, to 

‘better’ forms of participation, where people have the opportunity and capacity to have 

a voice and make an influence. 

Non-formal Education 

The review of the research literature pertinent to NFE was focused on three issues: what 

NFE is, what it consists in, and what it is for. NFE has been a contested conception 

since its infancy. It means different things in different cultural contexts and is highly 

diversified in its practice. Despite the great diversity of NFE in terms of its 

conceptualisation and practice, ‘flexibility’ has been argued to be at the heart of NFE. 

This flexibility implies the ability of the NFE provision to make appropriate adjustment 

in terms of its management, organisation, and assessment, in order to adapt to specific 

circumstances and to meet specific needs. Flexibility in NFE is also closely related to 

learners’ participation. Three different types of participation, namely participation as 

presence, participation as involvement, and participation as control, differ from each 

other in terms of the extent to which the learners have a say in what to learn and how to 

learn it. Previous research has suggested that the level of participation in NFE varies. In 

other words, NFE is not necessarily flexible. Nor is it always participatory. 



 63 

        NFE, or education in a general sense, involves six key elements that jointly bring 

about change at both individual and collective levels, including curriculum, pedagogy, 

teacher, learner, learning environment, and resources. These elements mainly concern in 

what context learning takes place, what is taught and what is learned, and how it is 

taught and how it is learned.  

        Education in general may be seen as performing three main functions, namely 

qualification, socialisation, and subjectification. The qualification function of education 

deals with individuals’ acquisition of knowledge, skills and understandings essential for 

their participation in economic, social, and political lives. The socialisation function has 

to do with the role of education in inserting individuals into existing ways of doing and 

being. The subjectification function can be seen as being opposed to the socialisation 

function. Specifically, education can have an impact on subjectification by facilitating 

individuals to become more autonomous and independent in their thinking and acting.  

Impact of Non-formal Education on Well-being 

The review of the scholarly literature pertaining to the impact of NFE on well-being 

was focused on the broad international context as well as on the specific context of rural 

China. Education has an impact on who one is, that is, on one’s demographic 

characteristics and personality traits. Education can contribute to employment and 

wealth, promote health-related values and healthy behaviours, and help change or 

deepen one’s personality traits. Valuing education for its own sake and engaging in 

education may generate flow experiences, which are strongly associated with well-

being. Education influences how one feels and perceives. It has the potential to help 

build up and strengthen individuals’ innate capacities that are directly linked to well-

being. Education can facilitate the establishment and development of social capital, 

which is essential for well-being at both individual and collective levels.  

        Research into the impact of NFE within the Chinese context tends to focus on the 

tangible economic benefits as a result of agricultural and non-agricultural skills training 

programs. Existing evidence has suggested the positive role of NFE in promoting 

employment and improving income, which, in turn, help enhance the quality of life.                   

2.6.2 Implications for Research 

Generally, there is a paucity of research to examine the nature, practice, and impact of 

non-formal educational provision in China. A review of the existing literature on NFE 
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in China indicates a strong focus on the tangible economic benefits, that is, the linkages 

between skills training, employment, and income generation. Although several studies 

have attempted to examine the effects of basic literacy and numeracy programs, these 

studies, apart from providing a description of the rising literacy rates, generally lack 

research-based evidence with respect to the actual benefits of literacy education to 

individuals and their communities. The research into other NFE programs and activities 

is extremely limited. Moreover, the role and contribution of CLCs as the main NFE 

providers are not clearly articulated in existing studies. Both the practice and impact of 

the educational provision of rural CLCs in China are understudied.  

        As NFE has been gaining prominence in the era of lifelong learning and the CLCs 

have undergone a rapid expansion in recent years, there emerged an apparent need to 

develop research-based understandings of the CLC practice and its impact. The CLC 

model established by UNESCO provides ideas and ideals of NFE practice, emphasising 

flexibility and linking learning to individual and community well-being. There is a 

dearth of information, in the published literature, about how the CLC model advocated 

by UNESCO has been practised in rural China, to what extent that practice has been 

relevant to individual and community well-being, and what problems and challenges 

have emerged. An apparent need for this type of information stems from its potential 

usefulness in the development of policy and practice to better link the NFE provision 

with the needs and aspirations of rural adults regarding their personal lives and their 

lives within communities.  
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Chapter Three: Research Procedures of the Study 

This chapter is focused on the methodology employed in exploring the impact of 

participation in NFAE provided through rural CLCs in China on individual and 

community well-being. The chapter comprises six main sections. The beginning section 

outlines the Conceptual Framework (Figure 1) that was used to guide the study. The 

second section presents a description of the nature, forms and sources of the data 

obtained for this investigation, including the choice of a research method appropriate for 

exploring the research questions posed in the conceptual framework, the selection of 

research participants who were to be the primary sources of data, and the procedures 

employed in data collection. This description is followed by an account of the methods 

applied to the analysis of the data. The fourth section deals with a range of ethical issues 

relating to the study, including consent, privacy, confidentiality, and potential 

psychological harm. The ways in which these issues were addressed in the processes of 

data collection and analysis are discussed. The following section articulates the 

application of two criteria – credibility and consistency – in the evaluation of the 

present research project. The chapter concludes with a summary of the research 

procedures explained in the earlier sections.  

3.1 Conceptual Framework 

This section outlines the Conceptual Framework (Figure 1) that was used to guide the 

study. Following Miles and Huberman (1994), a conceptual framework was established 

to help organise central ideas, present essential elements of the study, and explain 

presumed relationships between those key elements. In the present study, the conceptual 

framework described in what ways adult learners’ participation in NFAE within rural 

CLCs in China might facilitate their achievement of individual well-being and the well-

being of their communities.  

        The study sought to examine well-being at both individual and collective levels 

within the context of rural China. It had been affirmed and reaffirmed by the Chinese 

central authorities that the key to sustainable socio-economic development at both 

regional and national levels was to address rural-related issues and problems (State 

Council, 2014; State Council, 2018). The problems concerning rural development and 

transformation in China are generally referred to as ‘three rural issues’ – the issue of 

agriculture, the issue of farmers, and the issue of rural areas (Yeh et al., 2013). At the 
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heart of public and policy concern is the issue of farmers. Therefore, the well-being of 

individuals was the foremost concern of the study. Further, the transformation and 

development of rural communities has been regarded as one of the top priorities in the 

development agenda for enhancing rural people’s life quality and promoting balanced 

rural-urban growth (Zhu et al., 2015). The well-being of rural communities, therefore, 

was seen as having important implications not only for individual well-being, but also 

for the nation’s prosperity.  

        Individuals exist in multiple, multi-layered and interacting contexts, and grow and 

mature in an ever-changing socio-cultural milieu. They relate themselves to their 

objectified world through different senses – cognitive, perceptual, affective, practical, or 

any combination of these (Jarvis, 1987). Through social interactions, individuals acquire 

“rules, roles, standards, and values across the social, emotional, cognitive, and personal 

domains” (Grusec & Hastings, 2006, p. 2), which facilitate them to act as effective 

members of various social groups. This is the process of socialisation. In the meantime, 

new members may socialise old members as well (Grusec & Hastings, 2006).  

        Socialisation is an ongoing process through the life course. This task starts from 

childhood in the home, and gradually extends to other non-family agents of socialisation 

as individuals enter new social settings, such as schools, workplaces, and other peer 

groups within communities (Maccoby, 2006). Government, as a meta-institution, 

organises other social institutions (Miller, 2010). It is the social interactions that subtly 

but profoundly bring about changes to each individual involved on the one hand, and to 

various contexts on the other hand (Brown & Swanson, 2003). The physical 

environment where individuals live and work also plays an important role in the process 

of social construction (Stedman, 2003). Individual experience that is grasped and 

accumulated through myriad interactions, in turn, constitutes the basis from which 

learning emerges. Adults bring to their learning a reservoir of experiences that act as 

rich resources towards each individual building new knowledge, new skills, new 

attitudes, and sometimes changed self-concepts and perspective transformations 

(Knowles, 1980; Kolb, 1984; Mezirow, 1991). 

        Individuals are constantly influenced by the wider contexts. By the same token, 

education does not take place in a vacuum; it is intimately associated with the world in 

which adult learners live and is affected by it (Jarvis, 1987; Merriam & Caffarella, 

1999). The wider contexts have an influence not only on educational policies at the 
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macro level, but also on both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of education and 

learning, such as learners’ access and achievement, equity and quality of education, 

learning content and approaches, and the ethos of educational settings (Frank, 2010). In 

other words, social interactions and the relations formed within multiple contexts play a 

role in either fostering or impeding learning and the effects of learning (Coleman, 1988; 

Feinstein et al., 2006). 

        There are also important reverse effects of NFAE on the wider contexts, whether 

they are social, economic, cultural, or physical. In a broad sense, if education is seen as 

one of the social institutions, then it has the potential to affect society by socialising 

individuals (Meyer, 1977). Through effects on individuals and on social relations and 

broader socialisation and civic engagement, education has the potential to bring about 

changes to homes, workplaces, communities, and to the physical environment 

(Feinstein et al., 2006).  

        The linkages between education and the wider contexts are particularly evident in 

the setting of CLCs, where educational programs and activities can be tailored in accord 

with the felt needs of adult learners arising from their day-to-day social interactions at 

homes, at workplaces, within local communities, and from their interactions with the 

physical environment (e.g. agricultural activities) (Du & Xie, 2014). CLC programs in 

the Chinese context mainly relate to: 1) basic learning tools, such as literacy and 

numeracy; 2) income generation in both agricultural and non-agricultural sectors, wage-

employment as well as self-employment; 3) advocacy and public awareness raising in 

different fields, such as national laws and regulations, hygiene and sanitation, health 

care, and environmental protection; and 4) cultural and religious activities (Du & Wang, 

2011; Lee & Kim, 2016). CLC programs and activities are carefully designed and 

implemented in order to fulfil the immediate and long-term needs of rural communities 

and their members, as well as to serve the purpose of sustainable rural development and 

national prosperity in the long run. It is worth mentioning that in the context of CLCs, 

adult learners, ideally, act as initiators, planners, organisers, managers, and eventually 

the beneficiaries of the programs. Given adult learners’ multiple roles and 

responsibilities and what they can bring to their educational experiences, the potential 

benefits as a consequence of their participation in NFAE within CLCs are more likely 

than not to go beyond what is intended by program facilitators. 
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        Education links to individual and community well-being through absolute, relative, 

and cumulative mechanisms (Campbell, 2006). The impact of education on well-being 

occurs as a consequence of individual learners encountering multiple, multi-layered and 

interacting contexts, including, but not limited to, the educational context. Education 

has an impact on individuals and on each of these contexts, which, together, facilitates 

the achievement of well-being at both individual and collective levels.  

        Participation in NFAE within CLCs enables individuals to develop their 

knowledge, skills, competencies, and a range of innate capacities. The significance of 

these factors for well-being varies, and their associations do not always follow a linear 

trajectory. For example, previous research has suggested that personal attributes and 

social capital developed through education are strongly associated with individual well-

being (Bandura, 1993; Macinnes, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2001), whereas better 

employment, increased income, and higher social status as a result of participation in 

NFAE are loosely linked to well-being (Cole et al., 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2001). In 

addition to the instrumental role NFAE plays in the promotion of well-being, NFAE can 

be intrinsically valuable to individual well-being when flow experiences occur.  

        The well-being of individuals, to a large degree, depends upon the social, 

economic, cultural, political and environmental circumstances of the broader 

communities of which they are a part (OECD, 2006). Therefore, the well-being of 

individuals is often seen to be relevant to the collective wellness. As individuals pursue 

their own well-being, they may create conditions that facilitate or impede the attainment 

of well-being by peers or the well-being of their communities (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

Well-being at the collective level also has a reverse impact on individuals and on their 

lives.  

        In addition to the benefits education brings to individuals, education is also a 

public good and it matters for community well-being. It has been argued that the well-

being of a community is not the simple sum of the individual well-being of its members 

(Lee & Kim, 2015). To foster community development requires individuals’ willingness 

and capability to act collectively for the public good. NFAE processes can facilitate the 

development of human agency – the capability to act independently – through the 

influence of education on individuals’ knowledge, skills, competencies, values, 

attitudes, and beliefs. Education can also be seen as a context in which social 

interactions and the processes of socialisation take place. Through social interactions 
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and socialisation, education plays an important role in the formation and strengthening 

of collective agency. It is through both individual and collective agency that NFAE 

brings about changes to rural communities (Feinstein et al., 2006; Lawson, 2005).  

        Improved well-being of individuals can have a further impact on their perspectives, 

behaviours, and on their choices for education in the future (Mezirow, 1991). Such an 

impact can also be extended to other individuals through social interactions. By the 

same token, improved community well-being can make a further contribution to 

individuals and to their lives. Community well-being also has the potential to contribute 

to the creation of a learning culture, which is essential to lifelong learning and the 

building of a learning society (UIL, 2013).  

        The main purpose of this study was to explore through what means and the extent 

to which participation in NFAE within rural CLCs in China can have an impact on well-

being at both individual and collective levels. The following research questions were 

posed based on the conceptual framework explained above: 

1. In what ways and to what extent does NFAE impact individual well-being? 

2. In what ways and to what extent does NFAE impact community well-being? 

3. How do individual well-being and community well-being interact with each 

other? 

4. How does the impact of NFAE on well-being differ across NFAE programs? 

5. How does the impact of NFAE on well-being differ between less developed and 

more developed rural communities and what does this mean for community 

development? 

6. How are NFAE program design and implementation and impact influenced by 

wider contexts, including family, workplace, local community, government, and 

the physical environment?  

7. How does NFAE influence those wider contexts? 

8. What are the implications of those findings for NFAE practice at the grassroots 

level and for NFAE policy? 
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3.2 The Nature, Forms and Sources of Data 

This section is focused on the methods and procedures applied to data-gathering. The 

section is divided into five subsections. The beginning subsection examines the choice 

of a qualitative approach for the study, followed by a discussion of the rationale for 

adopting a case study method for investigating the impact of participation in CLC 

programs and activities on well-being. The third subsection provides a description of the 

ways in which the CLCs, as cases, were selected, including what criteria were applied to 

the selection of cases, and how the selected cases were approached. The fourth 

subsection is focused on the selection of research participants who were to be the 

primary sources of data. It articulates the selection criteria and considerations and 

describes how the participants were approached. The final subsection represents the 

procedures used to gather data from different sources.  

3.2.1 Qualitative Inquiry 

For any given research project, the choice of the most suitable research paradigm and 

subsequent methods is to a large extent dependent on the nature of the social 

phenomenon under investigation (Bryman, 2006; Creswell, 2013). The present study 

sought to examine individual adults’ learning experiences within rural CLCs in China in 

relation to the achievement of their individual well-being and the well-being of their 

communities. The measurement of well-being may be seen as falling into two 

categories: objective and subjective (Drabsch, 2012). By using objective measures, 

well-being is assessed through observable and quantifiable facts. Traditionally, this type 

of measurement has been largely concerned with the economic dimension of well-

being, assuming that there is a strong association between well-being and consumption 

(Drabsch, 2012). Based on the utility approach to well-being, income or GDP is widely 

used as a proxy for well-being, and individual well-being is assessed indirectly through 

these cardinal measures (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006). Another reason for using such 

measures lies in the availability and reliability of the data. However, well-being has 

been increasingly understood as a multidimensional construct, embracing both 

economic and non-economic domains. Thus, alternative approaches have been 

developed to include non-economic indicators to complement or to quantify and 

monetise non-economic factors that are excluded in the GDP measurement, or to go 

beyond GDP measurement by constructing a composite index such as the Human 

Development Index (McGillivray, 2006; UNDP, 2007).  
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        Subjective measures capture individuals’ life experiences and assess well-being 

directly, mainly through self-reporting questionnaires (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006). 

Well-being, in a broader sense, can be seen as a construct that embraces ‘feeling happy’ 

(the hedonic dimension) and ‘being happy’ (the eudaimonic dimension) (Bruni & Porta, 

2007). Research into both dimensions of well-being by examining subjective 

experiences and meanings reflects “a paradigm shift towards holistic, person-centred, 

and dynamic understandings of people’s lives” (Camfield et al., 2009, p. 7).  

        The difference between objective and subjective measures of well-being lies 

fundamentally in the theoretical position that is adopted. Well-being, as an inclusive 

concept, ideally characterises or captures three interrelated elements: living a good life 

(values and ideals), having a good life (economic and non-economic conditions of life), 

and locating one’s life (experience and subjectivity) (White, 2007). However, the 

contemporary understandings of well-being still have a strong emphasis on what people 

have and what they are able to do, rather than how people perceive and feel about what 

they have and what they do (McGregor, 2007). In seeking to understand how people 

perceive and feel about what they have and what they do, subjective measures of well-

being are believed to be more appropriate as compared to objective measures (Camfield 

et al., 2009). A subjective approach to well-being also has a strength in providing useful 

contextual information to explain the circumstances in which well-being is understood 

and pursued by people themselves (Camfield et al., 2009). This study followed a 

subjective approach to well-being, exploring Chinese rural adults’ views and 

perceptions of ‘what is a good life’ and their own judgements towards their own lives.  

        Further, the present study had its focus on the linkages between education and 

well-being. The research questions posed in the conceptual framework outlined the 

issues to be explored through this investigation, they are: the impact of participation in 

rural CLCs on well-being; the difference in terms of such an impact across CLC 

programs and across different rural situations; and the interaction between NFAE and 

multiple contexts. To examine these issues required a research approach acknowledging 

diversity in individuals’ educational experiences, in their interpretations of well-being, 

and in how they might relate their learning experiences to well-being. This research 

approach should also be able to facilitate a deep understanding of the wider contexts 

and the interaction between meaning constructions and these contexts. 
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        There may be seen as being two methodological orientations of research: 

quantitative and qualitative (Bryman, 2006). Quantity refers to the amount of 

something, whereas quality is essential to the nature of things (Dabbs, 1982). In social 

sciences, quantitative methodologies, which are believed by many researchers to be 

more rigorous, precise, and ‘scientific’ than qualitative methodologies, have been 

playing a dominant role (Berg, 2009). The quantitative orientation to research basically 

posits that there is one single unitary reality that is apart from people’s perceptions and 

that this reality can be quantified and generalised (Krauss, 2005). The role of 

researchers, accordingly, is to discover this ‘truth’. However, there are certain 

phenomena that may not be meaningfully described or explained through a quantitative 

orientation, such as the multiple social settings that people inhabit, the complex social 

relationships formed within these settings, individuals’ experiences of various 

relationships, and their deeper thoughts about and perceptions of their own experiences. 

Qualitative methodologies allow researchers to access such unquantifiable phenomena 

and explore how people make sense of the world and their experiences through, for 

example, language, symbols, social structures, and social roles (Merriam, 2014). 

Qualitative research is based on a relativistic, constructivist ontology and takes the 

position that there are multiple realities and that these realities cannot be fully 

objectively determined (Krauss, 2005). The epistemological stance of qualitative 

research requires an interaction between the investigator and the object of investigation, 

so that the research findings can be “literally created as the investigation proceeds” 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 207). The researchers, thus, appreciate diversified 

constructions and aim to make sense of the meanings people ascribe to their 

experiences.   

        The choice of methodology is often influenced by one’s theoretical and 

philosophical perspectives. Within the constructivist paradigm, although quantitative 

methods may be utilised, qualitative methods tend to play a predominant role, due to 

their consistency with the ontological and epistemological assumptions of 

constructivism (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). The selection of a methodological 

orientation, as suggested by Mackenzie and Knipe (2006), should also be informed by 

the proposed research questions. The issues to be explored in this study involved 

individuals’ views and perceptions, their educational experiences, and the interaction 
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between and mutual influence of education and its wider contexts, all of which favoured 

a qualitative research approach.  

        A qualitative inquiry into well-being, as compared to a quantitative one, may be 

seen as having at least three strengths. First, existing research literature has articulated a 

number of impacts of education that are either directly or indirectly associated with 

well-being. Qualitative research, as an inductive mode of knowledge inquiry (Merriam, 

2009), may help identify other variables that may not be easily identified by quantitative 

approaches. Second, qualitative orientations are rare in the Chinese NFAE research 

literature. This study, therefore, can provide a different perspective to inform Chinese 

education policy makers and planners in their further analysis of the role of NFAE in 

social construction. Third, qualitative methods are believed to be useful in improving 

the quality of survey-based impact evaluations, by helping strengthen their research 

designs and expanding or clarifying current quantitative findings (World Bank, 2011).  

3.2.2 Case Study Method 

The method that was employed to explore the impact on well-being of Chinese rural 

adults’ participation in NFAE programs was a qualitative case study method. Case 

study research is often understood as an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded 

system (one case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) (Creswell, 2008; Merriam, 

2009). A bounded system reflects the object that is to be investigated (Smith, 1978). 

One of the advantages of case studies, as suggested by Bromley (1986), is that they “get 

as close to the subject of interest as they possibly can … partly by their access to 

subjective factors (thoughts, feelings, and desires)” (p. 23). The case study method is 

also advantageous in examining the phenomenon in depth by involving as many 

variables as possible and articulating their interaction (Merriam, 2009). By using a 

qualitative case study method, individuals’ understanding of well-being, that is, what 

makes one’s life a good life, and their perceptions and interpretations of their own 

learning experiences through CLCs that were pertinent to well-being, were obtained.  

        A qualitative case study is often characterised as being particularistic, descriptive, 

and heuristic (Merriam, 2009). By particularistic is meant that a case study is focused 

on a particular situation, event, program, or phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). It gives 

importance and value, either intrinsic or instrumental or both, to the case under 

investigation. CLCs, as one of the most important forms of NFAE provision in rural 

China, play a significant role in changing people’s lives and their communities (Du & 
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Wang, 2011). However, the topic of the impact of NFAE provided through rural CLCs 

has been insufficiently investigated in China. Only a handful of published impact 

assessment studies are available, and they mostly address tangible economic benefits 

(Du & Xie, 2014). Moreover, individuals’ perceptions of their own learning experiences 

have often been overlooked in previous studies. The qualitative case study method 

allowed a detailed and in-depth examination of the impact of NFAE, especially non-

economic impact, from individual participants’ perspectives.  

        A detailed and in-depth investigation may help uncover the complex interaction 

between factors, and to capture “various nuances, patterns, and more latent elements 

that other approaches might overlook” (Berg, 2009, p. 318). As explained in the 

literature review, education, as a series of organised and intended educational practices 

in a narrow sense, generally involves six components that jointly bring about changes, 

including curriculum, pedagogy, teacher, learner, learning environment, and resources. 

The qualitative case study method allowed a close examination of each of these 

components and their interrelationships for a deep understanding of what changes 

occurred and how they occurred. Furthermore, Yin (2009) suggested that the case study 

method is advantageous in investigating “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident” (p. 18). The qualitative case study method helped examine the 

interaction between the learning context and wider contexts, and the impact on well-

being as a result of such interaction.  

        The second characteristic of a qualitative case study, which is referred to as 

‘descriptive’, is related to its end product. A qualitative case study often results in a 

rich, ‘thick’ description of the phenomenon under investigation (Merriam, 2009). 

Through a detailed and in-depth examination, the similarities, differences, and 

variations of adult learners’ learning experiences, the contextual influences on them, 

and the role of such experiences in facilitating the achievement of well-being, were 

captured, portrayed, and explained.  

        Heuristic means that a case study can illuminate the reader’s understanding of the 

situation, event, program, or phenomenon under investigation (Merriam, 2009). The 

case study method, as Merriam (2009) suggested, can “bring about the discovery of new 

meaning, extend the reader’s experience, or confirm what is known” (p. 44). Therefore, 

this method may be seen as closely associated with theory building, or a combination of 
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theory building and theory testing (Woodside & Wilson, 2004). In the present study, a 

combination of ‘what’ and ‘how’ research questions were proposed based on the 

Conceptual Framework. Generally speaking, the ‘what’ questions may be exploratory 

by nature, whereas the ‘how’ questions may be explanatory (Yin, 2009). By asking 

exploratory and explanatory questions, the study was able to provide details of and 

insights into a phenomenon that has been under-investigated in China.  

3.2.3 Selection of Cases 

Rural communities in China are characterised by geographic, socio-economic and 

cultural difference. In order to capture some of that difference, as well as common 

characteristics, and to obtain a better understanding of the practice and impact of NFAE 

in different contexts, three rural CLCs were selected as three cases. Multiple case 

studies allow a better understanding of and insights into the object under investigation 

by presenting replicable or contrasting situations (Berg, 2009). Consequently, it is 

possible to theorise about a broader context, which can improve the robustness of the 

study (Yin, 2009). 

        The selection of CLCs first considered the levels of socio-economic development 

of the regions in which they were respectively situated. The National Bureau of 

Statistics of China (2011) has identified four major economic zones: Eastern, Central, 

Western, and North-eastern. As a consequence of the open-door policy and the coastal 

development strategy adopted during the 1980s and 1990s, the Eastern region has 

become the most developed region, with a strong, rapidly growing economy and 

generally high living standards (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2008). In order 

to bridge the gap between the Eastern region and other regions, the central government 

of China shifted the development focus and initiated the ‘Western Development 

Strategy’ in the late 1990s, the ‘Northeast Revival Strategy’ in 2003, and the ‘Rise of 

Central China’ strategy in recent years (Zheng & Chen, 2007). Although extreme 

poverty in the Central, Western and North-eastern regions has been largely reduced as a 

result of a series of development policies and initiatives, new forms of poverty have 

arisen, and inequality remains (Hu et al., 2005). The incidence and intensity of 

multidimensional poverty in Western China is higher than that of other regions (Hu et 

al., 2005). East China and West China not only make a contrast in terms of socio-

economic development, but these two regions also differ greatly in ecological 

characteristics and cultures. The distinction between East China and West China in 
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various aspects was assumed to be ideal for exploring and comparing the CLC practice 

and impact in different contexts, and for obtaining a good understanding of the 

interaction between and mutual influence of NFAE provided through CLCs and its 

wider contexts.  

        East China covers seven provinces (Hebei Province, Shandong Province, Jiangsu 

Province, Zhejiang Province, Fujian Province, Guangdong Province, and Hainan 

Province) and three municipalities (Beijing, Tianjing, and Shanghai). West China 

includes six provinces (Shaanxi Province, Gansu Province, Yunan Province, Guizhou 

Province, Sichuan Province, and Qinghai Province), five autonomous regions (Ningxia 

Hui, Inner Mongolia, Guangxi Zhuang, Tibet, and Xinjiang Uygur), and one 

municipality (Chongqing). In order to further narrow down the scope for the selection 

of CLCs, the following criteria were applied: 

 The availability of CLCs. Despite the expansion of CLCs since the turn of the 

century, CLCs had not been widely established across different regions in 

China. Therefore, the availability of CLCs in the provinces, municipalities, and 

autonomous regions listed above was checked in the first place. Information 

relevant to the availability of rural CLCs in Eastern and Western China was first 

collected via the Internet. To ensure the accuracy of this information, the China 

Adult Education Association, which was a nationwide nonprofit organisation 

comprising academics, researchers, practitioners and activists in the field of 

adult education, was consulted.  

 The accessibility of CLCs. The selection of CLCs took the accessibility of CLCs 

into consideration. The CLCs that were extremely difficult to reach due to weak 

public transport links were not considered for selection.  

 Dialect prevalent in the local area. A great variety of dialects are used in 

different provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions in China. A dialect 

other than Mandarin Chinese was assumed to be a potential key barrier to 

communication during data collection, because the researcher of the study is a 

Mandarin Chinese speaker. Therefore, only those CLCs where Mandarin was 

the language of instruction and of day-to-day communication were considered 

for selection.  

 The year of establishment of a CLC. The year of establishment of a CLC was 

assumed to be an important criterion for selection to ensure that both immediate 
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and long-term impacts of NFAE could be detected. In order to capture the long-

term impact of education that usually takes a longer time to become evident, 

only those CLCs that were established in or before the year of 2010 were 

considered for selection. In other words, at the time of this investigation, the 

CLCs had been in operation for at least five years.  

 Types of CLCs. At the time of this investigation, rural CLCs were found to be 

available at both township and village levels. Du and Wang (2011) suggested a 

number of differences between township-level and village-level CLCs in China. 

First, in partnership with other local educational institutions, CLCs at both levels 

deliver educational programs and organise cultural activities for their 

community members. However, compared to the CLCs at the village level, 

CLCs at the township level generally offer a greater range of programs and are 

able to include more participants. Second, a distinct characteristic of the 

township-level CLCs is that they can also be used as resource centres where 

libraries are available and accessible for all community members (Du & Wang, 

2011). Third, since a township is a larger administrative unit than a village and 

includes a cluster of villages within its jurisdiction, the township-level CLCs 

usually have the responsibility to provide support to the CLCs in the villages 

when needed. It can be seen that CLCs at the township level generally serve 

multiple purposes. In order to best capture diverse features of rural CLCs in 

China, only those CLCs located at the township level were considered for 

selection.  

 The variety of programs and activities provided by a CLC. One of the proposed 

research questions asked how the impact of NFAE on well-being differed across 

different programs. Thus, the variety of programs provided by CLCs was 

another important criterion to consider. The CLCs offering various programs 

and activities and serving different clientele groups were given priority over 

others. 

        Initially, two CLCs, one located in Gansu Province (Site 1) and the other located in 

Jiangsu Province (Site 2), were selected as two cases. Site 1was under the jurisdiction of 

Lanzhou city, which was located in central Gansu Province. Site 2 was under the 

jurisdiction of Suzhou, Jiangsu Province. These two CLCs, in addition to both 

satisfying the above-mentioned selection criteria, provided contrasts in their history, 
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geography, socio-economic context, and programs. For example, the economy of Site 1 

was heavily dependent on agriculture, whereas secondary and tertiary economic sectors 

had largely expanded at Site 2. Towards the end of data collection at Site 2, a decision 

was made to include an additional research site within East China to better capture the 

diversity of this region and more importantly, the influence of that diversity on the CLC 

practice. Adhering to the same selection criteria as listed above, a research site within 

Zhejiang Province was selected as the third research site. Site 3 was a town under the 

jurisdiction of Huzhou, Zhejiang Province. Although the CLC at Site 2 and the CLC at 

Site 3 were both located in East China, they also provided different contrasts in their 

history, geography, socio-economic context, and programs.  

        As soon as the selection of each CLC was finalised, initial contact with the CLC 

manager was made via a liaison person, who provided contact details of the CLC 

manager. The liaison person at Site 1 was a research officer from the Institute of 

Educational Research in Gansu Province of China. The liaison person at Site 2 was a 

former CLC manager. The liaison person at Site 3 was an adult educator from the same 

town where the selected CLC was located. All the three liaison persons were identified 

through the researcher’s established networks. A brief description of the study was 

provided to the CLC managers via telephone calls, and positive responses were obtained 

from all of them. A written document outlining the objective, methods, significance of 

the study and a tentative timeline for data collection was provided during the first face-

to-face, one-on-one meeting with each of the CLC managers. Formal approvals for 

studying the CLCs were obtained from all the CLC managers.  

        Throughout the thesis, the research sites located in Gansu Province, Jiangsu 

Province, and in Zhejiang Province were referred to as Site 1, Site 2, and Site 3, 

respectively.  

3.2.4 Selection of Participants 

This study sought to examine the impact of rural adults’ participation in CLC programs 

and activities on their individual well-being and on the well-being of their communities. 

The research questions posed based on the conceptual framework asked not only what 

the impact was, but also how that impact occurred. In order to articulate the association 

between education and well-being, information needed to be obtained with respect to 

the wider contexts in which the CLC practice was taken place, the design and 

implementation of CLC programs, the teaching and learning processes, and most 
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importantly, the effects of individuals’ learning experiences in relation to well-being. 

Such information was assumed to be best obtained from different key stakeholders 

involved in the CLC practice, providing insights into the topic from different angles for 

a holistic, comprehensive picture. Therefore, four different categories of participants 

were identified and involved in the study: 1) adult learners; 2) teachers or trainers; 3) 

CLC staff members, including CLC managers; and 4) other key stakeholders that were 

not included in the above-mentioned categories.  

        A purposeful sampling technique was used in identifying and selecting potential 

participants in each of the four categories. Patton (1990) suggested that the “logic and 

power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases … from which 

one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research” (p. 169). Purposeful sampling is thus seen to be particularly useful for gaining 

insights and in-depth understanding around the phenomenon investigated (Patton, 

2015). The rest of this section explains the selection criteria and the selection processes 

of each of the four categories of participants and the sample size of each category.  

Selection of Adult Learners 

The first category of participants recruited for the study were adult learners. A set of 

prerequisite attributes were established and used in the selection of adult learners. All 

the selected adult learners satisfied the following criteria: 

 They were aged 18 (age of majority in China) or above to be identified as adult 

learners.  

 At the time of this investigation, they had lived in the town where the CLC was 

located for more than six months. According to the National Bureau of Statistics 

of China (2018), a person who has lived in an area for more than six months is 

regarded as a permanent resident of that area. Permanent residents, as opposed 

to those who moved frequently, were assumed to be able to better capture the 

changes within their communities, and they themselves were more likely to be 

an integral part of those changes. In order to examine the association between 

participation in NFAE and collective well-being, only permanent residents of the 

town where the selected CLC was located were considered for selection.  

 At the time of this investigation, they had successfully completed one or several 

CLC programs more than twelve months previously. The minimum amount of 
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time since the completion of one or more programs was set at twelve months to 

ensure that the long-term impact of participation in the CLC programs could be 

detected. 

 After the completion of one or more CLC programs, they had continued to use 

the educational services provided by the CLCs, such as participating in different 

programs or using CLC facilities and resources. As suggested in the conceptual 

framework of the study, improved well-being of individuals may have a further 

impact on their engagement in learning in the future. Such an impact can also be 

extended to other individuals through social interactions, which facilitates the 

creation of a learning culture within local communities. Therefore, continuing 

participation in NFAE within CLCs was assumed to be an important criterion 

for selection.  

        In the selection processes, due consideration was also given to a range of 

demographic features of adult learners in order to maximise the variation between them. 

These demographic factors included age, marital status, and socio-economic status. 

Previous research has shown that demographic factors are associated with and have 

varying degrees of impact on well-being (Cole et al., 2009; Diener, 2000; Newton, 

2007). Furthermore, it has been explained in the literature review chapter that the NFAE 

provided through rural CLCs in China generally fall into four categories: 1) basic 

literacy education; 2) agricultural and non-agricultural skills training; 3) programs 

aimed at public awareness raising; and 4) cultural activities (Du & Wang, 2011). In 

order to capture the similarities and differences in terms of the impact of NFAE across 

various CLC programs, learners who were engaged in different educational events were 

purposefully selected.  

        The learners were selected through different means. For a small number of skills 

training programs implemented at Site 1 and Site 3, the CLCs archived learner profiles. 

Permission was sought from the CLC staff members to access to those learner profiles, 

which contained basic personal information such as age, level of education, and 

employment status. Potential learner participants were identified by checking available 

individual profiles against each of the criteria explained above.  

        The identification of potential learner participants who were engaged in other CLC 

programs and activities was essentially assisted by the CLCs’ partner organisations, as 

none of the selected three CLCs maintained student profiles for all their events. The 
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CLCs’ partner organisations mainly included local educational institutions, different 

offices within the township-level governments, and Village Party Committees. CLC 

staff members introduced key personnel of those partner organisations. The key 

personnel from CLCs’ partner organisations were provided with an oral explanation 

about the study as well as a more detailed written document outlining the purpose, 

methods, and significance of the study. Permission was sought from the key personnel 

to access to the available learner profiles. Potential learner participants were selected by 

checking individual profiles against the above-listed selection criteria.  

        For large-scale cultural activities, no learner profiles were available at the CLCs or 

at the CLCs’ partner organisations. There were some cultural activities that involved 

games, prizes and rewards. Permission was then sought from CLC staff members and 

from the key personnel from CLCs’ partner organisations to access to the lists of prize 

winners. CLC staff members and the key personnel from CLCs’ partner organisations 

also provided general personal information of some of the winners with whom they 

were acquainted. There were other cultural activities that involved no prizes or rewards. 

It was learned from CLC staff members and the key personnel of CLCs’ partner 

organisations that large-scale cultural activities usually involved self-organised interest 

groups from local communities. CLC staff members and the key personnel from CLCs’ 

partner organisations were then asked to provide the names of the group leaders with 

whom they were acquainted. General personal information of those group leaders was 

also provided. Potential learner participants who were engaged in CLCs’ cultural events 

were selected by checking their available personal information against the above-listed 

selection criteria.   

        All the selected potential learner participants were first contacted informally 

through telephone calls, when they were provided with a brief description of the study. 

The telephone calls were followed by one-on-one, face-to-face, informal meetings with 

those who had expressed earlier their interest in participating in the study. The meeting 

provided an opportunity to build trust and rapport with each potential learner 

participant. At the meeting, the information sheet (Appendix 2) was provided, and the 

potential learner participant was asked to read the information sheet carefully. Any 

concerns, confusion, or doubts raised by the potential learner participant were clarified. 

The potential learner participant was then provided with a consent form (Appendix 3) in 
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plain language and a signature was sought. In total, thirty-three adult learners 

participated in the study (Appendix 1).  

Selection of Teachers 

The second category of participants involved in the study were teachers. It was assumed 

that the information obtained from the perspective of teachers with respect to teaching 

and learning processes and their impact on well-being might show a similar picture or 

provide contrasts with the information collected from learners. Those contrasts could 

potentially contribute to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the topic 

investigated. Therefore, although perceptions of teachers and teacher-related issues 

were sought from learners, to include the voice of teachers was assumed to be equally 

important. 

        Previous research has suggested that certain characteristics of teachers are strongly 

associated with the effectiveness of teaching and with student achievement gains, such 

as teachers’ educational background, certification status, and teaching experience 

(Wayne & Youngs, 2003). These characteristics are further related to other factors that 

may have an impact on the effectiveness of teaching, including teachers’ motivation and 

the type of contract (full-time or part-time) provided to them (Wayne & Youngs, 2003). 

Based on the existing research literature, due consideration in the selection of potential 

teacher participants was accorded to: 

 the program the teacher taught; 

 the teacher’s educational background; 

 the teacher’s teaching qualification; 

 the teacher’s work experience; and 

 the teacher’s work experience within the CLC. 

        All the attributes of teachers listed above were taken into consideration during the 

selection processes to maximise the diversity of the teacher participants, so that any 

association between teachers’ attributes, their practice, and the impact of their practice 

could be explored in a comprehensive manner. At each research site, the CLC staff 

members were asked to provide a list of teachers involved in the CLC programs. The 

information relating to the teachers’ qualifications was also obtained directly from each 

CLC’s database. When checking the profiles of the teachers, it was found that the 

teachers involved in the CLC events were based in different towns or cities or even in 
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different provinces. Therefore, the location of the teachers was also taken into 

consideration during the selection processes.   

        The selected potential teacher participants were first contacted informally through 

telephone calls, when they were provided with a brief description of the study. One-on-

one, face-to-face, informal meetings were then arranged for those who had expressed 

earlier their interest in participating in the study. At the meeting, the information sheet 

(Appendix 2) was provided, and the potential teacher participant was asked to read the 

information sheet carefully. Any questions raised by the potential teacher participant 

were clarified. At the end of the meeting, the potential teacher participant was provided 

with a copy of the consent form (Appendix 3) in plain language and asked to sign on the 

form. In total, six teachers participated in the study (Appendix 1).  

Selection of CLC Staff Members 

The third category of participants recruited for the investigation were CLC staff 

members, including CLC managers. To include CLC staff members in the study was 

assumed to be particularly helpful for gaining a good understanding of the issues 

relating to CLCs’ governance, management, program planning and implementation, 

resource mobilisation, and monitoring and evaluation of the CLCs. At each research 

site, a full staff list, comprising the name, position, educational background, and work 

experience, was provided. The selection of potential participants within this category 

was based primarily on the position of the staff member and the main duties and 

responsibilities involved in that position. Only those staff members who were 

intensively engaged in management or in program planning and implementation or in 

both were considered for selection, because they were more likely to be able to provide 

the information around the issues central to the study.  

        At each research site, each of the potential staff participants was visited in person. 

For those who were willing to participate in the study, one-on-one, face-to-face, 

informal meetings were arranged. The information sheet (Appendix 2) was provided at 

the meeting, and the potential staff participant was asked to read through the document 

carefully. All the questions raised were clarified. The potential staff participant was then 

provided with a copy of the consent form (Appendix 3) in plain language and asked to 

sign on the form. In total, ten CLC staff members participated in the study (Appendix 

1).  
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Selection of Other Key Stakeholders 

The fourth category of participants recruited were other key stakeholders not included 

in any of the above-mentioned three categories. The selection of potential participants 

within this category was rather a dynamic process, alongside the researcher’s 

accumulation of knowledge and understanding of the nature and practice of each 

selected CLC through data collection. The liaison persons who helped build connections 

with the selected CLCs and the key personnel from the CLCs’ partner organisations all 

connected to CLCs in one way or another. The information obtained from them was 

assumed to be able to make a further contribution to the understanding of the CLC 

practice and its impact.  

        The four liaison persons were approached directly to seek their response to the 

invitation for participating in the study. Since a successful connection was built with the 

key personnel from the CLCs’ partner organisations during the selection of potential 

learner participants, key personnel were also approached directly to ask whether they 

were willing to participate in the study. For those who indicated their interest in 

participating in the study, informal meetings were arranged in order to build trust and 

rapport with them. At the meeting, the potential participant was provided with the 

information sheet (Appendix 2) and asked to read it carefully. Any concerns or doubts 

raised by the potential participant were clarified. A copy of the consent form (Appendix 

3) in plain language was then provided and a signature was sought. One researcher from 

the Institute of Educational Research in Gansu Province, one former CLC manager, and 

six key personnel from CLCs’ partner organisations participated in the study (Appendix 

1).        

3.2.5 Data-gathering Procedures 

A particular strength of the case study method is that it can deal with information from 

multiple sources (Yin, 2009). It has been argued that using multiple data sources not 

only allows a holistic interpretation of the social phenomenon under investigation, but 

also helps enhance the trustworthiness of the research (Creswell & Miller, 2000; 

Merriam, 2009). Data collection for the present study involved a combination of 

interviews, ad hoc conversations, direct observations and document analysis. The rest of 

this section describes and explains the procedures involved, respectively, in the conduct 

of interviews, ad hoc conversations, direct observations, and document review.  
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Interviews 

Interviewing may be seen as one of the most important sources of information for a 

qualitative case study (Yin, 2009). DeMarrais (2004) defined an interview as “a process 

in which a researcher and participant engage in a conversation focused on questions 

related to a research study” (p. 55). It is an effective tool not only to gather the 

information about individuals’ lived experiences, but also to capture their perceptions, 

feelings, thoughts, and opinions essential to understanding the topic under investigation 

(Vaughn et al., 1996). As Patton (2002) put it: 

We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly 

observe…We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We cannot 

observe behaviours that took place at some previous point in time. We 

cannot observe situations that preclude the presence of an observer. We 

cannot observe how people have organized the world and the meanings they 

attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people questions about 

those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into 

the other person’s perspective. (pp. 340-341)  

        The sort of interviewing most fruitfully used is that of a conversation with the 

purpose of collecting information (Berg, 2009). Interviewing in a conversational style is 

in line with the assumption of constructivism, in which “knowledge is not given but is 

created and negotiated” (Legard et al., 2003, p. 139). The interviewer and the 

interviewee collaborate with each other and negotiate coverage, language, and 

understanding throughout the conversation. The meanings of the research participants’ 

experiences are developed as researchers interpret them (Legard et al., 2003). Further, 

conversational interviewing, as compared to standardised interviewing, can better serve 

the purpose of case studies. Case study, as a method that can deal well with exploratory 

and explanatory questions, requires “an inquiring mind during data collection, not just 

before or after the activity” (Yin, 2009, p. 69). This implies that the interviewer is 

expected to be sensitive to and insightful about the information that may become 

relevant but is not readily predictable (Yin, 2009). Such a situation may lead to 

additional questions being asked and more evidence being further explored. The 

interview for a case study, therefore, is likely to be fluid and flexible, rather than rigid. 

In the present study, interviewing in an open, flexible and interactive manner was 

assumed to be effective in capturing adult learners’ more vivid learning experiences and 
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in collecting perceptions, thoughts, and opinions from teachers, CLC staff members, 

and other key stakeholders. 

        Interviews can be conducted in a conventional style, that is, face-to-face, or 

facilitated by modern technologies such as telephones or computers. In the present 

study, all the interviews were conducted face-to-face. Face-to-face interviews allowed 

the researcher and each informant to “spend dedicated time together to establish some 

level of rapport and build a relationship … [leading] to a free flow of in-depth 

information that … [could address] the issues or concerns that … [lay] below the 

surface” (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015, p. 58). Conversations in the face-to-face interviews 

occurred spontaneously and in an interactive manner, resulting in extended 

conversations on specific issues and topics. Face-to-face interviews allowed the 

researcher to “elicit meaningful responses by way of follow-up and probing questions, 

while giving the interviewee the satisfaction of providing sufficiently detailed 

responses” (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015, p. 58). Moreover, a distinct advantage of the face-

to-face interviews was that they provided opportunities to capture the social cues, such 

as voice, intonation, and body language, which provided additional valuable 

information (Opdenakker, 2006).  

        In the present study, each interview was conducted individually. Individual 

interview was preferred to focus group interview because it was deemed important for 

each participant to narrate and reflect on his or her own experiences without 

interruptions, disturbances, or inhibitions. Individual interviews also provided 

opportunities to observe the body language of the participants.  

        All the individual interviews conducted were semi-structured. Semi-structured 

interviews allowed the researcher to “respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging 

worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90). A 

list of topics to be explored during the interviews with each category of participants 

were prepared beforehand. Open-ended questions were then framed around those topics 

during the interviews. Neither the exact wording nor the order of the questions around a 

specific issue was determined ahead of time. The central topics that guided the 

interviews with the learner participants included, among others, their interpretation of 

individual well-being and community well-being, their learning experiences within the 

CLCs, and any changes observed and/or experienced in personal and community lives. 

It is worth mentioning that the Chinese translation of the term individual well-being 
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commonly adopted colloquially tends to emphasise the hedonic dimension of well-

being. Therefore, during the interviews, the learner participants were asked ‘what is 

your understanding of a good life’, instead of ‘what is your understanding of individual 

well-being’. The topics for the interviews with the teacher participants were mainly 

focused around teaching and learning processes and any changes they observed at 

individual and collective levels as a result of education. The topics listed for the 

interviews with CLC staff members went beyond the CLC practice and impact to 

embrace the issues with respect to the CLCs’ governance, management, program 

planning and implementation, and monitoring and evaluation. The participants 

identified as other key stakeholders differed from each other in terms of their 

connection and engagement with the CLCs. Therefore, different sets of topics were 

prepared.  

        It has been explained in the previous section that each selected potential participant 

was invited to a one-on-one, face-to-face, informal meeting. All the potential 

participants voluntarily gave their consent to participate in at least one individual face-

to-face interview. And all of them subsequently attended the interviews scheduled for 

them. The time and venue for each interview was chosen by each participant. Most of 

the interviews with the learner participants were conducted in their homes or at their 

farms. The interviews with the teacher participants took place either within the CLCs or 

at their workplaces. All the interviews with the CLC staff members were carried out 

within the CLCs. The majority of the interviews with other key stakeholders took place 

at their workplaces. In total, fifty-seven participants were interviewed (Appendix 1). All 

the interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese.   

        Prior to the commencement of each interview, the participant was provided with a 

brief summary of the information contained in the information sheet. This summary 

included a short description of the research project, the specific purpose and intended 

form of the interview, and the issues of confidentiality. The participant was reminded 

that the entire interview was to be audio-recorded and was assured that none of the 

information recorded would be disclosed to a third party and would be destroyed on 

completion of the study. The digital voice recorder to be used was shown to the 

participant, and it was then placed in an unobtrusive position. The participant was also 

encouraged to ask any questions or raise any concerns about his or her participation in 
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the research project. After clarifying all the questions and concerns, the participant was 

asked whether he or she was willing to proceed with the interview.  

        Each interview started with one or two ‘warm-up’ questions to help the participant 

relax. For example, the interviews with CLC staff members usually began with 

questions about job titles and main responsibilities. The interview process was 

participant-driven to that extent, participants being “invited to speak in their own 

voices, allowed to control the introduction and flow of topics, and encouraged to extend 

their responses” (Mishler, 1991, p. 69). Despite a set of pre-determined topics to be 

explored throughout the interviews, the participants’ responses determined the order of 

the topics and the time spent on each topic. Throughout the interview, the researcher 

attempted to maintain the role of an interested and attentive listener, engaging in a 

conversational style of interaction with the participant. Observation of nonverbal 

signals, such as body language, gesture, facial expression, and tone of voice, was 

undertaken during the interview process. Nonverbal communication was helpful for 

making any necessary adjustments during the conversation. For example, the topic of 

the conversation was altered, or a short break was suggested when the participant 

showed uneasiness during the interview. Nonverbal signals conveying important, 

relevant messages or information were captured and noted down immediately after the 

interview. Miller (1995) suggested that note taking may distract from the 

communication process in face-to-face interviews. Therefore, observation notes of 

nonverbal communications were made upon the completion of the interview in order 

not to interrupt the flow of the conversation. 

        Two participants, one learner participant and one CLC staff participant, were 

interviewed more than once. A further interview was arranged for each of them for the 

reason that new relevant issues emerged from the first interview that were worth 

exploration. The duration of the interviews varied, ranging from one hour to three 

hours.  

Ad Hoc Conversations  

In the present study, ad hoc conversations were conversations that were struck up 

naturally with the participants encountered at the research site during data collection 

(Ellis, 2013). Around four weeks were spent at each research site, which allowed ad hoc 

conversations to occur in addition to scheduled interviews. Ad hoc conversations took 

place before and/or after scheduled interviews and played an important role in 
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supplementing the information gathered through interviews or providing new, 

unexpected information (Ellis, 2013). Ad hoc conversations before the interviews 

helped build trust and rapport with the participants. Conversations that occurred after 

the interviews provided invaluable opportunities for the researcher and the participant to 

further explore the topic in a collaborative and cooperative manner, because both of 

them were able to reflect on what had been discussed during the interview. The 

information that emerged from ad hoc conversations was used to support the data 

collected from the interview or integrated into the next interview. Ad hoc conversations 

occurred typically within the CLCs. Conversations were also conducted with some of 

the learner participants outside the CLCs. Field notes were written up immediately after 

the conversations and any information pertinent to one or more of the research questions 

was noted down.  

Direct Observations  

The direct observations explained in this section are distinguished from the observations 

conducted throughout the interviews. In this section, observation is discussed as a 

primary means of data collection in qualitative research, not as an integral part of the 

interviews. Merriam (2009) distinguished such observations from interviews in two 

aspects:  

First, observations take place in the setting where the phenomenon of 

interest naturally occurs instead of a location designated for the purpose of 

interviewing; second, observational data represent a firsthand encounter 

with the phenomenon of interest rather than a secondhand account of the 

world obtained in an interview. (p. 117)       

        What to observe was determined by the purpose of the study and by the research 

questions posed based on the conceptual framework. The things to observe were also 

determined by the actual opportunities available at each research site and the actual 

constraints in the data collection processes. The physical environment of each selected 

CLC was carefully observed, including the CLC’s location and accessibility, the space 

for teaching and learning (e.g., lecture rooms, rooms for skills training), and facilities 

and equipment for teaching and learning. Additionally, two public lectures aimed at 

awareness raising at Site 2 and one non-agricultural skills training class at Site 3 were 

observed. Direct observations of the CLC activities helped enhance the understanding 

of the teaching and learning processes, including the teaching strategies employed, the 
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teacher-learner interactions, and the learning environments within the CLCs. General 

field notes were written up during the observations of any matters that were pertinent to 

any of the research questions. 

Document Review 

Documentary information of various types was used to corroborate and augment the 

evidence collected from interviews, ad hoc conversations, and direct observations (Yin, 

2009). With the permission from the CLC manager, relevant materials were obtained 

from each selected CLC to provide additional important background information for the 

study. These materials included: 1) short-term and/or medium-term plans of each CLC 

within the last five years; 2) evaluation reports and annual reports of each CLC within 

the last five years; 3) work summaries; and 4) plans for educational programs and 

activities.  

3.3 Methods of Analysis of Interview Transcripts, Field Notes and 

Documents 

The analysis of qualitative data is often seen as a process of making meaning (Berg, 

2009; Merriam, 2009). It involves a careful, detailed, systematic examination and 

interpretation of what people have said and what the researcher has observed and read 

(Merriam, 2009). In the present study, the data collected through different means 

contained stories from lived experiences of the research participants and the meanings 

they ascribed to such experiences. The task of the researcher, accordingly, was to 

“understand the content and complexity of those meanings” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 

66). This required the researcher to make sense of the research participants attempting 

to make sense of their own world (Smith, 2003). Thus, an interpretative approach was 

adopted for the data analysis of the study. Interpretation speaks to meanings, focusing 

on ‘what does it all mean’ (Wolcott, 1994).  

        Rudimentary data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection, and 

the more intensive data analysis commenced as soon as the fieldwork at the third 

research site was completed. Rudimentary data analysis mainly involved jotting down 

general comments, ideas, and thoughts while checking the quality of the acoustic 

recording of each completed interview and reviewing the field notes of ad hoc 

conversations and direct observations. Simultaneous data collection and analysis was 

helpful for reflecting on the issues raised in the setting, stimulating critical thinking, and 
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planning for the next data collection session based on what had been learned from the 

previous session.  

        The more intensive data analysis began with transcribing all the recorded 

interviews. Here, intensive data analysis refers to the process through which the 

tentative findings were “substantiated, revised, and reconfigured” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

178). Transcribing all the interviews personally helped develop intimacy with the data 

by listening to the recordings and reading the transcripts over and over again. This 

intimacy was developed not only with the words uttered by the participants, but also 

with their “tone of voice, expressions and gestures in the natural flow of conversations” 

(Kvale, 1996, p. 125), which also carried important meanings. Moreover, as Smith and 

Osborn (2007) suggested, “each reading has the potential to throw up new insights” (p. 

67). Transcription should not simply be viewed as a mechanical process, because it 

“involves complex decisions as mediation occurs between speakers and the eventual 

readers of transcribed words” (Wengraf, 2001, p. 221). Such mediation included 

inserting a connecting word or phrase, adding punctuation, correcting a grammatical 

error, or capitalisation. The interview transcripts and field notes were all reformatted to 

improve readability, rather than being kept as lengthy paragraphs. Full transcripts of all 

the interviews were produced in Chinese, which was the language used for all the 

interviews. All the transcripts of interviewing data, field notes from ad hoc 

conversations and observations, and electronic copies of the documents obtained from 

the CLCs were stored electronically and password protected backup copies of these files 

were made. 

        All the transcripts, field notes, and the documents were imported into NVivo, 

which is a computer software package designed for qualitative data storage and 

analysis. Three main folders were created for the data collected from Sites 1, 2 and 3, 

respectively. Within each main folder, subfolders were further created for storing and 

organising the interview transcripts, field notes and documents relevant, respectively, to 

adult learners, teachers, CLC staff members, and to other key stakeholders.  

        The fundamental aspect of the analytical process was seen as being the coding 

(Creswell, 2013; Elliott, 2018), labelling (Rapley, 2011) or category construction 

(Merriam, 2009). These different terms – coding, labelling, and category construction – 

all refer to the process of defining what the data under analysis are about (Gibbs, 2007). 

It is “a complex process that involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of 
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data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, between 

description and interpretation” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176). It is also a recursive process 

that involves coding and re-coding. The rest of this section explains each step involved 

in the coding process.    

        Analysis began with the learner interview transcripts from Site 1. In the process of 

reading down through an interview transcript, any unit of data potentially relevant or 

important to the study was highlighted. As suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985), a 

unit of data is “the smallest piece of information about something that can stand by 

itself – that is, it must be interpretable in the absence of any additional information other 

than a broad understanding of the context in which the inquiry is carried out” (p. 345). 

A unit of data should also be heuristic, revealing information pertinent to the study or 

stimulating the readers to think beyond that information (Merriam, 2009). For the units 

of data identified in each interview transcript, codes were assigned. Codes can be 

understood as the “labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential 

information compiled during a study” (Miles et al., 2014). A code, which was one word 

or one short phrase either uttered by the research participants or determined by the 

researcher, sought to capture the core content or meaning of the unit of data. Each 

interview transcript was read through a number of times. During careful reading and re-

reading, new units of data were identified; codes were refined and revised; and 

redundant codes were removed. More importantly, similar codes were grouped together 

to construct one category. For example, the learner participants who attended 

agricultural skills training at Site 1 described their learning experiences outside the 

CLC. The codes such as ‘reading books’, ‘watching television programs’, ‘searching 

online’, ‘consulting experts’, and ‘asking friends’ were compiled into one category 

named ‘learning methods’. In this way, descriptive codes produced in the earlier stage 

were translated into words or concise phrases that were summative, salient and essence-

capturing (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Saldaña, 2013).  

        As soon as the initial list of categories for the first learner interview transcript was 

prepared, the analysis of the next learner interview transcript commenced, and the same 

procedures outlined above were applied. The next step involved comparing the lists of 

categories extracted from all the learner interview transcripts from Site 1 and 

identifying relationships between emergent categories. Some of the categories were 

grouped together according to their conceptual similarities (Chappell et al., 2006). Some 
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categories emerged as superordinate concepts (Smith & Osborn, 2007), whereas some 

were dropped … as they did not fit well with the emerging structure or because they had 

a weak evidential base” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Take the category named 

‘learning methods’ for example. When describing the means through which farming-

related knowledge and skills were acquired outside the CLC, the learner participants 

from Site 1 also indicated the problems they had encountered, such as faulty 

information online. The code ‘faulty information online’ was grouped into the category 

named ‘limitations of learning methods’. And ‘learning methods’ and ‘limitations of 

learning methods’ were both grouped into a higher-level category named ‘learning 

outside CLCs’.  

        All the interview transcripts, field notes, and documents were analysed following 

the same procedures as explained above. Emergent categories were compared across 

different sets of data (interview transcripts, field notes, documents), across different 

categories of research participants (learners, teachers, CLC staff members, and other 

key stakeholders), and across three different research sites. The development of 

emergent categories was a cyclical process, because “qualitative inquiry demands 

meticulous attention to language and deep reflection on the emergent patterns and 

meanings of human experience” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 10). Meanwhile, the interaction 

between categories was sought in order to link them together in a meaningful way for 

representing the whole story. The refined categories formed the findings of the study, 

which are presented in Chapters Five, Six, and Seven. 

3.4 Ethical Issues – Consent, Privacy, Confidentiality and Harm  

Endeavours in social sciences mostly examine the lives of others. It is for this reason 

that researchers should ensure “the rights, privacy, and welfare of the people and 

communities” (Berg, 2009, p. 60) affected by and involved in a research project. There 

are a number of ethical issues that are likely to be anticipated in qualitative research 

endeavours, such as consent, privacy, confidentiality, and harm (Creswell, 2008; 

Merriam, 2009). These four issues appeared to be relevant to the present study. 

Informed consent is commonly seen as an essential part of the research projects that 

involve human participants (Byrne, 2001; Shaw, 2008). Furthermore, the present study 

sought to examine rural adults’ learning experiences in relation to their individual well-

being and to the well-being of their communities in China. The investigation was 

focused on individual learners’ personal experiences and on their views and perceptions 
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of their own experiences. In sharing personal experiences, feelings, views and 

perceptions, the issues of privacy, confidentiality, and potential psychological harm are 

likely to be anticipated (Creswell, 2008). The rest of this section examines how the 

above-mentioned four ethical issues – consent, privacy, confidentiality, and harm – 

were addressed during the processes of data collection, data management and analysis, 

and reporting of the findings. 

Obtaining Informed Consent 

The ethical research standards and norms, approval processes, and requirements of 

Griffith University guided the process of the research project. Ethical clearance was 

obtained from Griffith University before data collection commenced (Griffith 

University Reference Number: 2015/902). A variation request to include a third 

research site was submitted to Griffith University towards the end of data collection at 

the second research site. Data collection at the third research site commenced after the 

variation request was officially approved.  

        Consent generally involves the procedures by which the researcher informs the 

potential participant of the purpose and methods of the study without deception and the 

potential participant chooses voluntarily whether or not to participate in the study 

(Creswell, 2008). In the present study, consent was first obtained from the three CLC 

managers to gain access to the research sites. After ethical approval was obtained from 

Griffith University, contact was made with the manager of each selected CLC to seek 

permission for studying the site. The CLC managers were fully informed of the 

purpose, methods, and significance of the study. Formal approvals for studying the 

CLCs were obtained from all the three CLC managers. 

        Consent was also obtained from each of the research participants. The nature, 

purpose and methods of the study and how the data would be used were explained to all 

the participants without any deception at the one-on-one, face-to-face, informal 

meetings arranged for them prior to the commencement of data collection. They were 

also informed that they could choose to withdraw from the study at any stage. The 

information sheets containing detailed information about the conduct of the research 

project were provided to them. A signature on the consent form was sought from each 

participant.  
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        The informed consent process continued throughout data-gathering. All the 

participants voluntarily gave their consent to participate in the interviews by signing on 

the consent forms. Before the scheduled interviews started, the participants were 

reminded again that they could choose to withdraw from the study at any stage without 

any consequence. Permission was sought from each participant for using a recording 

device.   

        Data collection of the study also involved direct observations. Permission was 

sought from the CLC managers to observe the physical environments of the three 

selected CLCs. Three CLC events, including two public lectures at Site 2 and one skills 

training class at Site 3, were also observed. Permission was sought from the CLC 

managers to attend the CLC events. Due to the high volume of participation in these 

three events, it did not appear feasible to gain written consent from all those who were 

present. Instead, verbal consent was sought from the trainers and the learners.  

        Permission was sought from the CLC managers to collect relevant documents from 

the CLCs that were not publicly accessible. The purpose of document collection and 

how these documents would be used were explained to the CLC managers in detail. 

Protecting Participants’ Privacy 

Seeking privacy can be understood as an act of removing intimate details of individuals’ 

personal lives from public view (Merriam, 2009). At the one-on-one, face-to-face, 

informal meetings arranged prior to the commencement of data collection, personal 

details of the participants were collected in order to gain basic knowledge of those 

participants. Such information was kept in confidence and was not used for any other 

purposes. 

        Arrangements for interviews catered to the preferences of the participants. Most of 

the interviews with the learner participants were conducted in relatively private settings, 

such as their homes. The choice for the settings in which the interviews were conducted 

was determined by the participants. Moreover, all the interviews were conducted 

individually. Individual interview was preferred to focus group interview because it was 

deemed important for each participant to share personal experiences, feelings, views 

and perceptions without invasion of privacy.  
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        Direct observations of three CLC events were conducted to gain general 

knowledge of the CLC practice without targeting specific individuals and their 

behaviours. Neither audio nor video recordings were conducted during observations. 

Maintaining Confidentiality 

All the personal details collected from the participants were kept in confidence and were 

not disclosed to any third party or used for any other purposes. In analysing and 

reporting the data, participants’ real names were systematically changed to pseudonyms 

when the data were presented in the dissertation. Any information that might indicate a 

particular CLC was also dealt with carefully to ensure that the three selected CLCs 

could not be identified by any third party.  

Preventing Potential Psychological Harm 

During interviews and ad hoc conversations, any issues that might cause anxiety, stress, 

or discomfort to the respondents were intentionally avoided. There were, however, 

occasions when discomfort was shown by the participants. For example, several learner 

participants, when describing their understandings of what is a good life, recalled the 

harsh realities they had been through. Sadness was clearly revealed. The topic was 

immediately altered or a short break was suggested in order to minimise the negative 

consequences to the participants.   

3.5 Credibility and Consistency as Evaluative Criteria  

A good research study should not only adhere to the principles of ethical design and 

conduct, but also comply with professional standards appropriate to high quality of the 

research. As Merriam (2009) stated, “[to] have any effect on either the practice or the 

theory of a field, research studies must be rigorously conducted; they need to present 

insights and conclusions that ring true to readers, practitioners, and other researchers” 

(p. 210). This section examines the issues of quality, including credibility and 

consistency, and explains how they were addressed in the present study.  

        Credibility, which corresponds to the traditional terminology of internal validity, 

deals with the extent to which the findings of a research project are congruent with 

reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). One of the assumptions underlying 

qualitative research is that there is no fixed, single, stable reality. Rather, reality is 

constructed, multifaceted, and dynamic (Merriam, 2009). What is investigated in 
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qualitative research are individuals’ constructions of reality. In this sense, qualitative 

researchers appear to be ‘closer’ to reality because the researchers themselves are the 

primary instrument of data collection and analysis and there is no other data collection 

instrument is interposed (Merriam, 2009). The role of qualitative researchers is “to 

understand the perspectives of those involved in the phenomenon of interest, to uncover 

the complexity of human behaviour in a contextual framework, and to present a holistic 

interpretation of what is happening” (Merriam, 2009, p. 215). To increase the credibility 

of the findings, as Wolcott (2005) stated, means to increase “the correspondence 

between research and the real world” (p. 160).  

        Consistency corresponds to the traditional terminology of reliability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Reliability is generally understood as being concerned with the 

replicability of the findings of a research study (Creswell, 1998). However, in social 

sciences “the notion of reliability in and of itself is problematic” (Merriam, 1995, p. 55), 

since neither human behaviours nor their perceptions are static. Replication of a 

qualitative research project may be seen as more unlikely to yield the same results, 

compared to quantitative studies, because the purpose of qualitative research is to 

uncover multiple truths instead of seeking to establish universal laws (Merriam, 1995). 

Therefore, it is suggested that, for qualitative research, the issue of reliability is rather 

concerned with the consistency of the findings in relation to the data collected (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). In other words, qualitative researchers aim to make the readers concur 

that “given the data collected, the results make sense – they are consistent and 

dependable” (Merriam, 2009, p. 221).  

        A number of strategies were used to increase the credibility and consistency of the 

findings of the present study. The study adopted a three-case study approach, using the 

logic of replication of the procedures (Yin, 2009). The same set of steps were followed 

in the three case studies. Furthermore, data collection for this study involved a 

combination of interviews, ad hoc conversations, direct observations and document 

analysis. Creswell (2013) argued that validity or credibility can be increased when 

evidence is located to document a theme in different sources of data. In the present 

study, information obtained from one source supported or supplemented the information 

from a different source (Merriam, 1995). By using a qualitative case study method, a 

thick description, that is, a deep understanding of how participation in NFAE through 

rural CLCs impacted on well-being in the contemporary Chinese context, was sought. A 
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supervision panel provided guidance and advice on all aspects of this study, including 

research design, data collection, analysis, and reporting. 

3.6 Conclusions 

This chapter has provided an account of the methods applied to data-gathering and data 

analysis. A qualitative case study method was adopted to explore the linkages between 

NFAE provided through rural CLCs in China and individual and community well-

being. Three rural township-level CLCs, one in a less developed area and two in the 

more developed areas, were selected as three cases. Within each CLC, a mixed group of 

adult learners, teachers/trainers, CLC staff members, and other key stakeholders were 

purposefully selected for participation in the study to provide insights into the topic 

from different perspectives. Data collection involved a combination of one-on-one, 

semi-structured interviews, ad hoc conversations, direct observations, and document 

analysis. Written transcripts of the audio-recordings of the interviews with a total of 

fifty-seven participants and field notes generated from ad hoc conversations and direct 

observations as well as the documents collected from CLCs were analysed using an 

interpretative approach.   

        A number of ethical issues – informed consent, privacy, confidentiality and 

potential psychological harm – were effectively addressed in the study. A number of 

strategies were used to increase the credibility and consistency of the findings of the 

present study, including employing a three-case study approach and accessing guidance 

from a supervision panel throughout the entire research process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 100 

Chapter Four: Contextual Constraints on CLCs 

Chapter Four, Five, and Six are devoted to presenting the key findings of the study. 

Chapter Four presents the ways in which different contexts constrained the nature and 

worth of each CLC. The notion of a context emerged in the analysis as being a range of 

factors impacting on the CLCs, including structures, cultural traditions, views, 

perceptions, values, beliefs, and expectations. An analysis of the data suggested the 

importance of three different contexts: the political, the economic-demographic, and the 

educational. These three contexts frame the three sections of this chapter. Translated 

narrative from the participants/informants is presented in italics, following standard 

procedures.   

4.1 Controlling Political Context 

The political context of the three CLCs emerged in the analysis as being those aspects 

of the context concerning broader government policy and actions impacting directly on 

the CLCs. Data showed that the three CLCs, whether operating as a project site at Site 1 

or as township-level adult and community education providers at Site 2 and Site 3, were 

under the leadership and direction of the government. The political context in which the 

three CLCs were situated was found to be very strongly centralised in their decision-

making processes.  

        The CLC at Site 1 was located in the Central School of the town, which was a 

subordinate government organisation overseeing all the public compulsory education 

providers within the town (Field note, Site 1). The Central School was under the 

direction and supervision of the Education Bureau at the county level. In addition to its 

administrative and management responsibilities officially assigned by the Education 

Bureau, the Central School functioned as a project site under the guidance of the 

Institute of Education Sciences at the provincial level (Final report, Institute of 

Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015). Official instructions and directives regarding the 

CLC Project were issued by the Department of Education within the provincial 

government that provided direct leadership to the Institute of Education Sciences, or by 

the Bureau of Education at the municipal level (Final report, Institute of Education 

Sciences, Site 1, 2015). The Department of Education of the provincial government, 

upon commencement of the Project, issued a Notice on the Implementation of National 

Education Reform (2011) detailing the implementation process of the CLC Project. The 
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Project was divided into two phases, with goals and objectives clearly set for each 

phase. Standardisation of the physical environment of the CLCs was introduced; the 

programs and activities to be provided through the CLCs were specified; and the 

enrolment goals for different programs and activities were set (Final report, Institute of 

Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015). 

        In order to ensure smooth and successful implementation of the CLC Project, 

executive leadership teams at both provincial and municipal levels were set up (Final 

report, Institute of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015). The executive leadership teams 

governed over the CLC by making binding decisions and providing formal instructions. 

These teams comprised government officials from various offices, including education, 

agriculture, health, human resources and social security, finance, and justice (Final 

report, municipal-level Education Bureau, Site 1).  

        The implementation of the CLC programs at Site 1 was fully funded by the 

Department of Education of the provincial government and by the Bureau of Education 

at the municipal level (Final report, Institute of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015). One 

CLC staff member also explained about the sources of funds: 

Financial support is the primary support we get from the government. We 

receive funds at the end of each year from the Bureau of Education at both 

municipal and county levels, … and the funds are allocated for activity 

implementation. (Meng, Site 1)  

        The CLCs at Site 2 and Site 3 were also reported to be under the leadership of local 

governments. For example, one CLC staff member from Site 2 described the dual 

leadership of the Centre: 

My Centre is under direct leadership of the Education Bureau of the … District 

and the township-level government. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        Similarly, the decision-making authority at Site 3 was in the hands of the 

township-level government as well as the Bureau of Education within the county-level 

government, as explained by the CLC manager (Zhang, Site 3). It is worth noting that 

these two decision-making bodies were not at the same hierarchical level. Nor did they 

have an explicit, official power relation between each other. Zhang explained how the 

decision-making and supervisory responsibility was shared between these two bodies: 
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The Education Bureau is responsible for staffing and for the staff salary budget. 

The budget for other purposes is provided by or needs to be applied through the 

township-level government. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        An example provided by one local government official from Site 3 revealed the 

decision-making authority of the county-level Education Bureau over a CLC’s 

personnel: 

We have been planning for the establishment of a new CLC. The Centre will 

start to operate in the second half of this year. We have already appointed the 

principal and the staff members for the Centre. Official procedures for the 

appointment have been completed. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        Another example from one CLC manager highlighted the role of the township-

level government in providing the CLC operational budget: 

The budget from the Office of Agriculture and Rural Issues under the township-

level government is allocated for the training of rural-to-urban migrant workers 

and for the training program entitled Innovation and Entrepreneurship in 

Agriculture. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        At Site 2, a Management Committee was established within the township-level 

government to supervise the CLC’s program implementation, as explained by one CLC 

staff member: 

The township-level government is supervising all the community education 

programs within the town. … A Community Education Management Committee 

has been established by the government. The office of the Committee is located 

in the CLC, and the manager of the CLC is acting as the Administrative 

Director. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        The establishment of a similar Management Committee at Site 3 was explained by 

the manager of a county-level CLC: 

The Community Education Management Committee has been established within 

the county-level government. The Deputy Chief of the county has been appointed 

as the Head of the Committee. A Deputy Director who is in charge of 

educational issues from the Party Committee at the county level has been 

appointed as the Deputy Head of the Committee. The Head of the Education 
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Bureau at the county level also acts as the Deputy Head. An office has been set 

up under this Committee. The Director of this office is the Deputy Head of the 

county-level Education Bureau. … I act as the Deputy Director of this office. 

(Ge, Director of the county-level Community Education Centre, Site 3) 

        With all the key members selected from local governments, the Management 

Committees at Site 2 and Site 3 acted as the governing authority over the community 

education providers at the grassroots level, including the CLCs (Xiao, CLC staff 

member, Site 2; Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3).         

4.2 Changing Economic-demographic Context 

The economic-demographic context of the CLCs emerged in the analysis as being those 

aspects of the context concerning structural changes in the economy and population 

mobility along with those changes. This section reports the economic and demographic 

changes observed and/or experienced by the participants within their communities. 

Economic changes evidenced a decline of agriculture at all sites and a shift to 

manufacturing and services at Site 2 and Site 3. Contrasting trends in population 

mobility were reported. Specifically, rural-to-urban migration was identified by the 

participants as a common phenomenon at Site 1, whereas the residents at Site 2 and Site 

3 were found to be likely to remain in their communities.  

        At Site 1, rural-to-urban migration, as a common phenomenon particularly among 

younger generations, was observed by one CLC staff member: 

Nowadays, many young people, after completing higher secondary or tertiary 

education in the county or in the city, choose to change their registered 

residence in the Hukou1 system. It means that they choose to leave their villages 

permanently. (Meng, Site 1) 

        Meng also explained the influence of the advances in agriculture on young 

people’s decisions to leave temporarily or permanently their places of origin: 

Agricultural practices are no longer labour-intensive. The older people in a 

family are able to manage all the farm work. Therefore, it is unnecessary for 

young people to help with the farm work. (Meng, Site 1) 

1 Each Chinese citizen has a hukou, that is, one’s registration status, which is classified as either rural or 
urban in a specific administrative unit.  
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        One local government official saw the decline in the number of young people 

entering agriculture as being related to agriculture’s lack of appeal to them:  

Agriculture in China features high cost and low profit. … It also requires hard 

work. Therefore, most rural youths are not interested in agriculture. (Long, Site 

1) 

        An aging agriculture workforce was observed by one trainer: 

We use two numbers – thirty-eight and sixty – to describe the current features of 

the farmers, … [and these features] may apply to many rural communities in 

China. The number thirty-eight refers to female2, and the number sixty indicates 

the age. Most of the farmers are female and they are over sixty years old. Young 

people, especially those who have received some education, are not willing to 

engage in agriculture. (Cai, Site 1)  

        A typical household employment pattern was then revealed based on the interviews 

with several learners: the older generation was more likely to be ‘left behind’ in the 

villages and to be engaged in agriculture, whereas young adults tended to seek non-

agricultural employment in urban and peri-urban areas (An, Site 1; Huang, Site 1; Rong, 

Site 1). 

        The decline in the share of agricultural employment and the declining dependence 

on farming were reported to be a trend not only among younger generations, but also 

among rural households in a general sense. For example, two learners from two 

different villages provided, respectively, specific numbers of the households that were 

still engaged in farming activities: 

There are about twenty households that are engaged in greenhouse 

cultivation. … The number has been declining in recent years. Some people are 

busy taking care of their children and grandchildren. Those who have skills have 

migrated to other places. (Huang, Site 1) 

There are eighty households in total in my village. Only five or six households 

are engaged in grape growing. Others have moved to cities and found non-

farming jobs. (An, Site 1)     

2 Linking the figure “38” to women, in the context of this study, is mainly due to the fact that the 
International Women’s Day is on the 8th March.   
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        Seeking non-farming jobs was seen by one learner as the only choice for income 

generation due to the seasonality of the farming activities: 

We have no income during the slack season. We usually look for casual job 

opportunities in winter. Agriculture is not the primary source of income. … We 

still very much rely on the casual work in urban areas. Our children work in the 

city and they provide financial assistance to parents too. (Rong, Site 1) 

        A detailed and vivid description offered by one learner revealed the change in the 

main source of income in her family during the past three decades: 

Life back to thirty years ago was pretty tough. When our kids were small, my 

husband and I worked at construction sites to earn twenty-six Chinese Yuan for 

ten hours of work every day. … We [then] opened a small corner shop. … We 

had that small business for over ten years. We used to rear chickens and pigs 

too …  for profit. … We closed the shop ten years ago, and we no longer rear 

animals. Our two sons are both working in cities, … [and] my husband 

purchased a loader and is now working as a labour contractor. (Hou, Site 1) 

        The movement of rural population was not always unidirectional. Rural migrants’ 

return to their places of origin, as an emerging phenomenon, was captured by one 

trainer:   

Ten years ago, many people in the XXX village chose to migrate to cities for 

better incomes. But sadly, hard work did not always guarantee higher earnings. 

The cultivation of vegetables in the Loess Plateau during recent years and a 

relatively good profit have resulted in the return of some rural migrants. After 

all, migration is an option that people are compelled to take up due to the harsh 

realities of life. No one wants to be far away from home … if there are well-paid 

jobs in the local area. (Mao, Site 1)       

        Several learners also reported that the profitability of vegetable farming in the 

Loess Plateau was much higher than that of crop farming (Dong, Site 1; Han, Site 1; 

Jin, Site 1). In addition to the changes in the cropping pattern, the government had 

relaxed rural land transfer rules to allow local farmers to contract and use the land 

originally allocated for others (Cai, trainer, Site 1). One learner explained the benefits of 

farmland transfer: 
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In some families, the young people have already moved to cities and the older 

generation is left behind in the village. They have farmland, but they are 

incapable of doing any farm work because of age. They prefer to transfer the 

land use rights to me and collect rent. … I am also able to increase my farm size 

for higher efficiency and for a better income. (Yang, Site 1) 

        At Site 2, rapid urbanisation was reported to have resulted in a massive agricultural 

land loss mainly due to confiscation for commercial development. For example, one 

Village Party Committee member explained that: 

Collective economy has a long history in my village. The farmland collectively 

owned by all the villagers was used to build factories at first. Later, following 

the national policy of ‘suppress the secondary industry and develop the service 

industry’, we built some commercial buildings. … In 1998, nearly all the people 

in my village changed their residency status from rural to urban, because of the 

land expropriation for commercial use. … We used to have some township 

enterprises3. … Our villagers were employed by those enterprises after losing 

their farmland. But such enterprises had undergone major reforms and become 

private enterprises. The villagers had to seek new job opportunities somewhere 

else. There is no one in the village doing farm work nowadays. (Wang, Site 2) 

        The factories and enterprises established in the villages provided employment 

opportunities for local people, as explained by one Village Party Committee member: 

There are many factories in the villages nowadays, providing a large number of 

job opportunities. One will not want to move to another place that is far from 

home, unless the person cannot find a job in the local area. (Ren, Site 2) 

        Similar to Site 2 where the focus of economic development had been shifted to 

manufacturing and services, a mushrooming of rural enterprises was observed by one 

learner from Site 3: 

People are very likely to move to another place if there are few enterprises with 

limited job opportunities in the local area. This is not the case in my village. 

There are quite a few enterprises in my village, and many local residents work at 

those enterprises. (Shang, Site 3) 

 
3 The township enterprises here refer to the market-oriented public/collectively-owned enterprises under 
the purview of local governments.  
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        The growth of rural enterprises at Site 3 was seen by one learner as being related to 

the vanishing of villages amid the rush for achieving intensive urbanisation: 

The whole village has been knocked down to achieve urbanisation. … The 

majority of the working-age people now work at local enterprises. (Xu, Site 3) 

        Based on the ad hoc conversation with the CLC manager at Site 3, the process of 

urbanisation had not swept away all the farmland in his town. The county-level 

government still put an emphasis on agricultural development and innovation. At the 

policy level, multi-sectoral collaboration involving the agriculture, science, technology, 

and education sectors had long been promoted for the purpose of agricultural 

modernisation (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3). Budget was allocated to support 

agricultural innovation projects. Technical assistance was available through the network 

within the education sector. Small-scale agricultural cooperatives were set up 

voluntarily in some villages for a better use of the resource pools (Field note, Site 3).  

4.3 Marginalising Educational Context 

The educational context of the three CLCs emerged in the analysis as being those 

aspects of the context concerning the formal status of the CLCs and their educational 

provision. The findings pertaining to this context are presented in three subsections. The 

first section reports the different development stages the CLCs had undergone. The 

second section examines the relatively inferior status of the CLCs in relation to their 

transition to community education providers. The last section then evidences the CLCs’ 

poor resource pools as a major consequence of their inferior status.  

4.3.1 Evolution of Institutional Mandate 

Institutional mandate emerged in the analysis as being related to the scope of the CLCs’ 

educational provision outlined or defined by the government policy. This section reports 

the transition of the CLCs at Site 2 and Site 3 from literacy education providers to 

vocational education providers in the 1990s and further to community education 

providers since the turn of the century.  

        Established under the name of the Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults, 

the three CLCs attached great importance to illiteracy eradication and skills training in 

the 1980s and early 1990s (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 1; CLC official website, Site 

2; Zhang, CLC manger, Site 3). It was learned from the ad hoc conversation with Meng 
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that failure in a steady and smooth transition to on-the-job training and continuing 

education after the massive literacy campaign had resulted in the closure of some 

Cultural and Technical Schools at the grassroots level (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 

1). He also indicated that the Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults in his 

town had been existing in name only after meeting the target of illiteracy reduction. 

        An imperative of economic development, during the 1990s, had resulted in an 

expansion in the provision of technical and vocational education and training, especially 

in the formal setting (CLC official website, Site 2; Zhou, local government official, Site 

3). The Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults at Site 2 then took on the new 

title of the Secondary Vocational School, as explained by one CLC staff member: 

My School transformed from a literacy education provider to a Secondary 

Vocational School in the early 1990s. …  The title of the Secondary Vocational 

School was cancelled in 2008, following the directive from the Education Bureau 

of the XXX District. We no longer provide secondary vocational education and 

training. (Xiao, Site 2)  

        The CLC manager at Site 3 reported a similar transition that his Centre had 

undergone: 

The Centre was established as a Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults, 

and then grew into a Secondary Vocational School. The Secondary Vocational 

School successfully transformed into a Secondary School, and it is now 

independent of the CLC. (Zhang, Site 3) 

         Since the turn of the century, the Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults 

at Site 2 had entered a new stage of development, as described by one CLC staff 

member: 

Since 2008, the School has transformed from an adult education provider to a 

lifelong education provider. Such a transformation is aligned with the national 

agenda for the development of adult education. The number of students enrolled 

in the diploma or degree programs [provided by the School] has been gradually 

declining. The decline is partly influenced by the implementation of the Diploma-

to-Degree pathway programs provided by other educational institutions. … 

Therefore, our priority has shifted from diploma and degree programs to 

community education, which is open to all community members. (Xiao, Site 2)  
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        The transition to a provider of community education was explained by the CLC 

manager at Site 3:  

Nowadays, vocational education is mainly provided by vocational schools at 

secondary and tertiary levels. Open Universities, as one of the adult education 

providers, mainly offer degree programs. The CLC is responsible for ‘training’, 

which does not result in formal degrees. To provide community education … is 

our new responsibility. The Centre has several different titles, among which the 

Cultural and Technical School for Rural Adults and the Community Education 

Centre are of the utmost importance. (Zhang, Site 3)  

         One retired CLC manager briefly summarised the key stages that his Centre had 

gone through: 

I was appointed as the Principal of the Adult Education Centre in 1990 and I 

retired in 2008. … Rural adult education had its focus on illiteracy reduction in 

the 1990s. Then the focus was shifted to income generation and poverty 

reduction. An integration of adult education and community education has 

become a top priority in recent years. (Lan, Site 3)  

        It should be noted that the terms ‘vocational education’, ‘adult education’, and 

‘community education’ as used by the participants of the study were distinguished from 

each other. One local government official made the following clarification: 

Vocational education offers full-time programs and results in formal degrees. … 

Adult education in rural China is focused on occupational skills training, and 

such training programs are not full-time programs. Community education … is 

the education from cradle to grave. … It encompasses a wide range of activities 

for young children, adolescents, adults, and the elderly. … Community education 

activities include skills training, sports, leisure and recreation, seminars on 

health, and so on. (Zhou, Site 3) 

       At Site 1, priority was given particularly to agricultural skills training and various 

cultural and recreational activities on the occasions of traditional festivals (Final report, 

Institute of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015).  
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4.3.2 Low Priority of Community Education  

This section evidences the low priority given to community education by the central 

government, by the county-level and township-level governments, and by the Village 

Party Committees. The inferior status of community education was seen by the 

participants as being related to its lack of contribution to development at both regional 

and national levels.  

        As explained by one local government official, the term community education was 

often used by the policy makers interchangeably with lifelong education, continuing 

education, and adult education to refer to the education distinguishable from formal, 

for-credit, full-time schooling (Zhou, Site 3). Zhou further identified that although these 

terms were used widely and frequently in the official documents, they tended to lack 

clarification: 

The terms that are often used in the policy documents issued either by the central 

government or by the provincial government … can be confusing and debatable. 

These concepts have not been clearly understood by the central authorities. The 

local government officials’ understanding of these concepts is even poorer. 

(Zhou, Site 3) 

        One CLC manager had a similar view: 

The concept of community education is vague and abstract. (Gan, Site 2) 

        Community education was not only seen as an ambiguous concept, but it was also 

reported to be of low priority and of little significance. For example, one Village Party 

Committee member saw the development of community education as less important 

than the development of local economy: 

Our primary concern is to improve the livelihood of community members … 

[that is,] the tangible benefits that the villagers can obtain. … With regard to 

their spiritual4 life, … we will try to meet their spiritual needs by organising 

more community education activities. But we are unable to guarantee that their 

spiritual needs can be satisfied. (Wang, Site 2) 

 
4 The word ‘spiritual’ in this context refers to ‘non-material’. 
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        The CLC manager from Site 2 also confirmed the Village Party Committees’ 

position on community education: 

What are the Village Party Committees busy with every day? Economic 

development and income generation! They are busy dealing with housing 

demolition to achieve urbanisation. They have no time and energy for other 

matters. To them, community education is … like the drizzle5. (Gan, Site 2) 

        Similarly, community education was reported to be given low priority by 

township-level and county-level governments:  

Local governments put a lot of efforts into the development of basic education, 

that is, the formal education targeting children and youth. Community education 

does not get much attention. … Some government officials at the grassroots level 

have no idea of community education. They know about primary and secondary 

education only. (Shen, Site 2) 

        One CLC manager identified the same situation: 

The Bureau of Education at the county level believes that primary and secondary 

schooling should be placed at the centre of educational development. We cannot 

compare ourselves with primary or secondary schools. The township-level 

government takes the same position. … The quality of primary and secondary 

schools matters for the reputation of a town. … We make no contribution in this 

regard. We are thus marginalised. (Zhang, Site 3)  

        Zhang pointed out one consequence of that marginalisation: 

Sometimes we receive a policy document from the Bureau of Education at the 

county level, and we have to check very carefully whether the CLCs are 

mentioned or not. When the title of a policy document includes the key words 

such as ‘schools at all levels’ or ‘schools of all types’, we assume that it should 

be relevant to us. … But very often we cannot find any information related to 

CLCs. Then we have to think hard: should we follow the instructions and 

organise some activities too? Is it appropriate to do so, given that CLCs are not 

specifically mentioned in the official document? (Zhang, Site 3) 

5 Drizzle here refers to something that is of little significance.  
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        Zhang further explained the marginalised status of his Centre in relation to its 

transition to a community education provider: 

We used to have a very close work relationship with the Bureau of Education at 

the county level and have frequent contact with the officials, because the Centre 

used to be a formal educational institution providing degree programs to full-

time students. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Adult and community education was reported to be given low priority by the 

central authorities as well. One former CLC manager provided an example: 

Adult education does not receive much attention from the central government. 

There is a national award for those who make significant contributions to adult 

education. However, the selection is conducted by the Chinese Adult Education 

Association, not by the Ministry of Education. Therefore, the adult education 

providers at the grassroots level do not take this award seriously. … The 

Ministry of Education does not have a good understanding of the importance of 

adult education to a nation’s development. (Lan, Site 3) 

        Lan further provided a thought-provoking statement that could possibly explain 

why adult and community education was not given high priority by the central 

government: 

Our country is putting a lot of efforts into the development of military, 

technology and higher education. And the progress and achievement in these 

areas are obvious. However, with regard to the cultivation of good qualities of 

our citizens through adult education, the government is still adopting an 

obscurantist policy as it used to do. … The more crude and dull the citizens are, 

the more submissive they are. Once they become smart, the government might 

have problems with petitions against this and that. (Lan, Site 3)    

4.3.3 Poor Resourcing of CLCs  

This section evidences perceived limitations on education facilities and equipment, 

funds, and staffing of the three CLCs. A gap was identified by the participants between 

the vision for the CLCs prescribed by the policy makers and the resources provided to 

them for the achievement of that vision.  
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        Based on the ad hoc conversations with the CLC staff at different sites, the three 

CLCs, whether operating as a project site at Site 1 or as township-level adult and 

community education centres at Site 2 and Site 3, were fully dependent upon local 

governments for providing them with material, financial, and human resources (Field 

note, Site 1; Field note, Site 2; Field note, Site 3). One CLC staff member from Site 1 

reported that education facilities and equipment were not provided to his Centre: 

We do not have our own space for teaching and learning. Equipment is not 

provided either. (Meng, Site 1) 

        In addition to the unavailability of necessary facilities and equipment, the fund 

allocated to the CLC at Site 1 in support of its activity implementation was reported to 

be quite limited. One researcher from the CLC Project team stated that: 

We provide project fund to each project site, but the fund is limited. … It is 

absolutely far from enough to meet the diverse needs of local communities. 

(Wen, Site 1) 

        Moreover, the issue of understaffing was explained by one CLC staff member from 

Site 1: 

You may have noticed that I am the only staff member [of this CLC], although 

the Centre was established some time ago. I have a full-time job. Therefore, I 

work part time for the CLC. (Meng, Site 1) 

        One local government official saw resource constraints as a common problem of 

the CLCs in the less developed regions of China: 

It is not uncommon to find a CLC in Western or Central parts of China that does 

not have its own buildings. Nor is it an independent legal entity. You may find its 

school sign hanging at the entrance of a local primary or secondary school. And 

the primary or secondary school principal also serves as the CLC manager. … 

The CLC manager may be the only staff member of that CLC. What do you 

expect an organisation with one staff member to achieve? (Zhou, Site 3) 

        Operating as an organisation affiliated to the Central School of the town, the CLC 

at Site 1 was expected to function as an intermediary between the local government and 

local communities, according to one researcher from the CLC Project team: 



114

The local government often fails to address the needs of local communities 

because the officials do not have a good understanding of what people’s needs 

are. … A CLC, whether it is established in a town or in a village, can fill this gap 

by collecting information from local communities and reporting to relevant 

government offices. The CLC should then assist the local government to organise 

the resources that are needed to address those identified needs. (Wen, Site 1) 

        One CLC staff member from Site 1 asserted that it was the coordination of 

resources, rather than the resources themselves, that mattered to the CLC: 

The CLC takes the responsibility of coordinating different organisations for 

program delivery. … This is how we organise a training program for farmers: 

we communicate with Village Party Committee members and ask them to inform 

community members of the forthcoming event, to identify potential participants, 

and to ensure their attendance. Then we negotiate with a local primary school. 

The school provides a classroom, a computer, a projector, etc. The township-

level government is responsible for looking for a trainer. … The CLC functions 

as an intermediary. (Meng, Site 1) 

        Meng further indicated that confronted with funding constraints, his Centre usually 

relied on its partner organisations to cover the expenses for activity implementation. 

However, the financial condition of those partner organisations was reported to be less 

than promising as well. For example, the Head of the Township Cultural Centre, which 

was a subordinate government organisation responsible for organising cultural, sports, 

and leisure activities, explained that: 

Our budget is quite limited. Our annual budget allocated by the government is 

40,000 Chinese Yuan. … The money is not provided to us directly. … It is in the 

hands of the Culture and Sport Bureau at the county level. The amount of money 

we receive every year is no more than 10,000 Chinese Yuan. We spend 2,000 

Chinese Yuan on newspaper prescriptions, and 1,000 Chinese Yuan on the 

purchase of the broadband Internet service. The rest of the money is used for 

event organising. (Kang, Site 1) 

        As independent legal entities, the CLCs at Site 2 and Site 3 were equipped with 

classrooms and/or training rooms, staff offices, and conference rooms (Field note, Site 

2; Field note, Site 3). However, the gap between the facilities needed for activity 
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implementation and those available at the CLCs was recognised by one local 

government official: 

The CLCs organise training programs for the workers from local factories and 

enterprises. … For such occupational skills training, tools and equipment need 

to be prepared so that the learners can practise during the training. However, 

many CLCs do not have specially designed teaching and learning spaces for 

such training. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        Insufficient fund was reported by the CLC manager from the same site as another 

constraint: 

The Bureau of Education at the county level has set two targets for township-

level CLCs. Agricultural and non-agricultural skills training should be delivered 

to at least 38.1% of the population within the town. Additionally, each year, a 

CLC is required to involve at least 12.7% of local community members in its 

community education activities. … The government expenditure on community 

education is three Chinese Yuan per community member per year only. … 

However, the cost for organising community education events is high. We need 

to plan strategically. … We try to save money and energy, and at the same time, 

to meet the target. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Despite the resource constraints explained above, CLCs were reported to be 

attractive and popular employers. Zhang explained why: 

All the CLCs in my county are renewing their existing workforce this year. There 

are a lot of primary and secondary school teachers trying to get a position, 

because they have an impression that the workload of CLCs is very light. 

(Zhang, Site 3) 

        In addition to their light workload, the CLCs’ relatively low requirement for 

teacher quality was recognised by one local government official as another reason for 

the popularity of CLCs as potential employers: 

Until the 1990s, it had been a common phenomenon that a School for Rural 

Adults was staffed with a close-to-retirement principal and a group of 

underperforming teachers transferred from primary or secondary schools. … 

This situation has been slightly improved in recent years. (Zhou, Site 3)   
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        Specific selection criteria for candidates and recruitment processes were unclear. 

However, one staff member from a county-level CLC observed that: 

Those who are able to secure job positions at the CLCs normally have strong 

personal relationships with local government officials. (Xin, Site 3) 

        Based on the ad hoc conversations with the CLC staff at different sites, they were 

all transferred from local primary or secondary schools and had no educational or 

professional background in adult education or in other relevant fields (Field note, Site 1; 

Field note, Site 2; Field note, Site 3). 

        Additionally, the opportunity for professional development was reported to be 

scarce. For example, one CLC staff member explained that: 

We did not know much about community education. … When the Centre was 

required by the local government to shift its focus to community education in 

2006, we invited a few experts … to give us lectures on community education. … 

The local government should provide regular professional development 

opportunities to us. But this is not on the agenda of the local government yet. 

(Shen, Site 2) 

        The CLC manager from the same site reported understaffing as another constraint 

on his Centre: 

I see CLCs as grassroots organisations … serving all community members. 

There are so many things that we can do and need to do. However, we are at the 

moment incapable of meeting all these local needs. … It is stated in an official 

document from the central government that each CLC should have a 10,000:1.5 

ratio between local residents and the CLC’s staff members. There are about 

400,000 residents in this town. How many staff members are needed? Sixty. 

Currently we have ten staff members. It is very unlikely that we will recruit sixty 

people, because community education is not something important for the nation. 

(Gan, Site 2) 

4.4 Summary of the Main Findings 

This chapter has represented the ways in which the political, economic-demographic, 

and educational contexts constrained the nature and worth of the three selected CLCs. 

The political context in which the three CLCs were situated was strongly centralised in 
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its decision-making processes. The investigated CLCs, whether operating as a project 

site at Site 1 or as township-level adult and community education providers at Sites 2 

and 3, were under direct leadership of local governments. The decision-making 

authority concerning the budget, personnel, and program implementation of the CLCs 

lay mostly with local governments, not with the CLCs themselves.   

        The economic-demographic context in which the three CLCs were situated had 

undergone changes and transformations. Urbanisation had resulted in a decline of 

agriculture at all sites and a shift to manufacturing and services at Sites 2 and 3. 

Structural changes in the economy had further impacted on population mobility. At Site 

1, the shrinking agriculture sector appeared to be one of the most important push factors 

of rural-to-urban migration. By contrast, the residents at Sites 2 and 3 were likely to 

remain in their communities and seek employment opportunities in secondary and 

tertiary economic sectors.  

        The selected CLCs were situated in such an educational context that appeared to 

marginalise CLCs and their educational provision. The low status of the CLCs at Sites 2 

and 3 was found to be associated with their transition from literacy education providers 

to vocational education providers in the 1990s and further to community education 

providers since the turn of the century. The low status of CLCs had further resulted in 

their poor resource pools. 
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Chapter Five: Institutional Quagmires of CLCs 

A main finding of the study was that the three CLCs experienced their engagements as 

falling into institutional quagmires. The notion of an institutional quagmire emerged in 

the analysis as being confined space or restricted opportunity allowed for educational 

service delivery through the CLCs. Such confined space or restricted opportunity was 

found to be resulted from the intertwining of a top-down governing model of the CLCs 

and their target-driven approach to policy implementation. The top-down governing 

model and the target-driven approach were found to be employed throughout the 

planning, implementation, and evaluation processes. These three phases frame the three 

sections of this chapter.  

5.1 Planning as Directed 

The notion of planning emerged in the analysis as being related to the decision-making 

on the content and delivery approach of the educational events provided through the 

three CLCs. It was found that decisions on the programs to be carried out and on the 

approaches to be used to deliver those programs were largely driven by quantitative 

targets, that is, enrolment goals set by the local government at each site. Furthermore, as 

evidenced, planning for programs and activities was conducted by the three CLCs and 

their partner organisations based on the policy directives and instructions passed from 

central authorities down to them along the long chains of command.  

        The findings pertaining to the planning of CLC programs and activities are 

presented in five subsections. The beginning subsection represents the views and 

perceptions of the participants on community education. The second subsection explains 

and evidences the ways in which the three CLCs’ activity planning was driven by 

quantitative targets set by local governments for them. The next two subsections are 

interrelated to each other. The third subsection evidences the lack of intentions and 

efforts of the three CLCs and their partner organisations to employ a bottom-up 

approach to their activity planning, whereas the following subsection represents the top-

down approach they typically adopted to their planning. Centralised decision-making 

processes seemed to have played a role in shaping how CLC staff members perceived 

and understood their relationships with the government on the one hand and with local 

communities on the other hand, as explained in the final subsection. 
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5.1.1 Maximisation of Activity Diversity 

This section evidences the participants’ tendency to see community education as 

characterising the diversity of clientele groups and the diversity of programs and 

activities. Furthermore, community education was seen by some participants as a 

consequence of economic prosperity at both individual and community levels. The 

significance of community education was thus reported to be related to the fulfilment of 

various needs in non-material life domains and to socio-cultural development.  

        The diversity of clientele groups was seen by several participants as an important 

feature of community education: 

We organise programs and activities for all age groups, including young 

children, adolescents, adults, and the elderly. Community education for adults is 

further classified into education and training for women, for Party members, for 

the disabled, and for the employees of local enterprises and factories. (Shen, 

CLC staff member, Site 2) 

Before it transformed into a community education provider, the CLC targeted 

adults only. Now the clientele groups have been expanding. … Whether they are 

newborns or 100-year-olds, they are all considered as potential participants of 

community education. (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3) 

Community education features a broad spectrum of participants, including 

newborns, adolescents, youth, adults, and the elderly. It involves all age groups. 

(Zhou, local government official, Site 3) 

        The diversity of programs and activities was reported to be another characteristic 

of community education. A number of participants explained that: 

The programs under the label of community education can be classified into two 

groups. One group of programs have their focus on practical skills and aim to 

bring about tangible benefits, such as chef training and hospitality training. The 

other group of activities aim at intangible benefits, such as people’s values, 

beliefs, attitudes, habits, lifestyles, and so on. (Gan, CLC manager, Site 2)  

There are certain programs we organise every year, including the dissemination 

of scientific knowledge, training programs on health and disease prevention, 
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seminars on environmental protection, and legal knowledge dissemination. (Lin, 

CLC staff member, Site 2) 

Community education had a strong focus on sports, recreation, and leisure in the 

past. Nowadays it also includes skills training, dissemination of scientific 

knowledge, seminars on health and personal care, and lifestyle and wellness 

programs. (Zhou, local government official, Site 3) 

        At Site 1, the official documents regarding the implementation of the CLC Project 

outlined a variety of programs and activities that the CLC should offer to local 

communities, including: agricultural skills training, education on socialist values, moral 

education, legal knowledge dissemination, recreation, and cultural activities (Final 

report, Institute of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015).  

        The policy documents relating to the implementation of the CLC Project at Site 1 

and to the promotion of community education at Site 2 and Site 3 emphasised the role 

of the CLCs’ practice in changing individuals’ attitudes and behaviours especially in 

non-work domains and in promoting socio-cultural development (Final report, Institute 

of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015; Ministry of Education et al., 2016). One learner 

perceived community education and community-based activities as having a focus on 

non-material aspects of life and on socio-cultural development: 

Community-based activities … are crucial to socio-cultural development and to 

attitude change. … Economic development has resulted in increased living 

standards. With the improvement of living conditions, individuals start to pay 

attention to the non-material aspects of life. It is within such a context that 

community education becomes critical. (Chen, Site 1) 

        One former CLC manager saw economic prosperity as the prerequisite for the 

development of community education: 

Community education started [in China] after the central government 

introduced the market-oriented economic reform and open-door policy. … As 

economy develops and material living conditions improve, people start to pay 

attention to their health, happiness, and so on. Then there is a felt need for 

community education. (Lan, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member put it straightforwardly: 
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        In my view, community education is education for the rich. (Qin, Site 3) 

        Similarly, the CLC manager from Site 2 viewed community education as education 

for the more developed, urban communities: 

Rural people depend on agriculture for a living. What is the point of delivering 

community education to rural population in the less developed regions? What is 

the point of delivering babysitting and housekeeping training to farmers? You 

train them how to clean a home and how to prepare food. … What do they need 

these skills for? The education offered to rural communities should be called 

rural education. Community education refers to education for urban 

communities only. The scope of community education should not be expanded to 

include rural communities. (Gan, Site 2) 

         Gan also asserted that education for urban communities should be differentiated 

from that for rural communities: 

Initially, community education targeted urban areas only. … Now rural areas 

have been undergoing urbanisation, and a village is also called a community. 

Strictly speaking, … the term community refers to an urban community. People 

get these terms mixed up these days. … It is just not right to simply replicate 

those community education programs originally designed for urban communities 

in rural communities. (Gan, Site 2) 

5.1.2 Target-driven Activity Planning 

This section evidences the efforts made by the three CLCs in order to achieve their 

quantitative targets, that is, enrolment goals set by local governments. It was found that 

the three CLCs’ decision-making on the curriculum content and delivery mode was 

largely driven by those quantitative targets. Material incentives were seen by the three 

CLCs and their partner organisations as highly effective in increasing participation. For 

this reason, monetary rewards were commonly used across different research sites.  

        The policy document regarding the implementation of the CLC Project at Site 1 

explicated the goals for each implementation stage: 

During the first phase of the Project, each CLC should provide socialist values 

education, moral education, and legal knowledge dissemination to 90% of local 

community members. Agricultural skills training should be delivered to at least 
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60% of local community members. During the second phase of the Project, each 

CLC should provide socialist values education, moral education, and legal 

knowledge dissemination to all community members. Agricultural skills training 

should be delivered to at least 80% of local community members. (Final report, 

Institute of Education Sciences, Site 1, 2015) 

        The CLC manager at Site 2 emphasised the important role of ‘numbers’ in the 

evaluation of his Centre: 

Each year, the local government evaluates a CLC by comparing the total 

number of residents in the town with the total number of people involved in the 

CLC programs. The government also looks at the total number of activities a 

CLC has organised within a year. (Gan, Site 2) 

        The adoption of similar evaluation criteria at Site 3 was reported by the CLC 

manager: 

The Bureau of Education at the county level has set two targets for township-

level CLCs. Agricultural and non-agricultural skills training should be delivered 

to at least 38.1% of the population within the town. Additionally, each year, a 

CLC is required to involve at least 12.7% of local community members in its 

community education activities. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Perhaps influenced by the policy with a strong emphasis on numbers, some CLC 

staff members tended to define the success of an event as filling seats. For example, one 

CLC staff member explained that: 

We call an activity unsuccessful when there are not enough participants. For 

example, the expected number of participants for today’s event was eighty, … 

but only fifty people turned up. We see it as an unsuccessful event. … And we 

will not organise the same event again in the future. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        One CLC manager described an unsuccessful activity, or more broadly, an 

unsuccessful CLC: 

I visited a Community Training Centre in the State of Victoria of Australia 

before. I did not think the Centre in Australia was doing better than us. … There 

were only four or five learners in one class. … There are a large number of 
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participants and a wide variety of clientele groups involved in the activities 

organised by my Centre. (Gan, Site 2) 

        To achieve the enrolment goals set by the local government was seen by one CLC 

manager as difficult, given the relatively large population size of the town on the one 

hand, and the limited resources provided to the CLC on the other hand: 

Each year, a CLC is required to involve at least 12.7% of local community 

members in its community education activities. … It means that the participation 

should reach at least 10,000 people. We did a calculation before. If we organise 

small events, we need to have at least two events taking place each day. It is not 

practical at all. … Moreover, the government expenditure on community 

education is three Chinese Yuan per community member per year only. … 

However, the cost for organising community education events is high. We need 

to plan strategically. … We try to save money and energy, and at the same time, 

to meet the target. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Strategic decision-making with respect to what programs or what kind of programs 

should be provided, when they should take place, which delivery mode might be the 

most appropriate, and what methods could be used to increase participation was 

evidenced. Zhang vividly described his logic driving the decision-making around what 

kind of programs his Centre preferred to implement: 

Large-scale events are our preferences. … It is like filling a basket with eggs. 

The government, during the evaluation of CLCs, checks whether the basket is full 

or not, rather than what eggs are there in the basket. … We choose the eggs in a 

big size! (Zhang, Site 3) 

        One learner described what the government officials ‘checked’ during their 

evaluation of the CLC at Site 1, based on her own observation: 

Last year the officials from the county-level government came to my village. It 

was around the New Year. … On the day of their arrival, a series of leisure 

activities, jointly organised by the CLC and the Rural Culture Centre under the 

township-level government, took place. … The activities were attended not only 

by the people from my village, but also by the teachers from local schools in the 

town. … I could not understand. Were those activities not organised for the 
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residents of my village? Why did the organisers involve so many outsiders? 

(Tao, Site 1) 

        ‘Large-scale’ was the keyword. The larger the events a CLC implemented, the 

fewer events it needed in order to meet the quantitative targets. Timing was reported to 

be important, as it could be relatively easy to bring community members together 

during certain times of the year. Two CLC staff members recognised that the festivals 

celebrated by and within local communities were usually special occasions for 

community members to gather together: 

We organise cultural activities on the occasion of temple fairs, which take place 

around the time of the Chinese New Year. The temple fairs are usually attended 

by a large number of people. … People may not want to or have time to come 

and participate in our cultural and recreational activities if these activities are 

organised at other times. (Meng, Site 1) 

There is a village holding the Mulberry Cultural Festival every year. … The 

Festival provides a platform for many different activities to take place. We 

usually plan and organise one activity that is aligned with the theme of the 

Festival. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        In addition to recreational and cultural activities, seminars and lectures were seen 

by one Village Party Committee member as an alternative effective and convenient way 

to bring people together: 

Most of the CLC activities are conducted in a seminar or lecture format. If the 

aim is to bring a certain number of people together and to provide a one-off 

opportunity for them to learn together at a particular time and place, then 

seminars and lectures are the best options. (Ren, Site 2) 

        One CLC staff member reported on his Centre’s choice of curriculum content: 

Our aim is to involve as many people as we can. We are unlikely to achieve this 

goal by organising, for example, skills training. One skills training course can 

involve a small number of participants only. We organise the activities that 

encourage large-scale participation. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        Being innovative and creative in the curriculum design was seen by two 

participants as important: 
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Community members are not interested in attending the same or similar 

activities. They may feel bored. They may wonder why the same activities are 

organised over and over again. (Wang, Village Party Committee member, Site 

2) 

This year we organised some activities promoting the virtue of respect for one’s 

parents, elders, and ancestors. … We never organised such activities in the 

past. … We are trying to do something new and different. (Shen, CLC staff 

member, Site 2) 

        It was learned from the ad hoc conversations with the CLC staff at different sites 

that although the three CLCs attempted to involve different age groups in their 

programs and activities, different age groups varied in their availability for participation 

(Field note, Site 1; Field note, Site 2; Field note, Site 3). One CLC staff member 

recognised that older adults tended to have a more flexible time allocation and they 

were more likely to participate in the CLC activities: 

Those who are more likely to participate in the community education activities 

are mostly the elderly. … They have retired and have plenty of free time. … 

Therefore, we often organise seminars on health and personal care as well as 

leisure activities. We believe that such activities are suitable to them and 

potentially attractive to them. (Qin, Site 3) 

        One local government official observed the same situation: 

Most of the participants of the community education programs are the middle-

aged and the elderly. Young people rarely attend those activities because they go 

to work during the day. Therefore, older adults are the main target group. CLCs 

organise activities that are suitable to them, such as seminars on health and 

personal care. (Lu, Site 2) 

        Material incentives, such as money and gifts, were reported to be effective in 

encouraging participation. A number of CLC staff from different sites described the 

importance of material incentives: 

We know that some activities are not so attractive to community members. 

Material incentives can help increase participation. (Meng, Site 1) 
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Community members are more motivated if material incentives are provided. … 

We usually prepare small gifts and distribute to the participants at the end of the 

events. … You know, modern society is materialistic. Most people’s motivation is 

driven by monetary rewards. (Shen, Site 2) 

Sometimes we even have to increase the incentives. … People may be less 

motivated if there are no incentives provided at all. … Using incentives to attract 

participation may be an important characteristic of community education 

practice in China. (Xiao, Site 2) 

Whether people are willing to participate in our programs or not depends 

largely on how attractive the material incentives are. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        In contrast with the pursuit of maximising participation as reported above was the 

deep concern of one CLC staff member about what her Centre had achieved in a real 

sense: 

All our activities look spectacular, fancy, and crowded. The total number of 

participants involved in community education has been increasing every year. … 

But are community members really interested in our activities? … Ideally, 

participation should be driven by interest and motivation, not by material 

incentives. We plan and organise the activities that may not be needed or wanted 

by community members. Where are we going? … Community education in China 

does need real reforms! (Lin, Site 2) 

5.1.3 Inadequate Needs Assessment  

The notion of needs assessment emerged in the analysis as being the process to identify 

what the local community members wanted to learn and/or needed to learn before the 

content of the educational events was determined. This section evidences the lack of 

intentions and efforts of the three CLCs and their partner organisations in assessing the 

learning needs of local communities they served during their activity planning 

processes. Undertaking needs assessments was seen by the three CLCs and their partner 

organisations as infeasible, difficult, and unnecessary. Activity planning was undertaken 

by the CLCs and their partner organisations with a strong sense of confidence about the 

significance and potential benefits of those activities.  

        Assessing the needs of local communities as a step in the activity planning was 

seen by one CLC staff member as infeasible: 
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There are practical issues with conducting needs assessments. … It is time-

consuming, and it is difficult for us to find time to visit local communities on a 

frequent basis. Needs assessments can only be accomplished with the support of 

Village Party Committees. But they may simplify the processes or even refuse to 

be involved. Moreover, it is not polite for us to ask whether they have conducted 

the needs assessments, in what ways, and what feedback they have collected. … 

We need to show our respect and trust and maintain good relationships with 

them. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        One Village Party Committee member from the same site explained why the 

Committee was not able to support the implementation of needs assessments: 

It is just not feasible to conduct such assessments. There are over 5,000 residents 

in my village. How many staff members will we need to visit each household and 

collect information from them? How much time will we spend on one 

assessment? (Wang, Site 2) 

        Similarly, one local government official from Site 3 saw the implementation of 

needs assessments as impractical: 

It is not practical for the CLCs to carry out needs assessments every time before 

they decide what programs are to be offered and whether these programs are 

suitable or not. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member from Site 1 attributed the difficulty of conducting needs 

assessments to the lack of human resources of the Centre: 

You may have noticed that I am the only staff member [of this CLC], although 

the Centre was established some time ago. I have a full-time job. Therefore, I 

work part time for the CLC. … I do not know very well about the needs of local 

communities, as I do not have enough time to communicate with community 

members. Sometimes a needs assessment is half-done, but I cannot continue with 

it because I have to return to my full-time job. … After some time I restart this 

assessment, … then I have to put it aside again. The assessment thus becomes 

inconsistent. (Meng, Site 1) 

        One CLC staff member at Site 2 described the obstacles to conducting needs 

assessments: 



 128 

First, the Centre has a small number of employees. Second, none of us has 

educational or professional background in community education. We are not 

quite sure how to conduct needs assessments. (Lin, Site 2) 

        Conducting needs assessments was seen by one CLC manager as unnecessary: 

There is no need for assessing the needs of local communities. … We plan our 

programs and activities together with Village Party Committees. Their members 

have good knowledge of what is needed by local communities. (Gan, Site 2) 

        One CLC staff member questioned the ability of local community members in 

providing useful information during needs assessments: 

Most people are unclear about what they need or want to learn. … We all live in 

a society that is highly centralised. We are influenced by such a political culture 

and get used to it. Community members, at the bottom of the hierarchy, think 

that they have no voice. No one would listen to what they say. They are living 

their own lives and satisfied with what they currently have. They do not have 

much expectation. They have no big dreams. … Chinese citizens are submissive. 

When we were children, we listened to our parents. When we grow up, we listen 

to those who have power and control us. We do not have our own opinions. (Lin, 

Site 2)         

        Two Village Party Committee members also showed a strong disinclination to 

conduct needs assessments: 

People’s needs must differ from each other. We are not able to meet all the needs 

of all community members. We are not able to satisfy everyone anyhow. So why 

do we have to assess the needs? It is completely a waste of time and energy! 

(Wang, Site 2) 

Community members understand that their specific learning needs may not be 

satisfied. For example, I am particularly interested in learning something and 

there is no one else in the village that has the same need or interest. The local 

government or the CLC is unlikely to organise an event just for one person. (Wu, 

Site 2) 
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        While recognising the difficulty of meeting specific, individual needs of 

community members, Wu showed his confidence in the CLC’s ability to fulfil their 

common needs: 

I believe that the community education activities that currently take place can 

meet the learning needs of the majority. (Wu, Site 2) 

        Like Wu, a number of participants disclosed their confidence and belief in the 

significance and potential benefits of the CLCs’ educational provision:       

We organise leisure activities during the Chinese New Year. Most people return 

home for holiday. … Participating in our activities can help them connect or 

reconnect to each other. Cultural activities usually take place on the occasions 

of traditional festivals. … We believe that it is important to promote Chinese 

traditional cultures. We also organise group dance competitions. Group dance is 

getting more and more popular these days. Dance competitions can provide 

people with opportunities to learn from each other. (Meng, CLC staff member, 

Site 1)   

There are some knowledge and skills that everyone should acquire. For example, 

the acquisition of knowledge on health and personal care is for your own 

benefits. … Legal knowledge dissemination is also necessary. … You should be 

aware of your rights and responsibilities. … You should know that it is your 

right to use the legal system to protect your rights and solve certain problems. 

(Ren, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

The CLC once organised a seminar on mobile phone scams for the elderly. 

Smartphone ownership is very common among older adults nowadays. … But 

they may not be aware of phone scams. Seminars on such a topic are 

particularly useful to them. (Wu, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

We deliver seminars on health and disease prevention and on other topics to the 

elderly. … Retired people have plenty of free time. … Their lives are dull. … 

They rarely connect to others. … They may gradually develop mental health 

issues. We invite them to various events so that they can have chance to connect 

to each other. … We are helping them. (Shen, CLC staff member, Site 2)  
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People are all concerned with their health. … Many of them are fond of group 

dance. … Therefore, group dance competitions are held every year. (Zhou, local 

government official, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member, however, acknowledged his lack of understanding of the 

individual learning needs of local community members: 

We do not know very well about the local communities and their people. … We 

do not know about the individual needs of community members. … We organise 

dance competitions because we have seen many people practising it. … We 

organise agricultural skills training in mountainous villages because most 

farmers grow the same things. (Meng, Site 1) 

5.1.4 Top-down Approach to Activity Planning 

This section explains and evidences the three CLCs’ activity planning processes, in 

which the content of their educational events was selected and developed based on the 

policy directives passed from line ministries along the chains of command. In their 

activity planning processes, the three CLCs all evidenced a high dependence on their 

partner organisations, particularly the Village Party Committees.  

        The government offices and organisations at different levels were reported to have 

their own roles and responsibilities to fulfil. One CLC manager described the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Education: 

The Department of Vocational and Adult Education of the Ministry of Education 

and the China Association of Adult Education are responsible for developing the 

overarching plan for the development of adult and community education each 

year. (Gan, Site 2) 

        Gan further explained that the overarching plan developed by the Ministry of 

Education and the China Association of Adult Education not only provided general 

guidance and directions, but also detailed major events to be implemented nationwide 

(Gan, CLC manager, Site 2). One local government official provided an example of the 

large-scale community education events carried out annually: 

In order to promote community education, the Ministry of Education has 

initiated a Lifelong Learning Festival, which is a one-week large-scale event 

involving a series of community education activities. The theme of the Lifelong 
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Learning Festival is determined by the Ministry of Education, and it changes 

every year. … The Ministry of Education issues relevant policy documents. The 

policy documents are passed on to provincial governments, … then down to 

township-level governments. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        At the time of this investigation, the implementation of community education at 

Site 2 and Site 3 involved various ministries, including, but not limited to, the Ministry 

of Education. The Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of 

Science and Technology, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Human Resources 

and Social Security, the Ministry of Culture, the General Administration of Sports, the 

Communist Youth League, and the China Association for Science and Technology 

jointly issued the ‘Suggestions on the Further Development of Community Education’ 

in 2016 (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). In contrast with this collective effort in the 

policy formulation was a lack of inter-sectoral cooperation and collaboration during the 

actual implementation, as reported by one local government official: 

Each ministry develops its own plans and assigns tasks to its subordinate 

government offices at different levels. … The training for women and children, 

the activities for the elderly, and the dissemination of scientific knowledge can 

all be labelled as community education. But they are planned by three different 

ministries, respectively. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        One trainer from the county-level Agricultural Service Centre – a government 

organisation under the leadership of the Ministry of Agriculture – described the tasks 

assigned to his organisation: 

There are three major agricultural skills training programs we have been 

actively involved in during the past ten years. They are: Training Program for 

New Professional Farmers, Targeted Poverty Alleviation Program, and 

Integrated Agricultural Development Program. … All these programs are led 

and funded by the Ministry of Agriculture. (Cai, Site 1) 

        Cai’s organisation was not only responsible for implementing the state-led training 

programs, but it also provided support to higher education institutions as needed. One 

university professor explained that: 

We conduct research projects. … Based on the results of the experiments, we 

organise training for local farmers. We make direct contact with the Agricultural 
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Service Centre at the county level, and this Centre contacts the Agricultural 

Service Centre at the township level. The Centre at the township level is 

responsible for identifying potential participants. (Sun, Site 1) 

        The government agencies and organisations at the township level were reported to 

be subject to the instructions and directives passed from county-level governments. For 

example, two officials from the township-level government at Site 1 explained that: 

The Agricultural Service Centre within the township-level government is under 

the leadership of the Agricultural Service Centre at the county level. The 

township-level Centre is responsible for the dissemination of agricultural 

information and skills, following the annual work plan developed by the 

Agricultural Service Centre at the county level. (Long, Site 1) 

The Bureau of Husbandry under the county-level government develops the 

annual work plan, detailing how many training activities the Animal Husbandry 

Centre under the township-level government should organise and on which 

topics. (Bian, Site 1) 

        The long chains of command from the central government down to township-level 

governments were described by one trainer: 

The ministries issue so many different policies everyday … [and] request lower-

level governments to implement those policies. Provincial governments assign 

tasks to municipal governments. Municipal governments assign tasks to county-

level governments. County-level governments assign tasks to township-level 

governments. … Every Monday morning all the employees of the township-level 

government get together and wait until the township Party Committee Secretary 

arrives. The Secretary makes working arrangements for the week. … Everyone 

has to do what he or she is told to do. (Sun, Site 1) 

        Policy directives were further passed from township-level governments to Village 

Party Committees, as explained by one CLC staff member: 

Community education is implemented in every community. Village Party 

Committees develop annual work plans, which set out the activities to be carried 

out in the current year. Their work plans are developed based on the directives 

and instructions passed from various offices within township-level governments. 

(Qin, Site 3) 
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        The three CLCs investigated were located at the township level. One government 

official from the county-level government provided several examples of the duties and 

tasks directly assigned to the CLCs: 

Within the county-level government, the Bureau of Education is in charge of 

three training programs: Job Readiness Training, Dual Certificate Programs for 

Adults, and Housekeeping Training. … The Office of Agriculture sponsors a 

range of agricultural skills training. … The Office of Human Resources and 

Social Security is responsible for the training of rural-to-urban migrant 

workers. … All these training programs are implemented by CLCs. CLCs must 

accomplish the tasks assigned to them by different government offices. (Zhou, 

Site 3)    

        One CLC staff member from the same research site explained in detail the training 

tasks assigned by the Office of Human Resources and Social Security: 

The Office of Human Resources and Social Security under the county-level 

government is in charge of professional skills training programs. Every year, the 

Office has its enrolment goals to meet, and the goals are set by the provincial 

government. The Office assigns tasks to all township-level CLCs and to a few 

private training centres. CLCs then decide which occupation or occupations they 

plan to target, given the resources available to them. For example, in the town 

where my Centre is located, there are a lot of beauty salons. Therefore, my 

Centre has been organising training courses on beauty therapy in recent years. 

(Qin, Site 3) 

        Apart from the above-mentioned skills training, when community education was 

planned by the ministries other than the Ministry of Education, the implementation was 

likely to take place outside the CLCs. In order to achieve the enrolment goals set by 

local governments, the three CLCs actively sought opportunities to collaborate with 

township-level governments and Village Party Committees and involved themselves in 

various events as co-organisers. One officer from the township-level government 

provided an example: 

There was a seminar on health and personal care that took place yesterday, and 

it was jointly organised by the Village Party Committee, the CLC, and the 

Association for Science and Technology under the township-level government. 
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To be honest, such activities can be carried out without the contribution of the 

CLC. However, the CLC has its own targets to meet, … and the CLC manager 

was very concerned with the accomplishment of the targets for this year. … Once 

the CLC gets itself involved in a community education event as a co-organiser, 

this event can be counted as a CLC event. We are all under the leadership of the 

government. We should support each other. (Lu, Site 2) 

        One CLC staff member disclosed that through collaboration, the tasks originally 

assigned to one Village Party Committee were also included in the work plan of her 

Centre: 

The Party Committee of a local community has signed an agreement with the 

Association for Science and Technology under the township-level government. It 

is stated in the agreement that a certain number of activities on scientific 

knowledge dissemination are to be carried out during the year. These activities 

have been included in the work plan of the Village Party Committee, which 

means they are part of our work plan as well. (Shen, Site 2) 

        Collaboration between the three CLCs and township-level governments and that 

between CLCs and Village Party Committees was reported to be built through both 

informal and formal networks. One local government official pointed out that there 

were no direct power relations between CLCs and Village Party Committees: 

Village Party Committees are under direct leadership of township-level 

governments. CLCs have no authority to give instructions to Village Party 

Committees. CLCs need to build connections with Village Party Committees 

informally, based on which collaboration can take place. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member recalled how her Centre built connections with Village 

Party Committees: 

In the beginning, the Village Party Committees tended to ignore us. … We had to 

visit them frequently. Communication helps, because we are all human beings 

and have emotions and sentiments. (Shen, Site 2) 

        Several CLC staff members pointed out the importance of personal relationships in 

seeking collaboration opportunities: 
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Collaboration is likely to take place if the village leader happens to be a 

previous student of mine. (Xiao, Site 2) 

A member of the Patriotic Public Health Campaign Committee under the 

township-level government used to be my student. I asked him in private whether 

the CLC can be the co-organiser of the future activities of his organisation. 

(Shen, Site 2) 

The Village Party Committee is likely to agree to collaborate with us if someone 

from the Committee is a friend. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        In other occasions, partnership building involved power and authority. One CLC 

manager described an instance of his Centre developing partnership with Village Party 

Committees through the township-level government: 

My Centre is currently organising a training program on professional infant 

care in collaboration with the Office of Family Planning under the township-

level government. The township-level government directly contacted Village 

Party Committees, requesting them to look for potential participants. (Zhang, 

Site 3) 

        In order to foster partnership and cooperation between CLCs and other government 

agencies and organisations at the grassroots level, a Management Committee was 

established within the local government at each site. A Management Committee usually 

comprised representatives from different government offices and had a high-level 

official as its chair (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 1; Gan, CLC manager, Site 2; 

Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3). The Management Committee was seen by two CLC staff 

members at Site 2 as the power protector and power enabler of their Centre: 

The township-level government has established a Management Committee for 

Community Education, and the office of this Committee is located in the CLC. 

The CLC manager acts as the administrative officer of the Committee. The CLC 

itself has no authority to give instructions and orders to its potential partner 

organisations, but the Committee does. (Shen, Site 2) 

The Management Committee provides us with power and authority to give 

directives and instructions to Village Party Committees. (Xiao, Site 2)  
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        The significance of the Management Committee was also confirmed by a county-

level CLC manager at Site 3: 

The office of the Management Committee for Community Education is located in 

my Centre. … I am acting as the Deputy Administrative Officer. The official seal 

of the Committee, which is the symbol of power and authority, is kept in my 

office. … The official seal is the power protector of CLCs. … Implementation of 

community education needs the support of different government organisations. 

When I send official letters to different government offices seeking out 

opportunities for cooperation, I use the Committee’s letterhead. I normally get 

positive responses quickly, because the Committee is chaired by the Deputy 

Governor of the county. The letters are likely to be discarded if the CLC’s 

letterhead is used. (Ge, Site 3)  

        As co-organisers, the CLCs at Site 2 and Site 3 were reported to have played a role 

in the design of programs and activities. One Village Party Committee member 

explained that: 

Sometimes the policy documents provide detailed instructions for us to follow. … 

For example, the government requires each village to organise reading 

activities. … Sometimes the government does not tell us exactly what to do. In 

such situations, the CLC can help us to design programs and activities. (Wang, 

Site 2) 

        The CLC manager from the same site confirmed the role of his Centre in the 

design of programs and activities: 

Sometimes Village Party Committees are requested by the government to 

organise educational events, but the teaching content is not specified. We can 

help design programs and activities. (Gan, Site 2) 

        One CLC staff member saw the absence of predetermined curriculum as an 

important characteristic of community education: 

The biggest difference between formal schooling and community education is 

that the former entails a detailed action plan developed by the government and 

defined teaching and learning content, whereas the latter does not. No one 

provides us with a predetermined list of programs to be carried out. … We need 

to think hard about what programs we should organise. (Lin, Site 2) 



137

        Despite the absence of predetermined curriculum, relevant national policies were 

seen by two participants as providing important guidance and directions: 

I remember that the Party Committee of a village organised a community 

education event on anti-corruption one year. ‘Combating corruption and 

upholding integrity’ was a main policy in that year. (Shen, CLC staff member, 

Site 2) 

We organise educational activities according to the policy directives passed 

down from the central government, such as green living, garbage classification, 

or energy saving and emission reduction. (Lu, local government official, Site 2) 

        Compared to the CLCs at Site 2 and Site 3, the CLC at Site 1 was reported to have 

played a much less significant role in the design of programs and activities (Meng, CLC 

staff member, Site 1).    

        Through partnerships, the CLCs were able to complete their work plans, as 

explained by two CLC staff members: 

We have an overall work plan, which lists all the community education activities 

to be carried out during the year. … These activities are suggested by the Party 

Committees of local communities. They submit their work plans to us and we put 

them together. (Shen, Site 2) 

The Party Committee of each community is responsible for developing the 

annual work plan, which sets out what community education activities are to be 

carried out in the current year. … The work plans initiated by the Party 

Committees are then submitted to us, and we have them revised and finalised. 

(Qin, Site 3) 

        It was observed that each CLC’s work plan usually appeared as a list of ad hoc and 

one-off activities. One trainer commented on the adult education practice in rural China 

in a general sense: 

There are so many education and training programs taking place in rural areas 

nowadays. Decisions are made by the central government, and the government 

offices at the grassroots level have to make every effort to put those decisions 

into practice. Many activities bring little benefit to local communities. They are 
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simply the ‘image projects’ of the central government. Rural education in China 

is in such a mess! (Yun, Site 1) 

5.1.5 Didactic Mindset among CLC Staff 

It was explained in an earlier section that the CLC staff were usually transferred from 

local primary or secondary schools. This section evidences the CLC staff members’ 

consistent understanding of education, despite the shift in their main job 

responsibilities. Their understanding of education involved a perceived dominant-

subordinate relationship between local governments and CLCs and that between CLCs 

and local communities. 

        CLC staff were usually transferred from local primary or secondary schools. The 

shift in the main job responsibilities along with their career changes was explained by 

one local government official: 

CLC staff used to work at primary or secondary schools as subject teachers. … 

Their main job responsibility has shifted from subject teaching to event 

organising. Event organising is the capacity that is most needed as a CLC 

employee. For example, CLCs implement occupational skills training, as 

instructed by the Bureau of Education at the county level. CLC staff may not be 

responsible for delivering the training, because they do not necessarily know the 

subject. … Instead, they are responsible for liaison and coordination, archives 

management, record keeping after the activities, and so on. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        Similarly, administrative duties were reported by one CLC staff member at Site 1 

as the main part of his work content: 

The CLC takes the responsibility of coordinating different organisations for 

program delivery. … This is how we organise a training program for farmers: 

we communicate with Village Party Committee members and ask them to inform 

community members of the forthcoming event, to identify potential participants, 

and to ensure their attendance. Then we negotiate with a local primary school. 

The school provides a classroom, a computer, a projector, etc. The township-

level government is responsible for looking for a trainer. … The CLC functions 

as an intermediary. (Meng, Site 1) 
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        In addition to the administrative duties as needed before and after the educational 

events took place, document preparation was reported to be another main job 

responsibility of the CLC staff. One CLC manager explained that: 

It is important to develop the ‘soft capacity’ of the CLC. My Centre has applied 

for four project grants this year. … We prepare all the documents for application 

on our own. … When the projects are completed, we need to prepare summary 

reports and publications. … Sometimes I am invited for meetings and 

conferences, and I need to prepare presentations as required. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member from Site 2 also described document preparation as one of 

the major job responsibilities after the Centre shifted its focus from vocational 

education to community education (Shen, Site 2).  

        It could be seen that the evolution of the institutional mandate had resulted in a 

series of changes in the main functions of CLCs, in their staff members’ job 

responsibilities, and in the skills matched to those responsibilities.  

        However, the gap between the functions of CLCs as perceived by their staff 

members and that as prescribed in the policy was identified by one research officer of 

the CLC Project at Site 1: 

The local government often fails to address the needs of local communities 

because the officials do not have a good understanding of what people’s needs 

are. … A CLC, whether it is established in a town or in a village, can fill this gap 

by collecting information from local communities and reporting to relevant 

government offices. The CLC should then assist the local government to organise 

the resources that are needed to address those identified needs. (Wen, Site 1) 

        According to Wen, a CLC’s responsibility should go beyond the development and 

promotion of the supply-side collaboration. The significance of a CLC also lay in its 

connections with local communities and in bridging the gap between what educational 

services were supplied and what educational services were needed. Wen continued to 

explain the current situation of the educational service delivery and uptake: 

CLCs still employ a top-down approach in their activity planning. … The key 

issue for the CLCs to consider is how they can identify local needs. One of the 

biggest problems of the educational institutions in China may be their lack of 

connections with local communities. The responsibility of schools is confined to 
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the provision of education to full-time students. However, as education providers 

situated in local communities, the schools at different levels, I believe, also have 

the responsibility to serve local communities. … If the school leaders, including 

CLC managers, perceive education and the functions of their schools in a 

different way, they will understand the importance of building connections with 

local communities, and they will be concerned with community development. 

(Wen, Site 1) 

        In contrast to Wen’s understanding of the nature of CLCs, one CLC manager saw 

CLCs as the organisations serving local governments, not local communities: 

CLCs are under the leadership of the Communist Party. We are responsible for 

implementing the decisions of the government. We are serving the government. 

(Gan, Site 2) 

        One local government official from the Bureau of Education had a similar 

view: 

CLCs serve township-level governments. CLCs’ educational provision should be 

in line with the priorities of township-level governments. (Zhou, Site 3) 

        Further, local communities and their members were seen by two CLC staff 

members as the recipients of the knowledge and skills provided through CLCs: 

We implement community education by getting community members assembled 

and delivering non-degree programs to them. (Shen, Site 2) 

CLCs have two main functions: education and training. We deliver education, 

aiming to change people’s values and attitudes. We deliver training, for the 

purpose of enhancing individuals’ skills. (Ge, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member found little difference between the education provided 

through CLCs and primary and secondary education: 

Primary and secondary schools provide education to children, whereas CLCs 

provide education to adults. (Meng, Site 1) 

        One CLC manager took the same position: 
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The education provided through CLCs is not much different from primary or 

secondary education. They are the same in nature. The career change did not 

involve a change in my understanding of education. (Zhang, Site 3) 

5.2 Target-driven Implementation 

Implementation emerged in the analysis as being the process by which the three CLCs 

put their work plans into action. Target-driven was found to be the most important 

feature of the CLCs’ activity implementation processes. Specifically, data showed that 

much effort during the implementation processes was devoted to how to attract a 

sufficient number of participants and at the same time, to ensure their presence at the 

educational events.  

        An analysis of the data suggested two key issues relating to the three CLCs’ 

activity implementation: who was responsible for implementation, and how that 

implementation was carried out. The findings pertaining to activity implementation are 

therefore presented in two subsections. The first subsection evidences that it was the 

Village Party Committees, not the CLCs, that played a major role in implementing the 

CLCs’ work plans. The second subsection represents the ways in which potential 

participants for the CLC events were identified and encouraged for participation.  

5.2.1 Limited Role of CLCs in Program Delivery 

This section evidences the role of Village Party Committees as ground implementers of 

CLC programs and activities. Promoting participation was reported to be a major 

component of program implementation. Implementation evidenced a strong focus on 

achieving a sufficient number of attendees mainly by offering material incentives or 

giving official orders.  

        Two CLC staff members acknowledged their lack of knowledge of the local 

communities their CLCs served and revealed the lack of intentions to build direct 

connections with local communities: 

We do not know very well about the local communities and their people. … The 

CLC is understaffed, and the CLC staff work part time for the Centre. … We 

have neither enough staff nor enough time to develop direct connections with 

local communities. (Meng, Site 1) 
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It is difficult for us to find time to visit local communities on a frequent basis. … 

Our knowledge of the local communities and their members is pretty shallow. 

(Xiao, Site 2) 

        Based on the ad hoc conversations with community members at different research 

sites, community members rarely knew about the CLC staff. To them, CLC staff were 

outsiders (Field note, Site 1; Field note, Site 2; Field note, Site 3). 

        In contrast with the above-mentioned two CLC staff members who recognised 

their lack of interactions with local communities, one Village Party Committee member 

described her close relationships with the community members in her village: 

I was born and have grown up in this village. Now I am working for the Village 

Party Committee. … The Committee serves the people with whom I have grown 

up together and serves those who have seen me grow and develop. And many 

colleagues were classmates of mine. (Wang, Site 2) 

        Having direct, regular contact with community members, the Village Party 

Committees were reported to be responsible for disseminating the information of the 

forthcoming CLC events. A number of participants explained that: 

It is very easy for the Village Party Committees to disseminate the information of 

the future events. Within a village, several villagers’ groups are usually 

established on the basis of residential areas of the villagers. The Village Party 

Committee informs the leaders of these villagers’ groups of the forthcoming 

event. These leaders then contact the residents and notify them of the date, time, 

venue, and the content of the event. (Gan, CLC manager, Site 2) 

Prior to any community education event, we receive something like a 

notification, specifying that there will be a seminar or something else taking 

place; this is the topic; it will be held in this place and at this time; and these 

people should be informed. Everything is planned in advance and all the details 

are confirmed. It is like attending a class at school. (Ren, Village Party 

Committee member, Site 2) 

Rural households of a village are usually divided into several groups. Bigger 

groups comprise seventy households or so. Smaller groups may include twenty 

or thirty households. The leaders of these groups are local, and they reside in the 

same neighbourhood. … As soon as I receive the notification of a forthcoming 
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event, I make phone calls to all the group leaders, asking them to pass the 

information on to each household. (Wu, Village Party Committee member, Site 

2) 

Whenever there is an event to be held in my village, I, or some other colleague of 

mine, will receive a phone call from the township-level government. For 

example, a training activity will take place tomorrow. The phone call normally 

comes through today. Then I will need to call the group leaders and inform them 

of the training activity. The group leaders will either ring or visit each household 

this afternoon. (Zheng, Village Party Committee member, Site 1) 

        Some learners also confirmed that the information of the CLC events was 

passed to them from the group leaders, not from the CLC staff (An, Site 1; Fu, Site 

2; Tong, Site 2; Shang, Site 3). Dissemination of the information of CLC programs 

and activities was seen by one CLC staff member as a task beyond the capacity of 

his Centre: 

It is nearly impossible for us to circulate the information among community 

members, not to mention the possibility of getting them involved in our programs 

and activities. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        One CLC manager put it straightforwardly: 

We would have been completely ignored by community members. Nobody would 

have attended our activities. Nobody knows us. And we do not know who they 

are or how to reach them. The CLC activities would have not been successfully 

held without the support of Village Party Committees. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Village Party Committees were seen by a number of participants as the 

implementers of CLC programs and activities, because it was them who put any plans 

eventually into practice: 

Village Party Committees implement CLC programs. They inform community 

members and ensure their attendance. (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 1) 

Community education is implemented by Village Party Committees. (Xiao, CLC 

staff member, Site 2) 
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We receive notifications from above. We implement the plans by informing 

community members and getting them to attend the events. We are the 

implementers. (Ren, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

        The role of material incentives in promoting participation was acknowledged by 

several participants: 

The group leaders of the villagers should, first of all, inform community 

members of the date, time, and venue of the activity. Second, they should confirm 

the attendance of community members. Third, they should not forget to let the 

potential participants know that incentives will be provided after the activity. 

(Xiao, CLC staff member, Site 2) 

It is not easy to get people to attend the CLC activities. Material incentives have 

been found effective in increasing participation. We have no other options. We 

cannot force them to come to participate. (Ren, Village Party Committee 

member, Site 2) 

Village Party Committees sometimes provide allowance to the participants. This 

is how they promote participation. For example, they promise to pay each 

participant fifty Yuan for his or her attendance at each training activity. … You 

ask me to what extent those participants are motivated to attend the CLC 

activities. Well, it depends on how big the incentives are. I would say 70% of that 

motivation is driven by incentives. (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3) 

        For one Village Party Committee member, her participation was described as a 

choice without options: 

The training was jointly organised by the Women’s Federation within the 

township-level government and the CLC. I work at the Women’s Federation at 

the village level. … I was required to attend the training. … I could tell that most 

of the participants in the class were related to the Women’s Federation 

somehow. They were either the staff members of the organisation or the relatives 

or friends of the staff members. (Shang, Site 3) 

        Involuntary participation was recognised by one CLC staff member as a common 

phenomenon: 
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The village leaders sometimes give official orders to the staff members under 

their leadership and supervision, requesting them to attend the activities. … 

Some of our activities are held on weekends, and they may be of little interest to 

local community members. Who would want to sacrifice their weekends to attend 

those activities? Without official orders, no one would have turned up. (Shen, 

Site 2) 

        Another CLC staff member from the same site commented on the involuntary 

participation of Village Party Committee members and the group leaders of the 

villagers: 

These people have no other choices but to adhere to official instructions. They 

feel that it is their obligation to participate due to impalpable pressure. (Xiao, 

Site 2) 

        In order to increase participation, one Village Party Committee member had to turn 

to her family for help. She explained that: 

My mother is active in attending all kinds of community education activities. She 

is doing so to support my work. (Ren, Site 2) 

        While Village Party Committees took the responsibility of disseminating the 

information of the forthcoming events within their local communities and promoting 

participation, the three CLCs were reported to have played various roles in the activity 

implementation. A number of participants explained that: 

The CLC helps look for a training room. (Bian, local government official, Site 1) 

The Cultural Centre and the CLC co-organise recreational and leisure 

activities. … For example, we co-organised a table tennis competition recently, 

and the CLC helped look for judges. (Kang, local government official, Site 1) 

The CLC provides a training room and a projector for the training activities. 

(Long, local government official, Site 1) 

The CLC sometimes helps us look for trainers or look for potential participants 

if we cannot find enough attendees. (Wang, Village Party Committee member, 

Site 2)        
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5.2.2 Uneven Opportunity for Participation 

This section evidences the contrast between the CLCs’ perceived strengths in expanding 

access to education at the grassroots level and the strategic approaches they undertook 

to constrain some local community members’ opportunities for participation.  

        The three CLCs, as educational institutions at the grassroots level, were seen by the 

participants as having several strengths in expanding access to education within local 

communities. One local government official described the convenient locations of the 

CLCs: 

Nowadays, there are various government agencies and organisations providing 

community education. However, most of these agencies and organisations are 

located in the downtown area of the county. … Some towns that are under the 

jurisdiction of the county are quite far from the downtown area. … Established 

at the township level and located in the towns, the CLCs are easily accessible. 

(Zhou, Site 3) 

        One CLC manager described CLCs as low-cost educational institutions: 

The provision of community education in my town involves some private training 

institutions. The cost of their training programs is high. … Some of their 

programs are available at CLCs too. Most of the CLC programs are free of 

charge, or CLCs charge very low fees. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member emphasised the low entry requirements for the CLC 

programs: 

There are some people in my town that are interested in learning tooling 

design. … Such training is available at the local technical and vocational school. 

However, rural people with low level of education may not be able to meet its 

entry requirements. … Entrance examination is not required by CLCs. (Shen, 

Site 2)   

        Furthermore, the CLCs’ efforts to improve the accessibility of their programs were 

observed by one local government official: 

A training program called the ‘Beautiful Life’ was provided by CLCs exclusively 

to local teachers. The program encompassed a range of short-term training 

activities, such as yoga and flower arrangement. … There were many other 
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community members who showed their interest in this program too. … 

Therefore, the program is now open to everyone within the community. (Zhou, 

Site 3) 

        The accessibility of the CLC programs, however, could be constrained by the 

capacity of the venue, as explained by one CLC staff member: 

The maximum number of the participants for an activity is determined by the 

capacity of the venue. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        One local government official provided another example: 

The skills training co-organised by the Animal Husbandry Centre under the 

township-level government and the CLC can normally involve maximum sixty 

people. There are no enough seats in the training room if the number of 

participants exceeds sixty. (Bian, Site 1) 

        One Village Party Committee member also disclosed that there was usually a limit 

to the number of potential participants for a CLC event: 

There is no need for the group leaders of the villagers to inform all community 

members. … For example, there are only one hundred people that can fit into a 

particular space. The group leaders will need to inform one hundred people 

only. (Wu, Site 2) 

        The immediate questions here perhaps were who might be informed and who 

might not be informed and who had the authority to decide the name list of the 

participants. One Village Party Committee member provided a couple of examples: 

We notify community members selectively. For example, parents of the school 

age children will be notified of the programs related to parental education. For 

the skills training, say, on vegetable growing, I usually contact high-output 

vegetable producers, rather than smallholders. High-output growers normally 

have the interest in and motivation for acquiring new knowledge and skills, 

whereas smallholders can be reluctant to keep their knowledge and skills up to 

date. I assume that smallholders may regard such training programs as 

something insignificant and unnecessary. Therefore, they are unlikely to be 

notified. (Zheng, Site 1) 
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        In order to justify the assumption about the smallholders’ negative attitude towards 

learning, Zheng continued to explain that:  

We understand that smallholders, especially those who are less motivated to 

learn or who are always sceptical about new knowledge and skills, are the ones 

who should be strongly encouraged to attend such training. However, based on 

my observation, they feel uneasy when they go to organised training activities, 

and they are too shy to ask questions. (Zheng, Site 1) 

        One Village Party Committee member explained why young people were generally 

not invited for some CLC events: 

We organise training programs on laws and on health and personal care. … 

Young people are not likely to be notified of such training. They tend to assume 

that it is not necessary to attend these activities, because information and 

knowledge can be easily accessible via the Internet nowadays. (Ren, Site 2) 

        A possible consequence of the uneven distribution of the opportunity for 

participation was well recognised by one CLC manager: 

It is very likely that those who are involved in an event lack genuine interest and 

motivation. And those who want and need to learn are missed out. (Gan, Site 2)  

5.3 Learning Impacts as Oversights  

This section evidences the three CLCs’ lack of intentions to assess the effects of their 

programs and activities. Impact assessments were reported by the three CLCs and their 

partner organisations to be unnecessary and difficult to implement. In contrast to the 

CLCs’ negative attitude towards impact assessments were their descriptions in various 

reports and publications of the significance and benefits of their programs. However, 

the information about the positive effects of the CLC programs and activities tended to 

be collected in a simplified, unsystematic manner.  

        To assess the impacts of participation in the CLC programs was seen by one 

Village Party Committee member as unnecessary: 

There is no official requirement that the CLC programs and activities must bring 

about changes. Therefore, it is unnecessary to input human resources and spend 

time and energy on conducting impact assessments. (Wang, Site 2) 
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        To conduct impact assessments was seen by one CLC staff member as extremely 

difficult: 

It is extremely difficult for us to carry out assessments especially for big events. 

Distribution of questionnaires before or during the events to a large number of 

participants is not feasible. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        The difficulty of assessing the impacts of learning, as pointed out by one local 

government official, lay in the complexity of having a common understanding of 

impact: 

We do not assess the impact of participation, because there is no standard for 

the impact. How would you measure it? It is something that is unmeasurable. 

(Lu, Site 2) 

        One Village Party Committee member held similar doubts: 

How would you examine the impact? How would you measure it? (Wang, Site 2) 

        Furthermore, one CLC staff member questioned the capacity of the learners in 

providing useful and meaningful feedback: 

Some older adults cannot even read or write. They will not be able to express 

their opinions properly by filling in the questionnaires. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        Additionally, Xiao observed the learners’ uncooperative or sulky attitude towards 

the assessments: 

When we approach the participants and try to have a conversation with them, 

they tend to show their impatience and provide perfunctory responses. (Xiao, 

Site 2)         

        One Village Party Committee member observed the same situation: 

Let me be honest with you, if we conduct impact assessments, most participants 

will provide perfunctory responses. The feedback will neither be practical nor be 

real. The participants are the local residents we know well about. If you are 

doing a survey and your respondents do not know you, they may provide some 

meaningful feedback. So long they do not know you, they may not care much 

about your feelings. However, if it is us who are doing the survey and we ask the 

participants whether today’s program is useful or not, they are unlikely to tell us 
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the truth. They are unlikely to tell us honestly even though they find the program 

is of little use, simply because we are acquaintances. (Wang, Site 2) 

        It was observed that in contrast with the three CLCs’ lack of intentions to assess 

the impacts of learning was their inclusion of positive effects and changes as a 

consequence of their educational provision in various reports and publications. These 

materials were reported to be prepared for multiple purposes. As indicated by the CLC 

staff at different sites during the ad hoc conversations, these materials, as part of the 

documentation of CLC programs and activities, were open for regular inspection 

conducted by higher-level governments (Field note, Site 1; Field note, Site 2; Field 

note, Site 3). Additionally, one CLC manager reported that written materials were 

prepared for the application for research grants and also for staff promotion: 

Conducting research projects has become an important part of our work. … The 

Bureau of Education under the county-level government carries out evaluation 

of CLCs every year. ‘Research’ is one of the evaluation items. … Additionally, 

research is important for those CLC employees who are seeking promotion. They 

definitely need to and are willing to participate in the competition of research 

papers held annually. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        Zhang also indicated that news reporting, as one of the job responsibilities of the 

CLC staff, was related to the evaluation of CLCs (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3).  

        Materials were also prepared to compete for various awards offered by the 

governments at different levels, as described by one CLC staff member: 

My Centre competed for various national or regional awards for outstanding 

community education providers. … I worked with several other colleagues to 

prepare relevant documents. We collected information, got it organised, and 

then we had to contact advertising agencies. … Not until we received several 

awards did the local government start to pay attention to us. (Shen, Site 2) 

        In the CLC reports and publications collected from different sites, descriptions of 

the learning effects and/or an indication of the level of satisfaction of the participants 

were usually contained. One CLC staff member reported that such information was 

often collected through direct observations: 

We participate in every event we organise. We use our eyes to help us make 

judgements [about the learning effects]. (Xiao, Site 2) 
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        Personal feelings as a basis for judging the effects of CLC events were reported by 

the manager of a county-level CLC: 

It may just be a feeling we get … when we go and visit the communities. (Ge, 

Site 3)  

        Similarly, it was stated in the self-evaluation report of the CLC at Site 3 that it 

needed no systematic efforts to explore the impact of CLC events on individual well-

being, because individual well-being could be read easily from one’s face (Self-

evaluation report, Site 3, 2013). 

        Oral communication was reported to be an alternative way to obtain feedback. For 

example, one CLC staff member described how: 

We collect information on the level of satisfaction of the participants, … but not 

necessarily through questionnaires. Sometimes when local residents visit the 

office of the Village Party Committee for their personal issues, the Committee 

members ask them whether they are happy with the CLC programs or not. (Shen, 

Site 2) 

        Despite the representation of the effects of CLC events in various reports and 

publications, one local government official questioned the validity of those materials:  

The staff members of some CLCs in Central and Western China have a 

particular strength in report writing. … Their main job responsibility is report 

writing. … To be honest, many government officials, including those from the 

Ministry of Education, evaluate CLCs based on the materials published or 

submitted to them. The CLCs that receive great compliments from the 

government may not have any educational events taking place! (Zhou, Site 3)  

5.4 Summary of the Main Findings 

This chapter has represented the restricted opportunity allowed for educational service 

delivery through the CLCs as a consequence of the intertwining of a top-down 

governing model of the CLCs and their target-driven approach to policy 

implementation. The top-down governing model and the target-driven approach 

saturated the three CLCs’ planning, implementation, and evaluation processes. 

        The three CLCs’ program planning mainly involved decision-making on what 

programs were to be carried out and what delivery modes were to be employed. All the 
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three CLCs lacked autonomy and control especially over the decision-making on what 

programs were to be provided. Rather, they mostly adhered to the policy directives and 

instructions passed from central authorities down to them along the long chains of 

command. Moreover, the three CLCs’ program planning was found to be largely driven 

by quantitative targets, that is, enrolment goals set by local governments. Centralised 

decision-making appeared to have had an impact on the CLC staff members’ 

perceptions of the very nature of their institutions.  

        The CLCs’ program implementation was also driven by quantitative targets. Much 

effort was devoted to how to attract a sufficient number of participants and how to 

ensure their presence at the educational events. This effort was mostly made by the 

CLCs’ partner organisations, not by the CLCs themselves. The three CLCs and their 

partner organisations tended to be ‘strategic’ in their program implementation. Their 

‘strategic’ practice usually involved purposeful selection of potential participants for 

their programs and activities, leading to uneven distribution of participation 

opportunities among community members. 

        The three CLCs and their partner organisations hardly undertook impact 

assessments, because the conduct of assessing the effects of their activities was seen as 

unnecessary and highly difficult. In contrast to the CLCs’ negative attitude towards 

impact assessments was their public reporting of the significance and benefits of their 

activities. The information contained in those reports, however, seemed to be 

questionable, given the ways in which it was obtained.  
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Chapter Six: Tensions in Learning Impacts 

An analysis of the findings suggested a number of tensions pertaining to the impact of 

participation in the CLC programs and activities. The notion of an impact emerged in 

the analysis as being any change participation in the CLCs had brought about either to 

individual learners or to their communities. The notion of a tension emerged in the 

analysis as being a gap or a conflict within and between two domains concerning the 

impact of participation: perception and action. Specifically, tensions were found 

between individual learners’ perceptions of individual well-being and their actions to 

pursue those aspirations through learning. Tensions were also found between individual 

learners’ understanding of community well-being and the actions they actually 

undertook to meet those expectations. Furthermore, the data revealed that there were 

tensions between the actual changes experienced by individual learners as a 

consequence of their participation in the CLCs and their achievement of individual 

well-being and community well-being as expected impacts. An analysis of the findings 

also suggested tensions between CLCs and adult learners in terms of their expectations 

of the potential effects or influences of the CLC activities.  

        The findings pertaining to the impact of participation in the CLCs are presented in 

two sections. The first section has its focus on the impact on individual well-being, and 

the second section explores and evidences the impact on community well-being.  

6.1 Disparate Impact on Individual Well-being 

Based on the participants’ responses to the question of ‘what makes a good life’, 

individual well-being was generally understood by the participants as feelings of 

happiness and satisfaction with life. It was found that the ways in which and the extent 

to which participation in the CLCs had impacted on individual learners’ well-being 

presented a mixed picture. Individual differences in terms of the impact on their 

individual well-being were found to be related to their motivation for participation, to 

the quality of classroom teaching within the CLCs, and to their engagement in learning 

outside the CLCs.  

        The findings pertaining to the impact of participation in the CLCs on individual 

learners’ well-being are presented in five subsections. The beginning subsection reports 

the participants’ understanding and interpretation of individual well-being. The 

following three subsections place a focus on individual learners’ learning experiences, 
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exploring and evidencing, respectively, their motivation for participation, the teaching 

quality of the educational events they had participated in, and their engagement in 

learning outside the CLCs. The final subsection examines and reports in which ways 

participation in the CLCs had impacted on individual learners’ well-being and the level 

of that impact.  

6.1.1 Individual Well-being as Happiness and Satisfaction 

This section reports the participants’ responses to the question of ‘what makes a good 

life’. Individual well-being was generally interpreted by the participants as happiness 

and satisfaction. A range of factors relating to the self and dealing with social 

relationships were reported to be essential for the achievement of individual well-being. 

Furthermore, the participants’ understanding of individual well-being evidenced 

changes as a result of major life events experienced by them.  

        Nearly all the participants of the study, including the learners, the trainers, the CLC 

staff, and other key stakeholders, equated individual well-being with feelings of 

happiness and satisfaction with life. Examples of the participants’ interpretation of 

individual well-being as happiness and life satisfaction included: 

A good life is a life filled with happiness. (Hou, learner, Site 1) 

Individual well-being is commonly understood as happiness and contentment in 

rural China. (Wen, research officer, Site 1) 

I long for a more worry-free and happy life. (Tong, learner, Site 2) 

Happiness is the most important thing in life. (Wu, Village Party Committee 

member, Site 2) 

Individual well-being is synonymous with happiness and life satisfaction. (Leng, 

learner, Site 3) 

        Although the participants of the study had a similar view with respect to ‘what 

constituted individual well-being’, their responses to ‘what facilitated or might 

potentially influence individual well-being’ varied greatly. To some participants, the 

determinants of individual well-being were primarily related to the self. Specifically, an 

adequate income, a good health condition, and the engagement in hobbies and interests 

were seen as the main sources of happiness and satisfaction. An adequate income or a 
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steady increase in income was reported to be a fundamental element of a good life. One 

CLC staff member from Site 1 observed that: 

To improve the living conditions is the first priority of local people. When they 

can afford a house, they want a bigger house. When they can afford a car, they 

want a better car. People rarely pay attention to their spiritual needs. Such a 

situation may be due to the relatively low standards of living on the one hand, 

and to people’s perceptions and attitudes on the other hand. Culture may have 

an influence too. (Meng, Site 1) 

        The growth of wealth was not the top consideration exclusively of the participants 

from the less developed area. Those living in the more developed areas placed a strong 

value on material goods as well. For example, one CLC staff member pointed out that: 

I guess Chinese people’s understanding of individual well-being is more or less 

the same. … Material life is the foundation. … And the pursuit of material 

comforts never stops. (Shen, Site 2) 

        The positive role that income and wealth played in the promotion of individual 

well-being was also acknowledged by several learners: 

The more money I have, the more happiness I will obtain. (An, Site 1) 

I am satisfied with my current life. I had never expected that I would be able to 

afford a big house and a car. … Now dreams have come true. (Han, Site 1) 

I have a decent income to support myself. … I am living a worry-free life. (Xing, 

Site 2) 

        The participants’ individual well-being was reported to be influenced by relative 

income as well. Income growth, which was the current income compared to the income 

in the past, was seen by two learners as being related to their happiness and life 

satisfaction: 

Life was difficult in the 1960s. … I was extremely poor and suffered from 

hunger. … My life has been completely changed. Basic living standards can be 

ensured, and I am satisfied with my life. (Fu, Site 2)  

I am not rich, but I am happy with what I have. … The standard of living has 

been greatly improved, as compared to that ten years ago. (Leng, Site 3) 
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        In addition to monetary factors, non-material assets were equally valued by the 

participants for their contribution to individual well-being. The strong association 

between physical health and individual well-being was acknowledged by a number of 

learners: 

I need to exercise and keep fit. … Health and happiness are related to each 

other. (Hou, Site 1) 

Health is the most important thing. … If you suffer from illness, you will not be 

able to go anywhere or do anything. You will be unlikely to obtain happiness. 

(Jiang, Site 2) 

For the elderly, health is the most important thing. Good health is a prerequisite 

for a good life. If I get sick, the emotional and financial burden placed on my 

children may be unmanageable. (Shi, Site 2) 

My mother said that parents in good health bring good luck and fortune to their 

children. (Ren, Site 2) 

Health is what I am most concerned with. (Shang, Site 3) 

        A small group of learners further explained during the ad hoc conversations why 

older adults tended to be extremely concerned with their own health. The high cost of 

medical services and the limited coverage of health insurance were the main reasons 

(Field note, Site 2). 

        In addition to health, the participants also linked their engagement in hobbies to 

their individual well-being. Several learners described their hobbies as an important part 

of their lives: 

It is important to have some private time and to engage in hobbies for enjoyment 

and fun. … I like sports. … I play ping pong and basketball whenever I have 

time. (Zheng, Site 1) 

I like singing. Playing Chinese two-stringed fiddle is also my interest. … I attend 

classes regularly and practise a lot. … Engagement in hobbies helps me relax 

and brings me joy. (Xing, Site 2)   

I spend most of my free time on my hobbies and interests, such as yoga, tea 

making, and flower growing. They have become an indispensable part of my life. 

I enjoy such a comfortable, cozy, and happy life. (Mei, Site 3) 
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        The participants’ private lives evidenced a public dimension. Social relationships 

built up in different life domains were reported to be essential to individual well-being, 

such as friendships. The positive role of friendships in promoting individual well-being 

was stressed by several learners: 

I served in the military for many years, and the friends I made during those years 

were more than friends. We were family. … Meeting with old friends after many 

years of separation is perhaps the happiest thing in my life. (Jiang, Site 2) 

Our children have grown up and left home. We are alone at home and have 

nobody to communicate with. Attending various learning activities allows us to 

meet people and make new friends. … We talk to each other and help and 

support each other. Friendships are particularly important for the elderly. 

(Xing, Site 2) 

It is important to have close friends and make regular contact with them, 

especially after retirement. (Mei, Site 3) 

I enjoy being with friends, chatting or having meals or going to karaoke bars 

together. (Lei, Site 3) 

        Many of the learners emphasised the importance of family, specifically, the 

wellness of individual family members and harmony within a family. For example, 

several learners indicated that: 

Many people see a successful career and a decent income as the key to a good 

life. I have a different view. Family is the most valuable thing in my life. … I try 

my best to be a caring, understanding and supportive partner. … Harmony 

within a family is essential for the development of the child. (Chen, Site 1) 

The wellness of my sons and my husband determines my happiness and life 

satisfaction to a large extent. … I help look after my grandchildren so that my 

sons are able to focus on their career development. … I take care of my 

husband. … My sons care for me as well. (Hou, Site 1) 

What I am most concerned with at the moment are the career development of my 

daughter and the wellness of my parents. (Mei, Site 3) 
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        The participants’ understanding of individual well-being evidenced changes in 

relation to the major life events experienced by them. For instance, failure in business 

changed one learner’s view about wealth: 

I have been engaged in turtle farming for many years. I used to see money 

making as the top priority until I was cheated by my business partners and lost 

four to five million. … I no longer care so much about wealth. (Lei, Site 2) 

        Loss of friends and colleagues was seen by one learner as giving her motivation to 

pursue success in her career: 

I took part in the Korean War in 1951. … I was fortunate enough to survive. … 

More than two thirds of my friends died in the war. … I miss them, and I never 

stop thinking of them. … I work hard as if I were fulfilling their life purposes. … 

The pain is tremendous and hard to overcome. I feel a bit relieved only when I 

am working. (Sen, Site 2)  

        A number of learners reported that they placed a strong value on family after 

marriage or after the birth of a new child: 

Before marriage, my focus was on career development. Now I am married, and 

my family has become the most important thing. … I work hard in order to 

ensure the financial security and prosperity of my family. (Ding, Site 3) 

My understanding of individual well-being has changed after marriage. The 

wellness of my family members and harmony within the family are more 

important than my own career development. … My son has become the centre of 

my world. I have given up various opportunities for career development and 

sacrificed my leisure time in order to better look after him. (Shang, Site 3)  

After the birth of my daughter, my focus was shifted from career to family. … I 

sacrificed a lot for my kid. … When I looked back I realised that I had no 

achievement in my personal life. I had no personal life. … My daughter has 

grown up and left home. I am now paying more attention to myself. (Mei, Site 3)   

        Retirement was seen by Mei as another key turning point in her life: 

I am retiring in three years. There will be little chance for personal development 

at the workplace. … I have no desire to make further progress. (Mei, Site 2) 
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        Like Mei, several other learners revealed their lack of motivation for career 

development, irrespective of age, marital status, and length of service: 

I am a primary school teacher. … My job is just a job. There is nothing special 

about it. I perform routine tasks and will continue to do so. I do not have bigger 

goals or higher expectations for my career. (Chen, Site 1) 

I do not have a particular goal for my career. … I do my work and live an 

ordinary life as most people do. (Ren, Site 2) 

I do not have a strong desire for success at the workplace. … I do not put any 

pressure on myself in terms of career development. (Wu, Site 2) 

Career stability is important. I am not interested in professional development or 

promotion as long as it is a permanent job. (Shang, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member commented on such a phenomenon: 

I have noticed that many Chinese are reluctant to move forward and make a 

positive change. … Good health and stable jobs constitute good lives. Further 

progress is neither necessary nor important. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        The research officer of the CLC Project at Site 1 took a similar position: 

There is a Chinese saying: happiness consists in contentment. Rural people in 

China, generally speaking, easily get satisfied with what they have. They lack 

ambitions and rarely consider making further improvement. … Many of them 

have not realised that they can have a better future, and that they can develop 

the full potential to turn that dream into reality. (Wen, Site 1) 

6.1.2 Participating to be Counted and to Learn 

This section reports the reasons why the participants were involved in the CLC 

programs and activities. It became clear during the investigation that their motivation 

for doing so was of two types: motivation for being present at CLC events and 

motivation for being engaged in learning. The former type of motivation evidenced a 

strong association with material incentives and at the same time, a low likelihood of 

engagement in learning. The motivation for being engaged in learning was reported to 

be related mainly to hobbies or to income generation. Furthermore, a range of factors 

relating to the learners themselves, to the classroom teaching, and to the family and 
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community environments evidenced an influence on adult learners’ motivation for 

being engaged in learning.  

        It was explained in the previous section that the participants’ understanding of 

individual well-being was influenced by the major life events they experienced. Some 

life events, such as the birth of a new child and retirement, were reported to be 

associated with the motivation to engage in learning. For example, two learners 

explained that: 

This will be my first child. I have neither experience nor relevant knowledge 

about infant care. That is why I have been attending the training program on 

newborn parenting. (Liu, Site 3) 

I like singing. Playing Chinese two-stringed fiddle is also my interest. … I attend 

classes regularly and practise a lot. … Retired people need to adjust to the new 

phase of life. To engage in hobbies helps overcome the emptiness and depression 

as a consequence of disengagement from work. (Xing, Site 2) 

        It should be noted that Xing saw his retirement not in any direct link with the 

development of an interest in music, but as providing him with the opportunity to 

engage in his hobbies intensively and to take part in organised learning activities for 

knowledge and skills enhancement in that particular area. He continued to explain that: 

I have always been interested in the Chinese two-stringed fiddle and I was able 

to play a little. I want to learn the basic theory of music and further improve my 

skills. Therefore, I have been attending classes regularly since retirement. (Xing, 

Site 2) 

        Xing’s engagement in learning was seen as being driven by his interest in music. 

Several other learners also described the genuine interest as the main driver for their 

participation either in a one-off event or in a series of learning activities: 

I visited my uncle about eight years ago and … saw him use paper cuttings to 

decorate the walls and windows. I was attracted by those beautiful artworks and 

was very impressed. … I learned by myself and tried simple ones for fun. … 

When I learned about the paper cutting competition co-organised by the CLC 

and the Cultural Centre of the township-level government, I registered 

immediately. (Chen, Site 1) 
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I saw square dancing for the first time more than ten years ago in the city. A 

group of middle-aged ladies gathered in a park and practised every morning. I 

liked watching them dance. … After I permanently returned to my village, I, 

together with two close friends of mine, started the very first dancing group in 

the village. … More and more people have been joining us. … We have 

participated in several competitions and performed on different occasions. We 

dance for enjoyment, not for prizes. (Hou, Site 1) 

I liked singing and painting, and I learned a little bit when I was a kid. … I 

joined the military at a young age. Since then, I had not had much chance to 

continue to learn and practise. … I have been attending singing and painting 

classes since retirement. I am trying to accomplish my unfulfilled goals. (Sen, 

Site 2) 

I have several hobbies, including yoga, tea making, and photography. … I have 

been attending yoga classes for several years. … I attended the tea-making 

program at the CLC in the first half of the year, but I did not think I learned well. 

Therefore, I have registered for the same program for the second time. (Mei, Site 

3) 

        In addition to hobbies and interests, income generation was reported to be another 

strong motivation to engage in learning. For example, two learners, as primary wage 

earners within their households, were motivated to acquire new knowledge and update 

their farming skills: 

Grape growing is the main source of income for my family. … I need to improve 

my farming skills for higher productivity. … Climate change affects the quality 

of the products and the productivity. There is always a need to upgrade 

agricultural practices in order to deal with those uncertainties. … I always make 

myself available for the training no matter how busy I am. (Rong, Site 1) 

I am inclined to grab any learning opportunity that is related to the development 

of agricultural skills, even though those skills seem to be irrelevant to the 

agricultural practices I am engaged in at the moment. Those skills may become 

useful in the future. You never know. I am motivated to learn new skills because 

they can help increase the profit. (Yang, Site 1) 
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        One CLC staff member observed local community members’ lack of interest in the 

programs that were not directly related to the improvement of their living standards: 

The economy of my town has been developing rapidly. … Most people are more 

concerned with the increase in wealth. … They have little interest in the 

programs that have nothing to do with employment or income generation. (Xiao, 

Site 2)  

        One learner reported, based on his observation, that local community members 

were concerned not only with the increase in wealth, but also with a fast, immediate 

increase: 

The greenhouse for grapes has recently been introduced in my village. … 

However, there are only a few farmers who want to learn the skills and make 

investments, because it will take at least three years to pay back the investment 

and make a profit. Most people do not have a long-term vision. (Rong, Site 1) 

        Quick effects of education as the motivation for learning were also observed by 

one CLC staff member: 

The farmers may walk out of the classroom immediately and never come to the 

training for the second time if what is taught cannot be implemented straight 

away and an effect cannot be achieved shortly. (Pan, Site 3) 

        Another CLC staff member described such a situation vividly: 

Once a trainer starts to talk about making a three-month or six-month plan, the 

participants lose their interest immediately. They do not want a plan. They want 

easy application and an instant outcome. There is a Chinese saying that can be 

used here to describe the learners’ attitude: a shadow is cast as soon as a pole is 

raised. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        The participants’ engagement in the CLC activities was not always driven by 

intrinsic factors. Participation driven by material incentives, as a common phenomenon 

across different research sites, was captured by a number of participants: 

There are some farmers whose attendance is completely driven by material 

incentives. They attend the training on grape growing, but they are not growing 

grapes. (Rong, learner, Site 1) 
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Local farmers are sometimes reluctant to participate in the training programs 

for different reasons. … Incentives have to be used to encourage participation. 

(Sun, trainer, Site 1) 

Local community members are more motivated if material incentives are 

provided. … Therefore, we usually prepare small gifts and distribute to the 

participants at the end of an event. … You know, modern society is materialistic. 

Most people’s motivation is driven by monetary rewards. (Shen, CLC staff 

members, Site 2) 

Do you know why there were so many people attending the seminar yesterday? 

We promised that small gifts would be distributed at the end of the event. (Lu, 

local government official, Site 2)  

Whether people are willing to participate or not depends largely on how 

attractive the material incentives are. (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3) 

        In some cases, participation was even not voluntary. For example, two learners 

explained, respectively, the reasons for their participation: 

The training was jointly organised by the Women’s Federation within the 

township-level government and the CLC. I work at the Women’s Federation at 

the village level. … I was required to attend the training. (Shang, Site 3) 

The organisers of the training program informed the Human Resource 

Department of my factory. The Human Resource Department informed the Head 

of each sector. And the Head of the sector identified potential participants. I was 

selected and requested to attend the training. (Qiao, Site 3)  

        The motivation for being present at the educational events was recognised by one 

CLC staff member as different from the motivation for learning: 

Our activities are always attended by a lot of people. But I am not sure how 

many of them have genuine interest and how many of them are really learning. 

(Shen, Site 2) 

        One Village Party Committee member also identified the difference between 

the motivation for being present and the motivation for learning: 

No matter the participation is driven by genuine interest or by material 

incentives, at least these people have agreed to attend, and they are sitting there. 
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We cannot tell whether they are actually paying attention or just 

daydreaming. … Based on my own observation, very few people are really 

listening. … Attendance is one thing, and learning is another thing. (Ren, Site 2) 

        However, the learners’ lack of motivation for being present at the CLC events did 

not always evidence a result in their lack of motivation to learn. One learner provided 

an example: 

I registered for the 1+1 program, which comprised yoga classes and flower 

arrangement classes. Indeed, I wanted to attend the yoga classes only, because 

yoga was my interest. Since it was a combined program, I went for both classes. 

Later I found that flower arrangement was enjoyable as well. I have been 

growing more and more flowers at home since then. Last year I participated a 

home design competition called the ‘Beautiful Balcony’, and I even won a prize! 

(Mei, Site 3) 

        The motivation for being present at an educational event was reported to be 

determined to some extent by whether the event was held at a time and place convenient 

to the learners. Several participants explained that: 

It may take two hours for the farmers to travel from their own village to the 

place where the training takes place. In this case, there may be few people who 

are willing to come. (Sun, trainer, Site 1) 

I am not motivated to attend the training if it is held at a time not convenient to 

me or in a place far from where I live. (Jin, learner, Site 1) 

Some of our activities are held on weekends. … Who would want to sacrifice 

their weekends to attend those activities? Without official orders, no one would 

have turned up. (Shen, CLC staff member, Site 2) 

Young people are unlikely to attend the activities that are held on weekdays. … 

They go to work during the day and they are not available. (Lu, local 

government official, Site 2) 

        The learners’ motivation to learn was reported to be strongly correlated with what 

was taught. Several participants explained that: 

It seems to me that some trainers always use the same lesson plans, irrespective 

of the relevance of the teaching content. … One time a trainer talked about 
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company operation and management. Do you think those management skills are 

applicable for smallholders like me? … On another occasion, the trainer 

introduced some new facilities such as the bamboo bed for the sheep. We cannot 

afford it at all. … University professors like to talk about theories, but there can 

be a gap between research and reality. … When the teaching content is 

irrelevant or unpractical, I find it hard to concentrate and may not follow the 

trainer. (Yang, learner, Site 1) 

The participants are unlikely to pay attention if the teaching content is far too 

theoretical. … If this is the case, you will find the trainer speak on the stage and 

the participants chat with each other off the stage. (Gan, CLC manager, Site 2) 

I cannot recall what was taught. … I did not listen carefully, because the 

teaching content was irrelevant to my work. (Qiao, learner, Site 3) 

        The teaching content with high relevance and high applicability, though, did not 

always evidence an association with high motivation for learning. One CLC staff 

member recognised the learners’ level of prior knowledge in relation to their motivation 

to learn: 

Some farmers have long-term experiences and they themselves are experts. They 

tend to completely ignore the trainer if the trainer has inadequate knowledge 

and skills. (Meng, Site 1) 

        One learner provided an example: 

I attended some training programs, with the hope that I could learn something 

new and improve my farming skills. … However, new knowledge and skills were 

rarely introduced. I have already acquired those skills. … I did not sleep in the 

class as some other participants did, but I did not pay much attention. (Yang, 

Site 1)         

        In contrast to Yang who was always willing to learn new skills, some local 

farmers’ unwillingness or reluctance to participate in agricultural skills training 

programs to learn new things was observed by one trainer: 

Some farmers are not keen to learn something new. When a new approach, a 

new farming skill, or a new species is introduced in the training, they tend to be 

resistant to those innovations. (Yun, Site 1) 
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        The learners’ motivation to learn was reported to be correlated not only with what 

was taught, but also with how it was taught. One CLC staff member provided an 

example: 

Some trainers simply read out the materials they have prepared for the training. 

Participants are unlikely to concentrate if this is the case. They may either 

daydream or play with their phones. If you were a participant, you would find it 

boring too. (Xiao, Site 2) 

        Lack of interest in and motivation for learning was seen by one local government 

official as a common phenomenon among rural community members: 

I visited several CLCs in a city and observed their activities. … Compared to the 

people in rural areas, those living in urban areas seemed to have a higher level 

of interest in learning. … The local government has invested in the development 

of learning facilities in each community. For example, a science museum has 

been recently established in a rural community. Next to the museum is a 

mahjong parlor. The mahjong parlor is crowded all the time, but the museum 

has no visitors. … Rural people, especially older adults, fail to see the value of 

learning. (Lu, Site 2) 

        One CLC manager had a similar view: 

Local community members attend our activities not because they need to learn 

or want to learn. It is the incentive, not the value of education, that drives their 

participation. (Zhang, Site 3) 

        One learner explained a possible cause for such a phenomenon: 

There are a lot of university graduates whose salary is lower than, for example, 

taxi drivers or electricians. … You do not need great knowledge in order to live 

a good life. Those who have great knowledge may not lead a good life. This is 

what our society looks like today. … That is the main reason why many people 

do not value education. (Chen, Site 1) 

        The motivation to learn was reported to be correlated not only with student-level 

and classroom-level factors, but also with the wider contexts. One learner explained the 

importance of family support: 
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My family members, including my husband, my sons, my daughter-in-law and my 

mother-in-law, have been providing me a lot of support and encouragement. 

They share housework with me so that I am able to spend more time practising 

square dance. … My daughter-in-law helps me search and download music. … 

When I started the dancing group, most of the people in my village, especially 

the males, did not like their wives to join the group. They thought that dancing in 

a public place was humiliating. My husband, however, had an opposite view. 

Without his support, the dancing group would not have been established and I 

would have given up long time ago. (Hou, Site 1) 

        Hou further described the expansion of her dancing group as a consequence of peer 

group influence: 

We usually practise every morning during the slack season. When other ladies 

from the village walk pass, they are likely to be attracted by us. Gradually they 

have developed an interest in square dance. … Initially our dancing group had 

three members only. Now the total number has gone up to sixty. (Hou, Site 1)   

        One trainer also observed the direct influence of peers: 

Attending yoga classes or participating in other fitness activities helps 

individuals keep healthy and fit. The effects of physical activities can slowly 

become obvious and may be observed by the people around you, such as 

relatives and friends. They may ask you to share your experience. You may have 

a conversation with your friends on health and beauty when you go for afternoon 

tea. You, as a good example, may have a positive influence on others and they 

may get motivated to join the activities. (Tan, Site 3) 

        Tan also recognised the influence of mass media: 

Nowadays when you watch TV or surf on the Internet, you may come across 

some images of attractive-looking ordinary people. They take good care of 

themselves and they keep fit and healthy. They look much younger than they 

really are. Don’t you want to be one of them? You may potentially be 

encouraged to participate in fitness activities. (Tan, Site 3) 

        In addition to the influence of the family environment and the community 

environment, the socio-economic development in a broad sense was seen by one 
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government official as playing a role in motivating local community members to engage 

in certain activities: 

I have noticed that in recent years our community members have increasingly 

been motivated to participate in a wide range of learning activities aimed at 

improving their quality of life, such as yoga training, tea making courses, and 

flower arranging courses. Such a situation may be a consequence of 

urbanisation and socio-economic development. When household income reaches 

a certain level, people are likely to shift their attention to non-material aspects of 

life. (Zhou, Site 3) 

6.1.3 Questionable Teaching Quality  

This section reports the practices of teaching in relation to adult learners’ motivation to 

learn and to the effectiveness of their learning. The trainers’ level of subject knowledge 

and their pedagogical capability emerged in the findings as being two important 

components that mattered to the practices of teaching. Deficiency either in the level of 

subject knowledge or in the pedagogical capability evidenced a negative impact on the 

learners’ motivation for participation in learning and on their learning effectiveness.    

        Several participants reported that the selection of teachers/trainers was the 

responsibility of CLCs or their partner organisations: 

The government offices within the township-level government, such as the 

Agricultural Service Centre and the Animal Husbandry Centre, are responsible 

for looking for trainers. (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 1) 

The Cultural Centre of the township-level government and the CLC co-organise 

recreation and leisure activities. … For example, we co-organised a table tennis 

competition recently, and the CLC helped look for judges. (Kang, Head of the 

Cultural Centre, Site 1) 

We are responsible for looking for trainers for our agricultural skills training 

programs. (Pan, CLC staff member, Site 3) 

        The trainers were reported to be selected sometimes from the lists and databases of 

local professionals in different fields. Two CLC staff members explained that: 

There is a database of CLC volunteers from which we select trainers. Among the 

trainers are university professors, lawyers, doctors, and so on. (Shen, Site 2) 
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We have a database of experts in agriculture. Those experts are either university 

professors or researchers from local research institutions. … The database is 

established and managed by the municipal government, as part of the effort to 

build a new socialist countryside. (Qin, Site 3) 

        Qin pointed out that the local farmers with extensive experiences and excellent 

skills could also be selected as trainers: 

There are some farmers who have developed a high level of farming skills 

through their long-term practices. They are involved in our training programs as 

trainers. (Qin, Site 3) 

        One trainer from a local research centre also described the dual roles of farmers as 

both learners and trainers: 

Sometimes we invite local farmers to the stage and encourage them to share 

their experiences with their peers. Local farmers can be more persuasive. Their 

explanations can be more convincing. (Mao, Site 1)  

        In addition to databases, personal networks were reported by one CLC staff 

member as an alternative means to identifying potential trainers: 

I searched the database but could not find any trainer specialising in vegetable 

processing. A professor whom I knew well helped me find an expert through his 

personal network. (Qin, Site 3) 

        One trainer also indicated that she was identified through personal network: 

A CLC staff member contacted me. We used to be colleagues at a local primary 

school. … We have known each other for more than ten years. … We admire 

each other, and she has trust in me. (Tan, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member pointed out that not all the trainers were involved in the 

CLC programs by invitation: 

It is one of the job responsibilities of the academics and researchers to deliver 

agricultural skills training to rural communities. (Meng, Site 1) 

        One trainer described the delivery of training to local farmers as one of his job 

responsibilities: 
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As academics, we conduct research projects on agricultural skills. The research 

normally has a practical component. We are required by the research grant 

providers to introduce our research outputs to local farmers. (Sun, Site 1) 

        To finalise the selection of trainers was seen by one CLC staff member as a 

difficult task: 

Sometimes it is difficult for us to decide whom to invite, simply because there are 

many different options. (Shen, Site 2) 

        Based on the ad hoc conversations with the CLC staff at different sites, most 

trainers got paid for their work. And the higher the qualifications that the trainers 

possessed, the more they were paid for their work (Field note, Site 1; Field note, Site 2; 

Field note, Site 3). The CLC’s financial capacity was seen by one CLC staff member as 

a factor to be taken into consideration when selecting trainers: 

We pay at least 300RMB for one lecture that lasts for forty-five minutes to one 

hour. Some trainers ask for 800RMB, and that is our limit. We cannot afford 

more than 800RMB. (Qin, Site 3) 

        Qualification was reported to be another important factor to consider in the 

selection of trainers. For example, one CLC staff member from Site 1 explained that: 

The trainers we normally invite include academics, researchers, and experts 

from the Agricultural University, the Academy of Agricultural Sciences at the 

provincial level, the Agricultural Extension Centre at the municipal level, and 

the Agricultural Service Centre and the Animal Husbandry Centre under the 

township-level government. (Meng, Site 1)  

        One Village Party Committee member at Site 2 described the trainers he had 

encountered: 

The trainers include doctors from public hospitals, university professors, 

lawyers, and government officials who have obtained certificates from the 

Institute of Political and Law Cadre Training. (Ren, Site 2) 

        Similarly, one CLC staff member from Site 3 reported that his Centre often invited 

professors from the Agricultural University, researchers from the Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences at both provincial and municipal levels, and professionals from 

the Office of Agriculture within the local government (Qin, Site 3).  
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        A number of participants believed that the higher the qualifications that the trainers 

possessed, the greater subject knowledge they had: 

University professors and those researchers from research centres at the 

provincial level are more knowledgeable than the experts from the county-level 

organisations. (Rong, learner, Site 1) 

The experts from the Academy of Agricultural Sciences are able to provide 

solutions to all the issues and problems we raise. … The trainers from county-

level and township-level organisations may not be able to respond to all our 

queries. (Huang, learner, Site 1) 

There is no doubt that those nationally known experts have great knowledge in 

their subjects. (Xiao, CLC staff member, Site 2) 

We invite the best trainers, such as the professors from top universities. (Ge, 

county-level CLC manager, Site 3) 

        However, Ge pointed out that the best trainers in the eyes of the organisers might 

not always be recognised as the best trainers by the learners: 

We call them professors, but our participants sometimes do not believe that they 

deserve the title of professor. (Ge, Site 3) 

        The expectation-reality gap with respect to the subject knowledge of the trainers 

was identified by a number of learners. Two learners, for example, explained that: 

The trainer owned a training centre of maternity matrons and she was supposed 

to have extensive experience and great knowledge regarding newborn 

parenting. … However, there were a few key points she failed to explain. (Shang, 

Site 3) 

Fruit cracking has been the biggest concern of mine. I consulted a university 

professor, hoping that he would have a solution. However, the professor was 

unable to provide any useful information. (Zhu, Site 3) 

        Two CLC staff members also observed such a gap: 

One time we invited an expert on bamboo shoot growing to deliver the training 

to local farmers. One of the farmers invited the trainer to his farm and explained 

about his practices very clearly and logically. The trainer kept nodding and had 
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nothing to add or argue. … Then I decided to invite well-known researchers 

from the city. Again, local farmers very often knew better than those experts. 

(Pan, Site 3) 

Some farmers know better than those experts. They may not know much about 

theories as academics do, but they have extensive experiences. They are not 

given the title of expert because they do not have their field experiences 

summarised and published. (Meng, Site 1) 

        Meng further stressed that the level of field experiences was an important factor to 

consider in the selection of trainers: 

We select those trainers who visit rural areas on a regular basis and who have a 

good knowledge of the local conditions for farming. They cannot just be 

academics without field experiences. … Some academics talk too much about 

theories. But what is actually happening in the field may differ from what is 

explained in those theories. (Meng, Site 1) 

        A number of participants reported that there were trainers who had a good 

knowledge of their subjects but lacked a good knowledge of teaching: 

Some trainers do not know how to teach. They simply read out their handouts or 

slides. (Yang, learner, Site 1) 

Some trainers simply read out the materials they have prepared for the training. 

(Xiao, CLC staff member, Site 2) 

Some trainers are good at learning, but they are not good at teaching. (Ren, 

Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

The trainer we invited last time was a doctor. … She was not a teacher and did 

not know how to teach. (Wu, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

        Most trainers interviewed participated in professional development programs on a 

regular basis or engaged in self-teaching from time to time to improve or update their 

knowledge and skills in particular areas (Long, Site 1; Cai, Site 1; Mao, Site 1; Yun, 

Site 1; Xing, Site 2; Tan, Site 3). However, none of those professional development 

opportunities involved a component that could influence their knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes for the conduct of teaching.  



 173 

        It was explained by a number of participants that many of the educational events 

organised by the CLCs, including the skills training programs and the activities on a 

variety of topics aimed at raising the awareness of the public, were represented through 

lectures: 

I have been attending the agricultural skills training for several years. It is 

usually a half-day or a one-day lecture. (Yang, learner, Site 1) 

We organise lectures on a variety of topics, such as health and disease 

prevention, environmental protection, and legal knowledge. (Lin, CLC staff 

member, Site 2) 

There are different lectures we organise every year, such as lectures on 

parenting. (Zhang, CLC manager, Site 3) 

        Several participants further described how the lectures they attended looked like: 

I have been attending the training on greenhouse vegetables for more than ten 

years. In most cases, such training takes place in a classroom. The trainer 

teaches on the platform using the blackboard. We sit there listening and taking 

notes. (Han, learner, Site 1) 

Most of the CLC programs take place in a lecture room. The trainers usually 

prepare PowerPoint presentations nowadays. They present on the platform 

whereas the participants sit and listen. … It is like attending a class at school. 

(Ren, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

The lectures on different topics, such as health and safety, are organised for 

local community members from time to time. … The presenters talk on the 

platform. The participants sit there listening or pretending to be listening. (Lei, 

learner, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member observed that the lectures aimed at awareness raising 

usually involved minimal communication and interaction between presenters and 

learners: 

The participants easily feel tired and bored during the lectures. But it is 

understandable. They sit there and listen to a presentation for two hours. … The 

lecturer is the only one who speaks. (Xiao, Site 2) 
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        One Village Party Committee member also observed the lack of teacher-student 

interaction during the lectures: 

In most of the lectures there is no interaction between lecturers and participants. 

(Wu, Site 2) 

        One learner recalled a similar situation: 

The lecturer did not proactively interact with us throughout the lecture. (Tong, 

Site 2) 

        Two learners reported that the teacher-learner interaction was more likely to occur 

during skills training programs, although the interaction was quite limited: 

During the training on grape growing, the trainer made pauses from time to time 

and asked if we were able to follow him. … When anyone had questions or 

doubts, he made further explanations. But there were not many people asking 

questions. (Rong, Site 1) 

There is often a Q&A session at the end of the agricultural skills training. 

However, sixty or seventy percent of the participants have no questions to ask. 

(Dong, Site 1) 

        The learners interviewed provided different reasons for being reluctant to raise 

questions during or after the skills training. Two learners attributed their reluctance to 

ask questions to the low-challenge learning tasks introduced by the trainers: 

We rarely ask questions. … Most of the participants have extensive experiences. 

What is taught in the training is not something new to us. (Rong, Site 1) 

I had no questions to ask. … I had already known the things introduced and 

explained by the trainer. (Han, Site 1) 

        Several learners reported that it was their lack of confidence that hampered their 

communication with the trainers: 

Most people are too shy to ask questions. They would rather ask their friends 

after the training if they need more explanations. (Dong, Site 1) 

I do not speak standard Mandarin. I feel shy to ask questions in front of 

others. … I never contact the trainers after the training even though some of 
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them have provided their contact details. The trainers do not know who I am. I 

feel shy to contact them. (Yang, Site 1) 

The trainers come from big cities and I am from a small village. I have no guts to 

speak to the trainers. … Moreover, if I ask simple questions, other villagers may 

laugh at me. (Han, Site 1) 

        The efforts made by the trainers to create a lively atmosphere in the classroom and 

to encourage participation were captured by two learners: 

I attended a training last year on greenhouse vegetables. … The trainer said a 

few words about how to better look after parents. … I cannot recall how that 

conversation started. … But I remember the participants got themselves involved 

in the conversation. … The learners might feel bored listening to one topic for a 

couple of hours. It was good that the trainer related one thing to another and 

successfully attracted people’s attention. (Huang, Site 1) 

Once I attended a training program and most of the participants were 

females. … I was impressed that the trainer related women’s engagement in 

economic activities to the increase of our self-esteem and to the improvement of 

our social status. … What she said was very encouraging. We stood up and 

applauded several times. (Zheng, Site 1) 

        One trainer provided an example of the instructional adjustments he made: 

It is important that we speak the dialect, because not everyone in rural areas 

understands Mandarin. It is equally crucial that we avoid difficult terminologies. 

I try to explain the theories in the simplest way. This is the key to the success of a 

training program. … The farmers are likely to be motivated to engage in 

learning and to interact with me. If I do not make any adjustment, the 

participants may start to leave the class soon after the training starts. (Sun, Site 

1) 

        In addition to lecturing, demonstration and a combination of lecturing and 

demonstration were reported to be alternative methods employed in the skills training. 

A number of participants explained that: 

The training on the underground drip irrigation and on the vegetable grafting 

took place in the field, not in the classroom. These new skills needed to be 
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demonstrated to local farmers, otherwise they might find it hard to understand. 

(Mao, trainer, Site 1) 

Sometimes I go to the field and demonstrate, for instance, how to apply the 

pesticide and fertiliser to the field. (Cai, trainer, Site 1) 

The training started with a one-hour presentation. After that, the trainer went to 

a greenhouse to demonstrate the skills explained during the presentation. (Rong, 

learner, Site 1) 

The trainer gave a lecture in the classroom in the morning. He spent the 

afternoon in a greenhouse demonstrating how to prune the grapes. (Dong, 

learner, Site 1) 

The trainer first gave an oral presentation on how to make tea. Then she began 

to demonstrate while explaining the procedure. (Mei, learner, Site 3) 

        Demonstration was seen by the learners as an effective teaching strategy for skills 

training. For example, one learner commented that: 

When the trainers ‘talk’ about the skills in the classroom, we are still uncertain 

about how to apply those skills. When the trainers demonstrate in the 

greenhouse, we understand immediately. (Dong, Site 1) 

        The strength of demonstration in encouraging the interaction between trainers and 

learners and between learners themselves was reported by one learner: 

The trainer first explained the procedure of how to make tea while 

demonstrating. Then we started to practise. The trainer walked around the 

classroom checking if each of us was following the procedure. We asked 

questions, and she explained and demonstrated over and over again. She was 

very patient and detail-oriented. … We, the learners, also communicated with 

each other, asking questions or correcting each other. I enjoyed the learning 

atmosphere. (Mei, Site 3) 

        Learning through teamwork and collaboration, which greatly encouraged 

communication and interaction in the classroom, was described by one learner: 

It was a one-week training targeting team leaders in my factory. In the morning 

sessions we were divided into different groups and assigned tasks to be 

accomplished through teamwork. … The teamwork involved a lot of discussions 
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and even arguments. We had to turn to the trainer for help if we were unable to 

reach an agreement. … The trainer walked around and observed each team. He 

provided suggestions when we needed. (Qiao, Site 3) 

        One trainer reported that interaction with the participants allowed her to gain a 

better understanding of the needs and concerns of the learners and to make adjustments 

accordingly to meet those needs: 

I learned from the participants that some of them took part in the body shape 

training and dancing practice in the past. Some never attended such training. … 

Some were more concerned with weight loss, whereas others came to the 

training hoping that the exercise might help relax neck and shoulder muscles. … 

More attention should be given to slow learners and new learners. … I had a 

teaching plan, but I needed to be flexible in the teaching processes. (Tan, Site 3)  

        One learner also provided an example of the trainer’s responsiveness as a result 

of interaction: 

Some learners wanted to learn how to make ice tea or lemon tea. I wanted to 

learn to make milk tea. … These things were not included in the teaching plan of 

the trainer. … It was nice of her to teach the things that we asked. (Mei, Site 3)   

        Interaction helped one trainer build trust with her students: 

I could tell that some learners did not have much trust and confidence in me in 

the beginning, because we did not know each other prior to the training. They 

did not want to talk to me at first. … In my class I tried to pay attention to 

individual learners, helping each of them practise the yoga poses that they found 

challenging. And I liked to encourage my students. … Then their attitude started 

to change. … They even came to me during the break to chat with me. They said 

they enjoyed my class. (Tan, Site 3) 

        Tan further reported that enjoyable learning experiences had a significant impact 

on her students’ engagement in learning outside the classroom: 

Some of the learners have been in contact with me since their participation in my 

yoga class at the CLC. … Those learners have been continuing to practise yoga 

either with me or with other trainers. … They often ask me to take videos of my 

class so that they can practise at home. (Tan, Site 3) 
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        The teacher-learner interaction was seen by one local government official as 

having a positive impact on the trainers too: 

Trainers deliver agricultural skills training to  local farmers. This is also a 

learning opportunity for the trainers. During communication and discussion, the 

trainers may be able to learn some new, practical knowledge and techniques 

from the farmers. (Long, Site 1)  

6.1.4 The Significance of Learning Outside the CLCs 

This section reports the learners’ learning activities that took place outside the three 

CLCs. Many of the CLC programs and activities were reported to be short in 

duration and low in frequency. Out-of-classroom learning through different means 

evidenced a particularly important role in enhancing the knowledge and skills of the 

learners.  

        The educational provision of the three CLCs evidenced a preoccupation with short-

term and one-off activities. Several learners described the duration of the activities in 

which they participated: 

The agricultural skills training I attended started at 1pm and finished at 4pm or 

5pm. (Huang, Site 1) 

The lectures organised by the CLCs usually lasted for two to three hours. (Wu, 

Site 2) 

The lecture started at 1.30pm and ended before 3pm. (Tong, Site 2) 

The training on the newborn parenting comprised five classes. The duration of 

each class was about two hours. (Liu, Site 3) 

        A number of participants reported on the frequency of the CLC activities that they 

attended: 

Every year, the Cultural Centre of the township-level government and the CLC 

jointly organise cultural activities on the occasions of Chinese traditional 

festivals. (Meng, CLC staff member, Site 1) 

The training on greenhouse grapes aims to tackle the main issues and problems 

that may be encountered in different plant growth phases. The training is 

normally held twice or three times a year. (An, learner, Site 1) 
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The lecture on the civil law of China is held once a year. (Shen, CLC staff 

member, Site 2) 

The Neighbourhood Festival is held once a year. (Guan, learner, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member provided an example of the one-off activities held by her 

Centre: 

This year we organised some activities promoting the virtue of respect for one’s 

parents, elders, and ancestors. … We never organised such activities in the 

past. … We try to do something new and different every year. (Shen, Site 2) 

        Two learners described their participation in the CLC programs as a one-off 

learning opportunity, as they were not allowed to participate in the same programs 

repeatedly: 

It was a one-week training targeting team leaders in my factory. Each team 

leader is allowed to take part in this training once. I attended the training last 

year. Therefore, I am not allowed to attend the training again this year. (Qiao, 

Site 3) 

There are a series of short-term training programs that are provided by the 

CLCs exclusively to local teachers. Each of us is allowed to register for one 

program once only. I attended the training on tea making last year. Therefore, I 

am not allowed to register for this program again this year. (Mei, Site 3) 

        The lack of consistency and sustainability of the CLCs’ educational provision 

was viewed by the participants in contrasting ways. For example, one Village Party 

Committee member commented that: 

The CLC organises one or two activities in my village each year. … It is actually 

wise for the CLC to organise educational events on a low frequent basis. Most 

community members are not very motivated to participate in those activities. … 

They have many other things to do. They do not want to waste too much time [on 

attending CLC events]. (Ren, Site 2) 

        By contrast, for those who found the CLC activities useful or meaningful, the 

CLCs’ inadequate provision was seen as having its limit. For example, one learner 

explained that: 
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I attended the yoga training at the CLC in 2013, and I became interested in it 

immediately. However, it was a short-term program. … I had practised alone at 

home for some time. Then I found a good yoga studio and I have been attending 

classes there for a few years. (Mei, Site 3) 

        Mei had been actively engaged in her hobbies and been continuously improving 

her skills through learning. Such learning took place both inside and outside the 

classroom. It was found that out-of-classroom learning constituted a large part of the 

learning experiences of the majority of the learners interviewed. Learning took place 

outside the classroom through different means. Two learners reported that they sought 

information and knowledge from books: 

The books distributed by the trainers are quite useful. (Rong, Site 1) 

There are three or four books distributed to each farmer during the training 

sessions. The books provide detailed explanations on plant diseases and pest 

control. I often turn to those books when I need to find a solution. (Dong, Site 1) 

        Technology was seen by a number of learners as providing them an alternative 

means to learn: 

I search information on the Internet when I encounter problems. (Yang, Site 1) 

It is convenient to search the information you need online. (Huang, Site 1) 

I like to watch the TV programs on agriculture, especially those related to 

greenhouse grapes. Although the programs may be focused on the farming 

practices in a particular region, what is introduced and explained can be 

applied to similar situations across different regions. (Dong, Site 1) 

There is a website for square dancing. … I learn by myself at home by watching 

videos online. (Hou, Site 1) 

        However, one learner pointed out the limitation of technology: 

The Internet may produce unreliable and faulty information. If I follow the 

wrong instructions, the productivity may be significantly affected, and all the 

efforts I have made during the current year will be wasted. (Rong, Site 1) 



 181 

        Two smallholders reported that solutions to complex issues and problems 

encountered in the field could be found by consulting the trainers after the training 

sessions: 

I explain the situation to the trainer through the phone and he provides possible 

solutions. He answers the phone calls whenever he is available. (Rong, Site 1) 

I have contact with a researcher from a research institute. (Mo, Site 3) 

        Communication or consultation with experienced farmers was seen by some 

learners as a good option: 

The farmers in a neighbouring village have more than ten years of experience in 

greenhouse grape farming. They are quite experienced. Compared to them, we 

are just new beginners. If you happen to know someone from that village, you 

can turn to him or her for help. (Dong, Site 1) 

I have visited some farmers in the neighbouring villages and observed their 

practices in the field. (Yang, Site 1) 

My neighbours come to me sometimes asking what fertilisers and what pesticides 

I apply in the greenhouse. … There are people who are more experienced than 

me. I visit their greenhouses and learn what fertilisers they use and how often 

they water the plants. (Huang, Site 1) 

        One learner, however, pointed out a precondition for information and knowledge 

sharing between local farmers: 

There is large demand for the particular type of fish that I raise. The farmers in 

my village do not have to compete with each other in the market. Therefore, we 

never hide from each other. We do not see good farming practices as secrets. 

The more experienced farmers are willing to help those who are less 

experienced. (Leng, Site 3) 

6.1.5 Mixed Impact on Individual well-being 

This section reports the impact of participation in the CLC programs on the individual 

well-being of adult learners. There were four types of learning activities the selected 

learners were engaged in: activities relating to their hobbies and interests; skills 

training; recreational and cultural activities; and a series of lectures aimed at awareness 

raising and advocacy. The level of impact differed across the above-mentioned four 
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types of learning activities. Furthermore, participation in the same learning activities 

evidenced different or even contrasting effects on individual well-being due to various 

factors relating to the learners themselves, to the teaching practices, and to the wider 

contexts. The impact of participation in the CLCs on individual well-being thus 

presented a mixed picture.  

        Several learners reported that their engagement in hobbies and interests brought 

them great enjoyment: 

I enjoy public square dancing. I forget all the worries when I practise. (Tao, Site 

1) 

I like singing. … I practise in a singing group every Wednesday. When I practise 

I tend to forget my age and get rid of all the worries. (Xing, Site 2)  

I enjoy practising yoga. … I even dream about practising yoga at night. … It has 

become an important part of my life. (Mei, Site 3) 

        Xing and Mei also experienced lifestyle changes as a consequence of their 

engagement in hobbies: 

Before I began to participate in the singing group and to learn to play Chinese 

two-stringed fiddle, I used to play mahjong all day. It was not a good habit. Nor 

was it good for health. The more I played, the more depressed and bored I 

felt. … To engage in different learning activities has made my life more 

interesting and fulfilled. (Xing, Site 2)  

Yoga has changed my lifestyle. I used to spend my spare time doing housework, 

meeting friends, or watching TV. Now I spend most of the evenings and 

weekends in the yoga studio. (Mei, Site 3) 

        Furthermore, Xing and Mei recognised the impact of their new lifestyles on 

physical and mental health: 

To engage in hobbies brings me so much joy. It is important to be optimistic 

about retirement and keep a good mood. To keep a good mood further helps me 

to keep healthy. (Xing, Site 2) 

I have lost a lot of weight. … Practising yoga also helps relieve my neck pain. I 

used to suffer a lot from the neck pain and could not sleep without sleeping 

pills. … And I rarely get cold these days. (Mei, Site 3) 
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        A number of learners who were actively engaged in hobbies reported that in 

addition to daily practices, they were occasionally provided opportunities to participate 

in some big events, such as competitions (Tao, Site 1; Hou, Site 1; Xing, Site 2; Jiang, 

Site 2; Mei, Site 3). One learner described the sense of achievement she obtained from 

participating in various events: 

We take part in the dance competition in October every year. We also perform 

on different occasions, such as on the Women’s Day and on the New Year’s 

Day. … Among the audience are our families, friends, and neighbours. Our 

performances often bring loud cheers and applause. We feel very proud of 

ourselves, no matter if we win or lose. … To us, dance is not only a hobby, but 

also something meaningful to pursue in life. (Hou, Site 1) 

        Income growth as a consequence of acquisition and application of improved 

farming techniques was reported by a number of participants: 

Local farmers used to be dependent on grain farming for their livelihood. It was 

labour intensive and unprofitable. Many of them have been engaged in vegetable 

farming as an alternative in recent years. … Vegetable farming helps raise their 

incomes and improve their living conditions. Almost all the families in this 

village are able to afford new houses and new cars. (Cai, trainer, Site 1) 

Greenhouse fruit growing, as compared to traditional grain farming, is much 

more profitable. Grapes, for example, are much more valuable than corns and 

wheat. The grain growers were able to earn 1,000RMB or so per acre. Engaged 

in the greenhouse fruit growing in recent years, the local farmers can expect a 

net farm income as much as 20,000RMB per acre. (Mi, trainer, Site 1) 

The pesticides and fertilisers can have a great impact on the plant productivity. I 

have learned different types of pesticides and fertilisers and how to use them 

properly. … The knowledge and skills acquired through the training have helped 

increase the productivity and profitability significantly. (Huang, learner, Site 1) 

I have been attending the training on greenhouse vegetable farming since 2001. 

Before the greenhouse agriculture was introduced in my village, I used to grow 

wheat for a living. Life was tough at that time. Sometimes I could not even afford 

a small bag of laundry powder. … The greenhouse vegetable farming has helped 
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improve the quality of life. My family built a new house in 2003. We purchased 

some white goods in 2009. In 2014 we had our first car. (Han, learner, Site 1) 

The farmers in the village have greatly benefitted from the duck rearing training 

organised by the CLC. Several duck farms and egg processing factories have 

been established by local farmers. They manufacture the feed mix by 

themselves. … An entire supply chain has been established within the local 

community, which has significantly contributed to poverty reduction and income 

generation. (Lan, former CLC manager, Site 3) 

        Despite the significant impact reported above, there were occasions when some 

learners were able to benefit from the agricultural skills training, but not significantly. 

They explained that: 

Although the greenhouse grape growing is much more profitable than traditional 

wheat farming, we still cannot fully rely on agriculture for a living. The 

agricultural business is not the only source of income for my family. I look for 

different casual jobs in the town, and my children contribute to the family 

finances too. (Rong, Site 1) 

The greenhouse vegetable growing has helped raise the household income. 

However, the income is not stable. (He, Site 1) 

The greenhouse grape growing is a profit-making business, but the profit is not 

so high as expected. (Zhu, Site 3) 

        Individual differences in the outcomes and impacts of local farmers’ participation 

in learning were observed by one trainer: 

Individuals differ in the ways they learn and practise. Some learn better than 

others. Therefore, even though the local farmers from the same community 

participate in the same training and engage in the same agricultural activity, 

some can achieve higher productivity than others. (Mao, Site 1) 

        One trainer related the lack of impact of participation in the agricultural skills 

training to the learners’ lack of motivation to learn: 

In the class, you may find one third of the participants uninterested in what is 

taught. They may or may not be listening. Some are listening, but they do not 

take such training seriously. There are a small number of farmers who are very 
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much concerned with their skills improvement for better productivity. They ask 

questions; they argue with the trainers. Highly motivated learners are more 

likely to be successful in their farm businesses, as compared to those who lack 

motivation to learn. If you have chance to visit their farms, you will notice the 

big difference in terms of the quality of their products. (Sun, Site 1)   

        One trainer explained the problems of the farm practices undertaken by the 

learners in relation to their failure in farm businesses: 

The unexpected snow at the end of September last year had a negative impact on 

productivity. It was explained in the training that during fall and winter the 

greenhouse should be fully covered by the curtains at night and the curtains 

should be rolled up during the day. Some local farmers failed to strictly follow 

the instructions, which had resulted in their loss of profit. (Mi, Site 1) 

        One learner attributed his reduced productivity to the trainer’s lack of subject 

knowledge: 

A university professor suggested that I use the plastic film to cover the young 

plants in order to solve the problem of fruit cracking. I tried, and the problem 

worsened, because the plastic film prevented the fresh air flowing. (Zhu, Site 3) 

        One learner reported that the training could hardly have an impact on his farming 

business simply because what was taught could not be put into practice: 

The skills introduced in the training can only be applied to large-scale farming. 

We are smallholders and operate small farms. Moreover, the application of 

some new skills is constrained by the physical environment of the local area, 

such as weather conditions. (Yang, Site 1) 

        A number of learners reported that their success in farm businesses was hampered 

by different challenges, such as natural disasters, high costs, food price inflation, and 

inadequate market access: 

The greenhouse grapes did not survive the freeze disaster in the winter. We had 

very little farm income last year. (An, Site 1) 

The price of greenhouse grapes has dropped dramatically since last year. 

(Dong, Site 1) 
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My biggest concern is the lack of direct connections to the potential markets. We 

sell our products at farm gate prices to the middlemen and local traders. They 

take advantage of smallholder farmers’ lack of access to the markets. (Rong, 

Site 1) 

My husband and I have applied for a small business loan in order to start a fish 

farming business. The fish price goes up and down, so does our income. 

Moreover, we are completely dependent on the middlemen who profit from our 

hard work. (Leng, Site 3) 

The cost for the organic turtle farming is quite high. You make investment in the 

first two to three years with no return. Smallholders may find it hard to maintain 

their businesses if there is no sustainable access to the markets. (Mo, Site 3) 

        The role of collective action in improving the market access was recognised by one 

local government official: 

Agricultural cooperatives can play an important role in facilitating the 

smallholders’ market access. Such cooperatives enable smallholders to share the 

costs and resources and to market products together. However, very few people 

have taken the initiative to establish smallholder cooperatives. (Long, Site 1) 

        Two learners also recognised the limits of individual efforts in building direct 

connections to the potential markets: 

It is not easy to explore and connect to the potential markets. Even if you have 

direct access to the markets, you may not be able to handle the entire farm-to-

market process by yourself. You need extra time, extra energy, extra labour, and 

extra financial input to deal with packaging, storage, and transportation. (Yang, 

Site 1) 

There are things that we are unable to accomplish on our own. … I saw on TV 

that the smallholder cooperatives in South China have been developing online 

markets. I have thought about selling my products online. However, I need to 

acquire the skills related to food spoilage, storage, packaging, and 

transportation in the first place. And I need helpers to deal with these tasks. … 

The training provided through the CLC and its partner organisations has been 

exclusively focused on how to grow grapes. But what should we do after the 
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harvest? We have not been provided any support from anyone with respect to 

agricultural marketing. (Rong, Site 1) 

        Based on the ad hoc conversations with the CLC staff at Site 1 and Site 3, the 

CLCs, as educational institutions, were responsible primarily for providing 

education and training for smallholders, not for providing additional follow-up 

support or services to them as they needed (Field note, Site 1; Field note, Site 3). 

        The government played a role in promoting agriculture by, for example, 

disseminating basic agricultural materials to local farmers, as indicated by several 

participants (Long, local government official, Site 1; Cai, trainer, Site 1; Mao, trainer, 

Site 1). However, some participants reported that the government support was either 

inadequate or sometimes failed to reach the poor due to complex reasons, such as 

corruption (Jin, learner, Site 1; Qian, learner, Site 1; Qin, CLC staff member, Site 3).  

        The impact of the recreational and leisure activities on individual well-being 

presented a mixed picture. One learner reported that participation in such activities 

brought her joy and happiness: 

I take part in sports and recreational activities organised by the Cultural Centre 

and the CLC on the occasions of Chinese traditional festivals. It is fun to 

participate in these activities. (Hou, Site 1) 

        By contrast, participation in recreational activities was seen by one learner as 

having no impact: 

I took part in the Neighbourhood Festival organised by the CLC. The Festival 

comprised two parts: a formal meeting attended by government officials and 

representatives of community members in the morning, and singing and dancing 

performances in the evening. … Small gifts were provided in order to encourage 

participation. … The Festival was able to bring people together. But the 

neighbours did not chat a lot. … After the performances the organiser was able 

to claim that the Neighbourhood Festival had been successfully taken place. 

(Guan, Site 3) 

        One CLC staff member, however, had an opposite opinion regarding the impact of 

the Neighbourhood Festival: 
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The Neighbourhood Festival is one of the programs we are proud of. A variety of 

cultural and recreational activities take place in different rural communities, 

bringing joy and happiness to community members. (Qin, Site 3) 

        The lectures aimed at awareness raising were seen by a number of participants as 

having little impact: 

The lectures seem to have had very limited effects on people’s lives, although the 

topics of those lectures are usually the hot topics. (Wu, Village Party Committee 

member, Site 2) 

Our activities, except for the skills training, can hardly have an impact. (Shen, 

CLC staff member, Site 2) 

The lectures for awareness raising and advocacy may be the activities that are 

least helpful to local community members. (Gan, CLC manager, Site 2) 

        One learner explained several possible causes for the lack of effects of the 

lectures for awareness raising: 

Individuals’ participation in the lectures on health or safety is mostly driven by 

material incentives. … The lectures are very dull. … Sometimes what is taught is 

highly complex and we find it hard to understand. In other cases, the lecturers’ 

explanations are far too theoretical. It is nearly impossible to put the knowledge 

into practice. (Lei, Site 3) 

        One Village Party Committee member also pointed out the problems of those 

lectures: 

I do not think the lectures on health or environmental protection or on other 

topics can have any real impact. Such lectures are mostly one-off activities. …  

Moreover, the participants, including me, rarely put what has been taught into 

practice. … There may be an effect, but the effect is usually superficial. For 

example, I have learned from the lectures on health and sanitation that two 

cutting boards should be provided at home, one for preparing vegetables and the 

other for preparing meat. Refrigerators should be cleaned regularly. Towels 

need to be replaced every three months. … I understand the importance of these 

practices. However, it would be far too complicated if you strictly follow these 

‘rules’ in your daily life. (Wu, Site 2) 
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        While the ineffectiveness of the lectures for awareness raising and advocacy was 

widely recognised by the participants, one CLC manager attempted to justify the lack of 

impact of such activities: 

The CLC organises lectures on, for example, garbage classification. The 

purpose of these lectures is to equip individuals with some basic knowledge on 

what is garbage classification and how to implement it. Whether it can actually 

be implemented or not depends on government actions. For example, the 

government can provide material incentives to encourage people to implement 

garbage classification. … To achieve environmental protection requires 

collective action. What the CLC has been doing is only a small part of the 

development effort. (Gan, Site 2)   

        One local government official also showed a tolerant attitude towards the lack of 

impact of the lectures for awareness raising: 

There is no official requirement that an impact must be achieved as a 

consequence of such activities. It takes time for an impact to become obvious. 

And an impact can be intangible. A government official quoted a poem in his 

presentation on the potential impact of community education in general: A good 

rain knows its season. … Silent and soft, it moistens everything. (Lu, Site 2) 

        One Village Party Committee member held a similar attitude: 

The aim of the lectures for awareness raising and advocacy is to disseminate 

information and knowledge among community members. It is not guaranteed 

that the participants will put what they have learned into practice and achieve 

something. Advocacy is an activity through which the individuals learn the 

importance of something. They do not have to understand why it is of 

importance. Neither do they need to turn it into actions. (Ren, Site 2) 

        Participation in the CLC programs and activities was seen by a number of learners 

as providing them opportunities to build up new social connections: 

We, the learners, have created a group chat on a mobile application. We share 

information with each other. For example, you can ask for help if the vegetable 

seeds you are looking for cannot be found in the local market. We also share 

market opportunities. (Yang, Site 1) 
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It was helpful to meet the smallholders from other villages and share farming 

experiences. I am still in contact with some of them. (Huang, Site 1)  

It is important for the retirees to build new social connections in order to avoid 

becoming socially alienated. Participation in different learning activities can 

provide an opportunity to connect to others. … You make friends and you talk 

with them around various topics. You learn what is happening locally, 

nationally, and internationally through communication. (Jiang, Site 2) 

I found it hard to cope with the demise of my mother. I was devastated, 

depressed, and refused to talk to others. … Participation in various learning 

activities has brought me not only happiness, but also friendship. (Fu, Site 2) 

I have made several friends during the training. … One of them works at the 

human resources department in a local factory. She often shares career 

information with us. I share the information with my relatives and friends who 

are looking for jobs. (Qiao, Site 3) 

        While the above-mentioned learners benefitted from the social relationships 

established through their participation in various educational events, one learner 

explained the benefits she had brought to others through her existing social 

relationships: 

I encouraged my sister to join me in the yoga class. We have been attending 

classes together. I have seen her benefit a lot from fitness activities. … After I 

attended the training program on tea making, I taught my daughter how to make 

milk tea. She loves milk tea, and she is now able to make it by herself. (Mei, Site 

3)         

6.2 Limited Impact on Community Well-being  

This section explores and evidences the ways in which and the extent to which 

participation in the CLCs had impacted on perceived community well-being. Based on 

the learners’ responses to the question of ‘what matters to a good or ideal community’, 

community well-being was generally understood as the betterment of their places of 

residence. The impact of participation in the CLCs on community well-being was found 

to be extremely limited. An analysis of the data suggested two main causes for the 

marginal impact on community well-being. On the one hand, the data revealed the 
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learners’ lack of interest in community issues as well as their lack of motivation to 

contribute to their communities. On the other hand, the dominant role of the government 

in community development seemed to have contributed somewhat to the learners’ lack 

of interest in and motivation for being part of the effort for that development.  

        The findings pertaining to the impact on community well-being are presented in 

two subsections. The first section reports how community well-being was understood 

and interpreted by the participants. The second section explores and evidences the 

marginal impact of participation in the CLCs on community well-being.   

6.2.1 A Place-based Conception of Community 

This section reports the participants’ responses to the questions of ‘what community 

means to them’ and ‘what matters to a good or ideal community’. The participants’ 

understanding of community evidenced a focus on the place-based nature of 

community. Community well-being was generally seen by the participants as the 

development and improvement of their places of residence mainly in three aspects: 

economy, physical environment, and interpersonal relationships.   

        The place-based nature of community was emphasised by two CLC staff 

members: 

According to the administrative divisions of China, a community can refer to a 

city, a county, a town, or a village. (Gan, Site 2) 

The term community, as used by community education practitioners like us, 

refers to a village in a rural area or a sub-district in an urban area. (Shen, Site 

2)  

        Community well-being was generally perceived by the participants as the 

betterment of the place where they resided. Some learners placed a strong emphasis on 

the economic development of their villages: 

The most importance thing for a village is its economic prosperity. (He, Site 1) 

We need to have a better agricultural irrigation system developed and more 

modern factories established for the economic development of the village. 

(Huang, Site 1) 

Income generation of each household and economic development of the village 

have been the top priorities. (Dong, Site 1) 
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        The quality of the natural and man-made environments was seen by a number of 

learners as important: 

We should plant more trees and flowers at both sides of the streets. Most of us 

have renovated our houses and they look nice. Now we should focus on 

improving the natural environment. (Yang, Site 1) 

A good community, in my view, is a place that is clean and tidy. (Fu, Site 2) 

Within my community, a large number of older adults live on their own. It will be 

great if a clinic and a canteen can be established. These facilities may make the 

lives of the elderly much easier. (Guan, Site 3) 

        Additionally, the importance of interpersonal relationships within local 

communities was emphasised by several learners: 

I visited several cities in southern China a couple of years ago. The people in big 

cities usually talked in a friendly and polite manner, whereas the people in my 

village were often rude to others. (Huang, Site 1) 

I took a trip to Beijing in 2014. The big city looked very different. … Young 

people were willing to offer their seats to me on the metro, because they saw me 

carrying a small child. (Han, Site 1) 

I am concerned with the connectedness between community members. People are 

less likely to interact with each other nowadays. (Fu, Site 2)  

To maintain a harmonious relationship with neighbours is important. (Guan, 

Site 3)  

        It could be seen that the development or underdevelopment of a community was 

sometimes understood in a relative sense. The ad hoc conversations with several 

participants from Site 1 indicated that the lack of experiences outside their community 

could limit the expectations or aspirations for further development of their community 

(Field note, Site 1). 

6.2.2 Marginal Impact on Community Well-being 

It was explained in the previous section that community well-being was seen by the 

participants as being related to the development or improvement of their places of 

residence in three aspects: economy, physical environment, and interpersonal 
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relationships. This section reports the influence of the learners’ participation in the CLC 

programs on these three above-mentioned aspects. The learners’ participation in the 

CLC events evidenced little impact on community well-being, mainly due to their 

preoccupation with personal interests and personal lives on the one hand, and to the 

dominant role of the government in development on the other hand.  

        The three CLCs, as government organisations, were reported to be responsible for 

implementing educational, cultural, and leisure activities to serve local and national 

development goals outlined by the government. For example, three CLC staff members 

from three different sites explained, respectively, that: 

The township-level government makes an overall plan for economic development 

each year. The plan highlights the key areas of focus, such as greenhouse 

vegetable growing. Accordingly, the CLC organises training programs on 

greenhouse vegetable growing. (Meng, Site 1) 

The municipal government has made environmental protection a top priority. 

Therefore, we organise various activities on environmental protection. (Shen, 

Site 2) 

The government has been making efforts to build a harmonious society. We 

organise the Neighbourhood Festival every year, aiming to promote the 

connectedness and interaction between community members. (Qin, Site 3) 

        The contribution of the agricultural skills training to the per capita income growth 

was reported by one local government official: 

The farmers have been engaged in the greenhouse vegetable growing for more 

than ten years. The per capita income has increased from 6,000RMB in 2012 to 

8,000RMB in 2015. (Long, Site 1) 

        However, it should be noted that due to the diversification of economic activities at 

Site 1, engaging in non-farm activities during the slack season had become increasingly 

common among local residents. Based on the ad hoc conversations with a number of 

learners at Site 1, the agricultural business was not the only or the primary source of 

their household income (Field note, Site 1). Therefore, the contribution of the 

agricultural skills training to the economic development of a community should not be 

exaggerated.  
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        As shown in an earlier section, the lack of market access was seen by a number of 

learners at Site 1 as one of the barriers to the success of their farm businesses. One 

government official explained that although the role of collective action in improving 

the market access had been recognised by some smallholders, few of them were willing 

to take the initiative to establish smallholder cooperatives (Long, local government 

official, Site 1). Two learners described the practical issues regarding the establishment 

of such organisations: 

The one who proposes and initiates collaborative farming has to be the one who 

makes investment. No investment is without risks. Most people tend to avoid 

risks, not to take risks. (Rong, Site 1) 

Very few people are willing to make investment, because the return may not be 

so high as expected due to various factors, such as the quality of the products or 

the food price. Moreover, it takes time to see a return. (Yang, Site 1) 

        Yang explained that he was one out of the two people in his village who had been 

engaged in collaborative farming. He described the benefits his farm business had 

brought to a group of local community members: 

Most of the young people in my village have migrated to cities. The left-behind 

older adults are no longer able to engage in agriculture. They are willing to rent 

out their farmland to me. … I provide skills, equipment, and resources. I employ 

local farmers to work with me. The advantages of collaborative farming are 

obvious: higher productivity, better quality of the products, and an easier access 

to the potential markets. The farmers are able to earn a stable income. … Others 

who have a capacity for investment may be influenced by me and motivated to 

start their own collaborative farm businesses. (Yang, Site 1) 

        Collaborative arrangements, according to Yang, could benefit everyone involved. 

By contrast, one owner of a large-scale agricultural business at Site 3 saw other farmers 

from the same community as competitors, rather than partners, and he disclosed his 

unwillingness to involve local smallholders in his own business or to support them in 

other means (Mo, learner, Site 3). The lack of motivation for collaboration was seen by 

one trainer as a general problem in Chinese society: 

The lack of motivation for collaboration seems to be related to the Chinese 

culture. For example, Chinese academics usually treat their research outputs as 
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secrets. They are reluctant to share or discuss with their colleagues. This is the 

typical Chinese way of thinking: I would be happy if I lead a good life and the 

lives of others suck. (Sun, Site 1) 

        The research officer of the CLC Project at Site 1 also commented on such a 

phenomenon: 

Many people have not realised that helping others grow and develop will 

eventually help themselves grow and develop. (Wen, Site 1) 

        Self-interest was reported to be the prerequisite not only for engaging in 

collaborative farming, but also for participating in and contributing to community 

development in a general sense. A number of participants explained that: 

The Village Party Committee holds meetings that are expected to be attended by 

the majority of community members. However, very often the meetings have to 

be cancelled, as very few people are willing to participate. If what is going to be 

discussed in a meeting is not closely associated with one’s personal interests or 

individual benefits, the person is unlikely to show up. (Rong, learner, Site 1) 

Participation in community development is always driven by individual benefits, 

especially by financial rewards. For example, the community members of a 

village are very much concerned with the economic development of their village, 

because some local businesses are collectively owned by them. (Gan, CLC 

manager, Site 2) 

The Village Party Committee proposed to build a public parking lot. There was 

no disagreement among community members. The villagers were even willing to 

contribute their farmlands, because a public parking lot was needed by 

everyone. (Ren, Village Party Committee member, Site 2) 

Chinese people, generally speaking, are insouciant and nonchalant about the 

public matters that have little to do with their personal lives. On the contrary, 

they are likely to be engaged if their lives may potentially be affected. (Xiao, 

CLC staff member, Site 2) 

        It could be seen that active community members in specific circumstances could 

become insouciant and nonchalant bystanders in other situations.  



 196 

        One learner, however, showed her lack of interest and motivation in participating 

in community issues, irrespective of the potential impact on her personal life: 

This park was built by the local government last year. We practise square dance 

in the park nowadays. In the past we lacked facilities for leisure activities. We 

used to practise square dance in front of a government office building, and it 

was near a main street. The traffic was always busy in the morning. … Some 

community members proposed to the Village Party Committee that public 

facilities should be established. I kept quiet. It was a public matter. Why does it 

have to be me who raises the issue? (Tao, Site 1) 

        Tao tended to exclude themselves from the community development effort, 

assuming that it was the responsibility of the ‘public’ to address the public issues and 

problems.  

        One learner saw community development as the responsibility of the government: 

 Development will take place only if the government supports us. Otherwise 

there will be no development. (Jin, Site 1) 

        One trainer commented on the dominant role of the government in development: 

Have you seen a ballot before? I have not seen a ballot during the last ten 

years. … So why should we care about public affairs? Isn’t it meaningless [to do 

so]? … We cannot contribute much [to development]. We are all trapped in a 

passive situation. What can we contribute and how? … The government manages 

and decides on every single matter. … Rural people of course rely on the 

government. … If they are given the power and authority to manage their own 

village, they will very likely to be united and take actions. When community 

members have control over their own lives, how will they not care about 

development?  (Sun, Site 1) 

        The dominant role of the government in community development was also 

confirmed by one CLC staff member: 

Local community members are not provided with the opportunity to make their 

own decisions on the development of their community. Nor are they provided 

with the opportunity to take actions to achieve their common goals for 

community development. … They express their common needs and concerns to 
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the Village Party Committees. The Village Party Committees report to the 

township-level government. The township-level government report to the 

government at a higher level. (Meng, Site 1)    

        The three CLCs were able to bring the the community members together and 

deliver a range of programs relating to community development. However, an impact at 

a collective level was hardly observed and/or experienced by the participants. One CLC 

staff member took environmental protection as an example: 

During the agricultural skills training, the issues related to environmental 

protection are often explained, such as chemical fertiliser reduction and farm 

waste management. … The farmers are generally more concerned with 

productivity and income generation. Anything that is not directly and closely 

associated with income generation is likely to receive little attention. (Meng, Site 

1) 

        The marginal impact of the CLC programs on the betterment of the environment 

was also recognised by one local government official: 

The natural environment of the village is not improving. Local farmers have 

been focused on improving their incomes. … It has been emphasised in the 

training that the farm waste as well as the domestic waste should be managed 

properly. The items that cannot be recycled, such as plastics, must be put in the 

bins. … People hardly listen. They simply burn the waste, which worsens the air 

pollution. (Long, Site 1)  

        In order to make community participation particularly in environmental protection 

‘happen’, material incentives and punishments were often employed by local 

governments (Long, local government official, Site 1; Gan, CLC manager, Site 2).  

        The CLCs at all sites organised leisure and cultural activities on the occasions of 

Chinese traditional festivals, aiming to improve the connectedness between community 

members and to help them develop a sense of community (Meng, CLC staff member, 

Site 1; Gan, CLC manager, Site 2; Zhou, government official, Site 3). The decline in 

social connectedness was observed and experienced by the majority of the participants. 

For example, one learner explained that: 

Individuals have been becoming more and more independent. They no longer 

need to be dependent on each other for survival. All the rural community 
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members used to engage in collective farming prior to the introduction of the 

household responsibility system in the 1980s. We were more likely to help and 

support each other at that time. Nowadays everyone is concerned with his or her 

own life. Some people still engage in agriculture, whereas others prefer to 

migrate to urban areas. The solidarity among community members has 

collapsed. (Rong, Site 1) 

        One CLC staff member attributed the decline in social connectedness to housing 

demolition and relocation of rural residents: 

In 2003, the government proposed to integrate three small villages into a new 

one. The original houses owned by rural households have been demolished. 

Some people have been relocated in the northern part of the new community, 

whereas their neighbours and friends have moved to the south. The people who 

used to live and work in the same village can hardly meet these days. And those 

living in the high-density residential apartments usually have limited contact 

with each other. (Shen, Site 2) 

        Two learners also disclosed their lack of interaction with neighbours after 

relocation: 

The communication between neighbours is minimal. (Xu, Site 3) 

I rarely talk with my neighbours. … Although we live in the same apartment 

building, we are strangers to each other. I do not know who they are and what 

they do. To me, community is just a concept. (Mei, Site 3) 

        It was observed that many of the learners interviewed, including Mei, found it 

difficult to respond to the questions regarding community participation and community 

development. Some of them viewed community development as the responsibility of 

the government, as explained above. Some were focused primarily on their personal 

lives. The rest of them showed their uncertainty about what a community meant to 

them. 

        The cultural and recreational activities organised by the CLCs were able to bring 

local community members together. However, such activities could hardly lead to a 

higher level of social connectedness, as indicated by several learners (Hou, Site 1; Lei, 

Site 2; Guan, Site 3). Moreover, those who had the availability as well as the motivation 

to participate in such activities were mostly the middle-aged and the elderly (Meng, 
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CLC staff member, Site 1; Xiao, CLC staff member, Site 2; Guan, learner, Site 3). 

Therefore, the impact of the leisure and cultural activities on the connectedness was 

likely to be confined to a small group of people. Further, social connectedness was not 

always related to the sense of community or to the active engagement in community 

issues. It was observed that at Site 1 where the rural community featured a relatively 

high level of social interaction and connectedness as compared to the other two sites, 

the local residents generally showed a strong inclination to rely on the government for 

development. And the development that most of them had been pursuing was rather 

personal than mutual (Field note, Site 1).   

6.3 Summary of the Main Findings 

This chapter represented the perceived impact of participation in the CLC programs and 

activities on individual and community well-being. The findings pertinent to the impact 

on well-being involved two issues: the interpretation of well-being, and the participants’ 

learning experiences in relation to well-being.  

        Individual well-being was generally understood by the participants of the study as 

feelings of happiness and satisfaction with life. The ways in which and the extent to 

which participation in the CLC programs and activities had impacted on individual 

learners’ well-being presented a mixed picture. Individual differences in terms of the 

impact on adult learners’ individual well-being were found to be related to the reasons 

of their participation in the CLC events, to the teaching practices within the CLCs, and 

to their engagement in learning outside the CLCs. 

        Community well-being was generally understood by the participants of the study 

as the betterment of their places of residence. The impact of participation in the CLC 

programs and activities on community well-being was found to be marginal. Such a 

situation appeared to be related to the dominant role of the government in community 

development, and to community members’ lack of interest in and motivation for 

participating in community development partly due to the overwhelming power of the 

government.  
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings represented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six are reorganised 

into seven sections and discussed in relation to the literature. Each of the sections is 

directed to capturing an emergent theme in the findings. Those themes are captured here 

under the following descriptive headings: 1) the lack of a social foundation; 2) the 

marginalisation of CLCs in the lifelong learning agenda; 3) the reliance on quantitative 

targets; 4) a geographical conception of community; 5) marginal community impact; 6) 

an hedonic conception of well-being; and 7) a mixed picture of impact on individual 

well-being. Each section opens here with a brief summary of the key findings to be 

discussed. The discussion then seeks to explain and interpret the findings, and to 

identify and articulate the contributions to knowledge in this field from the research 

project to public. The chapter concludes with a summary of the discussion.  

7.1 The Lack of a Social Foundation 

The political context in which CLCs were situated was very strongly centralised. The 

government held the decision-making authority over the three CLCs’ finance, 

personnel, and curriculum. Consequently, the investigated CLCs typically adopted a 

trickle-down approach to their programming, without involving the potential 

participants at any stage of the activity planning.   

        CLCs in rural China are normally affiliated to existing government-led and 

government-owned educational institutions, such as adult education centres and 

community education centres (Du & Wang, 2011). One of the most significant features 

of the Party-state is perhaps its centralisation of power in the provision of social 

services, including education (Lee, 2017). Centralisation or decentralisation in 

education mainly deals with the allocation of the decision-making authority in financial 

and personnel management as well as in the always-sensitive area of curriculum design 

(Hawkins, 2000). Since 1985, when the major educational reforms commenced, China 

has been experimenting and implementing different levels and degrees of 

decentralisation in education in order to respond creatively and strategically to the needs 

of the newly-introduced market economy. The process of decentralisation involves a 

transfer of the decision-making authority, responsibility, and tasks with respect to 

financial and personnel management and curriculum design from the central 

government to local governments and educational institutions (Hanson, 1998). 
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Decentralisation has taken place not only in the formal education sector, such as basic 

education and higher education (Hawkins, 2000; Lai & Lo, 2006; Liu, 2010), but also in 

the NFE sector. As explained by the CLC staff from different sites, the decision-making 

authority regarding their centres’ finance and personnel was concentrated within local 

governments, not within the central government. Additionally, not all the CLC 

programs and activities were centrally planned by the line ministries.  

        While carrying out the reforms to decentralise education, the central government 

has been leading the process in a highly cautious manner. The central authorities have 

repeatedly stressed their guiding and monitoring role and their determination of the 

extent to which decentralisation will take place (Hawkins, 2000). Ambiguity then may 

arise with respect to the breadth and depth of the central government’s supervision and 

consequently to the decision-making authority and the flexibility that local governments 

and schools actually possess. In the current study, the decision-making authority and the 

flexibility with respect to the curriculum development seemed to be quite limited. Some 

training programs, especially those aimed at employment and employability, were 

mostly centrally planned, carefully designed, and fully funded by the Ministry of 

Agriculture or the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security. One example of 

the programs of this type was a series of agricultural and non-agricultural skills training 

delivered by the CLCs at Sites 1 and 3. By comparison, other programs and activities, 

including a range of lectures aimed at raising awareness of the public at Sites 2 and 3 as 

well as the cultural and leisure activities at all sites, were planned at the local level. 

Although local governments and the three CLCs were given room for local variance and 

relevance, flexibility to introduce localised programs seemed to be limited to selected 

areas that were less relevant to the economic agenda. Moreover, programming at the 

local level had to be conducted in accordance with the guidance and directives passed 

from above. Several scholars (Hawkins, 2000; Lai & Lo, 2006; Qi, 2011) have pointed 

out that the decentralisation of education in China largely takes the form of delegation. 

Although delegation involves a transfer of decision-making authority from the central 

government to the government offices at lower levels, local governments remain 

accountable to the central government and their decision-making authority can be 

withdrawn by the central government (Bray, 1999). Qi (2011) described the 

decentralisation of education in China as a process of centralised decentralisation, 

which has had little impact on the state monopoly. Hawkins (2000) noted that “in a 
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corporatist political economy, with a single dominant party retaining Maoist and 

Leninist aspects, it is unlikely that a genuine devolution of authority can take place” (p. 

452). It can be seen that the decision-making authority, especially concerning what 

programs will be provided through the CLCs, was concentrated and is likely to continue 

to be concentrated largely within the central government. 

        The educational provision of the three investigated CLCs, including the 

agricultural and non-agricultural skills training, various lectures aimed at raising 

awareness of the public, and cultural and leisure activities, can all be labelled as 

‘community education’. Community education serves specific social and political 

purposes within particular historical, cultural contexts (Connolly, 2010). It arranges 

from HIV/AIDS educational interventions in remote rural areas to citizenship education 

in urban contexts. In community education, various methods and processes can be 

employed to work with and for local community members, such as small group learning 

or theatre (Connolly, 2010). Community education can be used as a conservative 

strategy for social control, or as a relatively more revolutionary strategy for 

empowerment and transformation (Craig et al., 1982). It facilitates personal growth, but 

more importantly, it aims at the development of a community, which can be defined as a 

place or as a group of people sharing certain commonalities (Tett, 2010). Despite the 

flexibility and diversity in terms of the content, form, and objectives, as described 

above, community education is generally understood as education that is within and for 

the community (Smith, 2009). It is the type of education that is rooted in the 

community: it responds to the community needs and priorities that are identified “with 

people rather than for them” (Tett, 2010, p. 1). In this sense, what is central to 

community education is community participation and involvement in making decisions 

on the form, content, and objectives of an educational activity. Nevertheless, Brookfield 

(1983) found that, in some cases, the provision of community education rests on the 

value judgement of the education providers concerning what characteristics may be 

desirable for a community and its members. In such situations, it is usually the 

education provider, rather than the community members, that decide on the form, 

content, and objectives of an educational activity. Connolly (2010) also pointed out that 

community education can “straddle the divide between institutionally sourced … 

education and the kind of education that arises from the people themselves” (p. 10). 

Overall, community education can be promoted following a hands-on approach or a 
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hands-off approach, and the choice between those two approaches leads to different 

relationships between community members’ capacity to make change and the 

restrictions on that capacity (Tett, 2010).  

        The ideas and ideals of CLCs that have been promoted by UNESCO particularly 

stress a hands-off approach so as to ensure the variance and relevance of the educational 

provision and to allow community participation to take place (UNESCO, 2008). CLCs, 

ideally, will provide education “in a multiplicity of locales [which] involves discussion 

and mutual sharing rather than formal lectures and didactic presentations. … [It] is 

continuous with the whole of one’s life, and … can be tailored to the needs of different 

ages, groups and professions in society” (UNESCO PROAP, 1997, p. 38). Furthermore, 

according to UNESCO (2008), CLCs are not only based in communities, but are also 

community-based. Being ‘based in communities’ emphasises the availability of and 

convenient access to the infrastructure and services, whereas being ‘community-based’ 

highlights the interaction between CLCs and local communities. The community 

members, ideally, are not merely attendees of the education and training programs 

arranged by educational providers, or beneficiaries of the development initiatives 

carried out by external agencies. Rather, they are encouraged and provided with 

opportunities to act as active participants who have a voice and choice in the actions 

that are intended to affect their future and the future of their communities. As asserted 

by UNESCO (2003), “community participation and involvement at all stages of 

decision making is the first and most important characteristic of CLCs” (p. 3). The 

CLCs established in some Asia-Pacific countries, such as in Japan, have adopted a 

hands-off model to make the centres truly community-based (Lee & Kim, 2016). By 

contrast, community participation in the CLC management and in the activity planning 

cycle has neither been promoted at the policy level nor been addressed in practice in the 

Chinese context. In China, the dominant-subordinate relationship between the 

government and local communities is often explicitly stated in the national and regional 

policies relating to community education (Shao & Luo, 2017). For example, the 

Ministry of Education (2016) affirmed that community education will be led by the 

central government, managed by local educational authorities, and participated in by 

community members. It is obvious that community members have been regarded as the 

subjects, rather than active players, of community education. In practice, the findings of 

the study evidenced local communities’ non-participation in either the management of 
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CLCs or the formulation and delivery of the CLC programs. The findings showed that, 

from the perspective of the education providers, community participation in both needs 

assessment and program evaluation was unnecessary. Provision was purely based on the 

judgement of the government, regarding the desirable characteristics of a community 

and its members. Community participation mostly took the form of notifying or 

informing community members of the programs offered by CLCs and thus was merely 

tokenism (Arnstein, 1969). Authorities expected, persuaded, and sometimes even forced 

the public to participate in the execution of the plan. There was no input of any form on 

the part of community members. 

        Community education in China has been recognised by the central government as 

an essential part of the nationwide community building or community development 

project led by the Party-state (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). By community here is 

meant the two lowest territorial divisions within the existing system of urban 

governance, including the territory of the street office and the territory of the residents’ 

committee, as well as the territory of the village Party committee or the so-called 

administrative village (Weng, 2007). Community building is multi-dimensional: it deals 

with employment and income generation, social security, health care, housing, 

environmental protection, and infrastructure development, among other matters (Guan, 

2000). There are a number of officially recognised desirable characteristics of these top-

down created, place-based communities, such as economic prosperity, peace and order, 

a green and sustainable environment, and harmony (State Council, 2017). Within such a 

context, the main agenda of community education is to facilitate the creation of 

responsible, modern citizens who are equipped not only with professional skills to 

contribute to economic well-being, but also with internalised moral and social norms 

that are defined and instilled by the Party-state (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). As the main 

community education providers, the three investigated CLCs may be seen as being part 

of this ‘grand design’. Community education has been promoted by the central 

government since the 1980s for its role particularly in ‘morality construction’ or 

‘spiritual civilisation’ for peace and order, for a green and sustainable environment, and 

for harmony (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). A new order of morals and values is 

seen as needing to be instilled, in a top-down fashion, through educational and/or 

educative activities. Those activities could be a range of lectures aimed at raising 

awareness of the public that were held at Sites 2 and 3. They could also be cultural and 
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leisure activities at all sites, which intended to ‘create’ harmony. Community education 

provided through the three investigated CLCs seemed to have become a political tool, 

through which people’s values and beliefs could be shaped and moulded and state 

power could be reinforced.  

        A pure hands-on approach to community education can be highly problematic. 

Irrelevance of programs was observed at all sites, resulting in a lack of motivation for 

participation among community members. Furthermore, as will be discussed in the 

following sections, the impact, especially of those mindset-shaping programs, was 

marginal, not only due to the irrelevance of the programs to the needs and priorities of 

community members, but also because the subjects of the programs were not a blank 

sheet of paper (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). Additionally, the expectation placed by the 

government on community education can be unrealistically high (Connolly, 2010). For 

example, the CLCs at Sites 1 and 3 were responsible for organising agricultural and 

non-agricultural skills training to help local community members to cope with poverty 

and unemployment. Lectures on environmental protection were held at both Site 2 and 

Site 3, aiming to tackle environmental degradation. However, the emerging issues of 

poverty, unemployment, and environmental degradation are fundamentally driven by 

deeper economic and social forces. Therefore, the solutions to these issues “may have 

sources completely outside the control of the local level” (Connolly, 2010, p. 16).        

        UNESCO (2011) calls for greater effort to seek a balance between control by the 

government and the autonomy of the CLCs, so that CLCs can truly be community-

based. This, however, requires “refashioning and reshaping social as well as political 

relationships” (Plummer & Taylor, 2004, xvii). In the context of CLCs, power can be 

understood as ‘power over local communities’, or as ‘power to local communities’ 

(Plummer & Taylor, 2004). The central issue behind the government’s choice between 

these two options, however, is perhaps power for what purpose and for whose purpose 

(Plummer & Taylor, 2004).   

7.2 The Marginalisation of CLCs in the Lifelong Learning Agenda 

The CLCs at Sites 2 and 3 had both undergone a transformation from literacy education 

providers to secondary vocational education providers in the 1990s, and further to 

community education providers since the turn of the century. Along with the evolution 

of the institutional mandate from secondary vocational education to community 
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education was a declining status of the two CLCs. The CLC staff at both sites attributed 

such a decline to the lack of relevance of community education to income generation 

and economic development, and to the local governments’ prioritisation of basic 

education. Unlike the CLCs at Sites 2 and 3, the CLC at Site 1, as a project site, did not 

experience such a transformation. However, all three investigated CLCs were 

confronted with poor resource pools due to their low formal status.   

        As explained in the previous section, although all three investigated CLCs were 

based within local communities, they were neither owned by nor managed by local 

communities. Rather, they were of the government and by the government. Operating as 

educational institutions that were supervised and fully funded by the government, the 

CLCs, including their development, stagnation, and regression, were largely determined 

by the government policy. Across the Asia-Pacific region, the educational provision of 

CLCs has often been regarded as an essential component of lifelong learning (Lee & 

Kim, 2016). And the development of lifelong learning in a country is largely and 

directly influenced by its political framework, including legal and strategic provisions 

(Lee & Kim, 2016). The past two decades have witnessed a number of positive policy 

efforts in China of including the concept of lifelong learning or lifelong education in 

national educational policy documents (Shan, 2017; Wu et al., 2012). These documents 

have outlined strategic planning for the development of compulsory education, 

vocational education, higher education, and adult education, all of which are regarded as 

the key components of lifelong learning. More importantly, laws and regulations related 

to compulsory education, vocational education, and higher education have been 

promulgated and amended over time (Huang & Shi, 2008). However, legal statute on 

adult and community education is absent (Huang & Shi, 2008). Instead, several 

‘decisions’, ‘suggestions’, and ‘notices’ have been issued by both the central 

government and local governments to guide and promote community education (e.g., 

Ministry of Education et al., 2016).  

        One of the most significant problems of community education policy in China may 

be the ambiguity of the concept of community education. Community education, as 

officially defined, refers to a range of educational activities that are carried out within a 

specific geographical location, aiming to enhance the education of all community 

members, to improve their quality of life, and to facilitate the socio-economic 

development of their community (Ministry of Education et el., 2016). The definition, 
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while clarifying the goal of community education, offers little insight into 

understanding what community education is actually about. Several interviewees 

described such a definition as being confusing, vague, and abstract. The term 

community, which is used in the Chinese context typically to refer to a place with 

geographic boundaries (Rowe et al., 2016), may be seen as an inappropriate modifier to 

define and confine the education to be included in the category of community 

education. The official definition seems to have failed to distinguish community 

education from other existing educational practices that are carried out in the same 

community, which can be a city, a town, or a village (Guan, 2018). Community 

education, in this sense, may be regarded as an umbrella term that encompasses a 

variety of educational practices taking place in a community – formal and non-formal, 

profitable and non-profitable, vocational and non-vocational, mandatory and voluntary. 

It can also be a relatively narrowly-defined concept stressing one group of features – 

formal or non-formal, vocational or non-vocational, etc.  

        As indicated by a government official from the local Education Bureau (Zhou, Site 

3), the term community education had often been adopted by policy makers 

interchangeably with other ill-defined concepts, particularly adult education, continuing 

education, and lifelong learning. Labelling is important, as [a] “label is seen to define 

items by linking them together” (Rogers, 2004, p. 85). The policy makers, by loosely 

grouping together the above-mentioned labels, seem to have recognised one or more 

common features shared among the programs and activities labelled community 

education, adult education, continuing education, or lifelong learning. One of the most 

important commonalities between these different ‘types’ of education is perhaps that 

they can hardly neatly, strictly ‘fit’ into the contemporary Chinese education system, 

which is a system established exclusively for formal education, including preschool 

education, primary education, secondary education, and higher education. Therefore, 

the term community education, as used at the policy level, typically refers to the 

education outside the formal education system, rather than ‘any’ education that takes 

place within a community (Wu, 2016). Although the term ‘non-formal’ has not yet been 

explicitly and widely employed in policy documents relating to community education, 

community education may be seen as falling into the category of NFE, based on the 

classification of education proposed by Coombs and Ahmed (1974). Unlike formal 
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education, which is typically associated with accreditation and certification, the 

majority of the programs provided through the three CLCs did not lead to that end.  

        Over the past few decades, the central government has affirmed and reaffirmed the 

importance of establishing a lifelong education system to embrace the education and 

learning taking place outside the formal system, including NFE and informal learning 

(Huang & Shi, 2008). However, the government, confusedly, speaks of reforming and 

improving the (formal) education system and, at the same time, establishing a lifelong 

education system (Wu, 2014). It remains unclear whether the government refers to one 

system with the current education system as an integral part of the lifelong education 

system to be established, or it indeed, mistakenly, attempts to equate a lifelong 

education system with an NFE system that should operate in parallel with the formal 

education system. In the former case, no agreement has yet been reached at the policy 

level regarding the nature and scope of NFE, as well as its link to and interaction with 

formal education (Wu, 2014). In the latter case, it remains unclear whether the 

government speaks of the formal system and the non-formal system as two alternative 

systems delivering the same education, or as two separate systems delivering two 

different kinds of education (Rogers, 2004). Despite a number of positive policy efforts 

to establish a lifelong education system in China, little progress has been achieved (Wu, 

2014). 

        Community education, being excluded from the current (formal) education system, 

very often falls outside the administrative domain of the Ministry of Education, which is 

essentially a ministry overseeing, guiding, managing, and resourcing formal education 

(Li, 2007). Paradoxically, the central government, on the one hand, has recognised that 

community education concerns more than one ministry, and that the Ministry of 

Education, alone, may not be capable of the systematic planning and comprehensive 

management of community education (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). On the other 

hand, an Office of Continuing Education has been established recently within the 

Ministry of Education, functioning as an umbrella office for all the education and 

training outside of the formal system, particularly adult education, vocational education, 

and community education (Wu, 2014). More importantly, the Office is to be responsible 

for establishing the lifelong education system at the national level (Wu, 2016). Such a 

move by the central government is not only ideologically misleading, but also 

pragmatically ineffective in liaison and coordination among different ministries, which 
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has always been a hard nut to crack (Wu, 2016). Therefore, community education had 

been implemented by the three CLCs with no legal statute, no clear working definition, 

and no specified ministry or ministries in charge. Ambiguity and confusion at the policy 

level had further led to the lack of consistency allocating resources and the lack of 

training for practitioners. 

        The inferior status of the three CLCs was associated not only with the absence of a 

lifelong education system and a proper umbrella organisation at the macro level, but 

also with the content of the education they provided at the micro level. The status of 

rural CLCs needs to be understood in the context of the lifelong learning movement in 

China. Influenced by the global forces, particularly economic globalisation, China has 

been prioritising lifelong learning as a new direction for educational reforms in order to 

facilitate the country’s transition from a manufacture-based economy to a knowledge-

based economy (Shan, 2017). A number of national policies pertaining to lifelong 

learning have been issued since 1993, including the Guidelines for China’s Education 

Reform and Development (State Council, 1993), the Education Revitalisation Plan for 

the 21st Century (Ministry of Education, 1998), the Outline of China’s National Plan for 

Medium- and Long-Term Education Reform and Development (State Council, 2010), 

and the 12th Five-Year Plan for Education (Ministry of Education, 2012). These key 

lifelong learning policies formulated over time have been consistent in the direction and 

overarching goals defined for the lifelong learning movement nationwide. Despite 

variations in wording, socialist modernisation, global competition, and achieving a 

better educated population have been the three major themes driving the country’s 

movement towards a lifelong learning society (Shan, 2017). Among the multiple 

dimensions of modernisation that China has been pursuing – economic, social, cultural, 

and ecological – economic development has always been the top political priority 

(Shan, 2017). In achieving economic modernisation and enhancing the country’s 

competitiveness in the global arena, an educated population has been seen as the key. 

Education, as emphasised by the policy makers, mainly refers to the acquisition and 

improvement of skills in science and technology, because scientific advances and 

technological change are seen as the most important drivers of recent economic 

performance (State Council, 1993; Ministry of Education, 1998). Lifelong learning in 

relation to human resource development and economic growth is thus particularly 

strongly emphasised in the contemporary Chinese context (Shan, 2017).  
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        Contemporary lifelong learning discourse, not only in China, but also globally, 

may be seen as substantially the product of economic determinism (Bagnall, 2000; 

Jarvis, 2007). Contemporary policy formulation and educational change guided by the 

policy are “largely and ultimately driven, framed or determined by considerations of 

cost and benefit as measured through economy” (Bagnall, 2000, p. 21). State support for 

lifelong learning has been directed largely to the achievement of individual and 

collective economic well-being, prioritising the learning of skills, particularly those of 

an occupational nature (Bagnall, 2000). In the context of rural China, educationally 

‘disadvantaged’ groups, including smallholders and rural-to-urban migrants, have been 

preferentially supported, so that they can keep up with, adapt to, and contribute to 

economic development. The mass literacy campaign after the Cultural Revolution, and 

the more recent state-led vocational skills training for rural-to-urban migrants and 

agricultural skills training for modern farmers have particularly been given a position of 

importance (Huang & Shi, 2008). Rural CLCs, operating under the name of the Cultural 

and Technical School for Rural Adult, had been mushrooming and flourishing during 

the 1990s for their provision of vocational skills training at the grassroots level (Song, 

2007). Education policy and practice in other sectors have also been overwhelmingly 

framed by economic considerations. The universalisation of the nine years of 

compulsory education has been a top priority in the development agenda of the less 

developed regions, due to its role in the human capital formation (State Council, 2010). 

The vocationalisation of higher education and continuing education has become the new 

trend in China (Wei & Wei, 2016). The education and training that is less relevant or 

indirectly oriented to employment and employability, which comprises a large part of 

community education nowadays, has received much less attention from the government.     

        There has long been debate on the value and significance of adult and lifelong 

education and learning. Bagnall (2000) identified three interrelated progressive 

sentiments that have informed, underpinned, and shaped lifelong learning advocacy 

during the past few decades: the individual, the democratic, and the adaptive. Each of 

the three progressive sentiments seeks ultimately the achievement of human liberation, 

progress and development (Bagnall, 2000). The individual progressive sentiment lays 

its focus on individual growth and development. Through (lifelong) learning 

experiences, individuals develop their cognitive and intellectual abilities to gain 

liberation from ignorance (Taylor, 1998). They socialise into life engagements and grow 
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in capacity to be self-directing (Knowles, 1980). The transformation of meaning 

structures through ongoing critical reflection and rational discourse allows people to be 

freed from cultural distortions and constraints (Mezirow, 1991). Individuals grow and 

develop as long as life endures through reconstruction or reorganisation of experience 

(Dewey, 1961). On the whole, the individual progressive sentiment seeks liberation 

from ignorance, from dependence, from constraint, or from inadequacy (Bagnall, 2000). 

The focus of the democratic progressive sentiment is on “cultural reform through … 

broadening access to any or all of the liberating learnings of the individual progressive 

sentiment” (Bagnall, 2000, p. 26). Education aims to “inform social action for the 

development of a more humane, tolerant, just and egalitarian society of liberated, 

empowered individuals, acting collegially in the public good” (Bagnall, 2000, p. 26). 

The adaptive progressive sentiment views education as a means through which 

individuals, organisations, and nations can “keep pace with cultural change and to 

advance themselves in the changing cultural context” (Bagnall, 2000, p. 27). 

Adaptation, though, is not only about fitting into the cultural realities and the ideologies 

informing those realities, but also about transcending the limitations of those ideologies 

and the cultural realities that they generate (Bagnall, 2000). It can be seen that lifelong 

learning, in its intellectual origins, embraces diverse purposes or functions. However, 

the contemporary discourse of lifelong learning looks like barren ground for 

strengthening particularly the personal and democratic functions (Biesta, 2006).  

        Lifelong learning as promoted in China is primarily directed to economic well-

being at both individual and collective levels. Although the terms associated with the 

personal and democratic functions of lifelong learning have been increasingly employed 

in policy documents, such as individual needs, personal development, social justice and 

equity, educational for the disadvantaged, and harmony, the adoption of these terms 

often involves a distortion of their original ideologies. For instance, the term harmony 

that is frequently employed in the current lifelong learning and community education 

policies is often devoid of its traditional ideology emphasising the great unity in 

Confucianism. Shan (2017) pointed out that the term may be called forth by the 

government to respond to a series of social issues, tensions, and conflicts confronting 

the country, which, though, have rarely been directly referenced. Han (2001) nicely put 

it: 
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In many Asian countries, lifelong learning wears a strange costume: a jacket 

of humanistic ideas and pants of market-driven [human resource 

development] representation, in which the tradition of critical pedagogy in 

lifelong education is totally unseen from the “contested terrain”. (p. 86)       

        NFE has often been promoted for its capacity to reach the disadvantaged and 

marginalised groups who are excluded from the mainstream, formal education for 

various reasons (Rogers, 2004). In China, policy makers often speak of the potential of 

community education to contribute to equality by involving all the members of a 

community and providing various learning opportunities for them (Ministry of 

Education et al., 2016). Equality of educational opportunity, however, is not as simple 

as creating a classroom that is free of charge and open to every member residing in the 

same community. For community members, the meaning and value of equality of 

educational opportunity may be closely related to the goals of community education, 

that is, equality of educational opportunity for what. The programs and activities 

organised by the three investigated CLCs generally fell into two categories: 1) 

education for employment and income generation, including agricultural and non-

agricultural skills training; and 2) education for crafting qualified citizens, including the 

lectures aimed at raising awareness of the public and the cultural and recreational 

activities aimed at enhancing a sense of community. Educational attainment has been 

seen to have a signalling function in the labour market, whereby employers rely upon 

the job applicants’ educational credentials as a proxy for the range and depth of their 

skills and for their future productivity (Spence, 1973). In China, due to the absence of a 

National Qualifications Framework for the recognition, accreditation and certification 

of NFE, participation in the CLCs’ professional skills training may not effectively 

enhance individuals’ competitiveness in the job market. Therefore, those who are 

excluded from formal education due to various reasons are likely to remain 

disadvantaged in the labour market. In addition to skills training, the three CLCs were 

also responsible for delivering a range of programs and activities to facilitate the 

cultivation of qualified citizens who could be motivated to be engaged voluntarily in the 

matters of local communities. However, providing equal educational opportunity that 

facilitates the cultivation of officially defined, qualified citizens does not necessarily 

correlate with equal opportunity for civic participation. Empirical evidence has shown 

that, mainly due to social stratification, the opportunity for civic participation in China 
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is not equally distributed (Chen & Adamek, 2017). Connolly (2010) pointed out that 

“[when] the responsibility for justice-based change is left with the most powerless, it 

has very little prospect for success” (p. 16). Addressing inequality is fundamentally 

about the re-distribution of power and resources (Connolly, 2010). Moreover, 

community education in China, due to its low formal status, is certainly inadequate to 

facilitate the disadvantaged and the marginalised in truly overcoming disadvantage and 

marginalisation.  

7.3 Reliance on Quantitative Targets 

Enrolment goals for different types of programs, expressed as percentages, were set by 

the local government at each site and used as important indicators for the evaluation of 

CLCs. Accordingly, programming and activity implementation at the three CLCs were 

largely driven by those quantitative targets. Assessment of actual learning outcomes and 

effects of each specific program or activity was rarely conducted by the CLCs and their 

partner organisations, as it was considered unnecessary.  

        The three investigated CLCs, whether operating as a project site at Site 1 or as 

township-level adult education centres at Sites 2 and 3, were under the leadership of the 

government, that is, within the Party system. A consequence of the scale and nature of 

the Party system may be the significant distance between the central authorities that 

formulate and deliver policy and the organisations at the grassroots level that receive 

policy directives and implement them (Plummer, 2004). In order to steer at a distance, 

the state regime has been devoted to the establishment of internal governance 

mechanisms that “involve a vast web of performance audits that become ever more 

detailed and quantified as one moves down the hierarchy” (Kipnis, 2008, p. 278). Local 

cadres are given specific quantitative targets for social and economic development, and 

every aspect of their work is evaluated against those quantitative targets (Kipnis, 2008). 

The overreliance on quantitative targets or the ‘audit culture’ (Power, 2003) that is 

prevalent in contemporary Chinese society can be regarded as a consequence of a 

combination of factors. It may be partly seen as a legacy of the ritual of fulfilling 

production quotas under the abandoned socialist planned economy (Kipnis, 2008). It 

also has an association with the ‘scientific’ administration or management of the public 

sector enacted by the Party-state, which is essentially about measuring performance (Yi, 

2011). Marketisation of some public services, such as higher education, tends to be 

increasingly reliant on audit measures (Yi, 2011). Additionally, new information 
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technologies have certainly contributed to the establishment of the audit regime. The 

prevalence of the audit culture nowadays has been observed in many industrial societies 

as well, although it has been argued by some scholars (Kipnis, 2008; Yi, 2011) that the 

neoliberal audit culture in the West has its distinctive characteristics as compared to that 

in China.  

        Numbers, data, and statistics have become central to governance across the public 

sector, including education (Lingard et al., 2012). Lingard (2011) argued that “policy as 

numbers has become the reductive norm for contemporary education policy at all levels 

of rescaled political authority and for new geographies of governance” (p. 357). Ball 

(2013) also observed that the nation, its schools, teachers, and learners, are all captured 

“in a matrix of calculabilities” (p. 103). Numbers have become a powerful source, based 

on which teaching and learning can be monitored, gaps can be identified, diagnoses can 

be made, interventions can be designed, and problems can be fixed efficiently. Numbers 

are important, especially in an era where competition or ranking has become a theme – 

competition between learners, between teachers, between schools, within one region, 

across regions, nationally, and internationally (Lingard, 2011). Numbers are powerful, 

and at the same time, they can be superficial. In the current study, enrolment goals with 

a focus exclusively on participative presence were set by the local governments at all 

sites. Participative presence, however, has been considered as being of the least 

significance to adult education practice (Bagnall, 1989). Too much emphasis on 

participation as presence and to apply such a thinking to adult education practice would 

be “largely to dehumanise that practice, to destroy its educative characteristics and its 

responsiveness to the adultness of its participants” (Bagnall, 1989, p. 257).  

        In the current study, chasing enrolment and attendance in community education 

was not only about attracting people on sufficiently large scale, but also about 

maximising the variety of programs and activities. Here it may be useful to have another 

look at the ambiguous working definition of community education offered by the 

central government: community education as the education that takes place within a 

community. The label of community education can be easily pasted onto a great range 

of activities. For example, it is stated in the ‘Suggestions on the Further Development of 

Community Education’ that: 

Community education aims at fostering all-round personal development and 

improving the overall life quality of all community members, regardless of their 
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age, educational background, and income. Community education embraces a 

wide range of educational programs, including: citizenship education, character 

education, arts and humanities, science and technology, occupational skills, early 

childhood education, sports, health, recreation, and leisure. (Ministry of 

Education et al., 2016) 

        Further, a more detailed description of the potential clientele groups and the 

education and training programs catering to each group has been provided in this 

document (Ministry of Education et al., 2016). The land-lost farmers and rural-to-urban 

migrants, for example, have been identified as a target group. A range of activities 

considered suitable for them are then listed, including: occupational skills training, 

moral education, training on law and democracy and lifestyle training, among others 

(Ministry of Education et al., 2016). Community education has been made responsible 

for all facets of life, including health and personal care, career development, recreation 

and leisure, and for the nation’s prosperity in terms of its economic, socio-cultural, and 

environmental development. ‘Coverage’ seems to be central to the community 

education practice in China, including a coverage of all local communities, a coverage 

of all community members, and a coverage of all possible life aspects. And all these 

three dimensions of ‘coverage’ can be easily measured against numerical targets.  

        Every effort had been made by the CLCs to achieve the numerical targets. 

Decisions on the program topics, on the time and venue for the events, and on the 

delivery mode were made to increase participation. Very often, community members 

were notified of the forthcoming events selectively, based on their likelihood of 

attendance. Material incentives were widely used to attract participation. To ensure a 

sufficient number of participants, government officials at the grassroots level were even 

involved as participants, following official orders from above. Community members 

were organised to put on pre-designed ‘performances’ during the inspection by 

government delegations. Systematic needs assessment and program evaluation for 

quality assurance were considered unnecessary. Instead of building direct connections 

with local communities, the CLCs investigated, often intentionally, strategically shifted 

the responsibility of disseminating information and identifying potential participants to 

the Village Party Committees. It was through such ‘collaboration’ that most of the 

thorny implementation issues were cleverly sidestepped by the CLCs. The CLC staff 

members were always busy with report writing, either for staff promotion, or for 
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regional and national competitions of CLCs. There was other supplementary ‘evidence’ 

demonstrating the ‘development’ of community education. News stories and journal 

articles on the achievement of CLCs were prepared by the CLC staff based primarily on 

their observations and feelings. While the CLCs had tried every possible way to hit the 

targets, one point was missing – learners and their learning. Since participation as 

presence might not assume involvement in learning (Bagnall, 1989), the participation 

rates could say little about how much the participants had learned and how well they 

had learned and the extent to which their learning had contributed to their life and to 

furthering their communities. All the key components of education and the complex 

teaching-learning processes had been neglected in the audit performance measurement 

of CLCs. The quality of the key components of education and the quality of the 

teaching-learning processes had neither been adequately nor effectively addressed by 

the CLCs, because the educational practice was eventually reduced to a single number 

which had little to do with education and learning.  

        In the current study, the majority of the participants of the CLC programs and 

activities were adults. In adult education practice, three main types of participation have 

been identified: participation as presence, participation as involvement, and 

participation as control (Bagnall, 1989). While participation as presence is simply 

concerned with whether a person is present in an educational event or not, participation 

as involvement and participation as control are focused on a learner’s interaction with 

“important elements of or processes in the adult education event” (Bagnall, 1989, p. 

253). In the current study, participative presence was the primary focus of the 

bureaucrats in their evaluation of the CLCs, and thus it was the primary concern of the 

CLC practitioners. The preoccupation with participative presence, however, may imply 

a neglect of the other two types of participation – involvement and control – in both 

policy-making and policy implementation. This is not to deny the importance of 

participative presence. Participative presence is necessary for potential learners to 

acquire knowledge, to practice skills, to learn how to learn, and to interact with 

instructors and peers. And it is through such engagement and interaction that change is 

possibly to occur at both individual and collective levels. Participative presence is also 

an important prerequisite to participative control, that is, to be part of the decision-

making regarding the content, delivery mode, expected outcomes, and goals of an adult 

education event (Bagnall, 1989). However, being present at an event does not entail that 
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the learner has learned something useful and valuable from the event. Neither does it 

entail that the learner has exercised some level of control over the event that he or she 

has participated in. The current study evidenced that participative presence was one 

thing, and learning was another thing (this point is discussed in detail in the section 8.7). 

It was also clear that the control by the participants of the educational events they 

attended was nearly zero, due to the top-down governing model employed in the CLC 

operation. Involvement and control are both important dimensions of participation that 

need to be addressed in adult education practice. First, if education is to bring about 

change, that is, to ‘foster all-round personal development and improve life quality’ as 

articulated in the policy (Ministry of Education et al., 2016), participation as 

involvement surely needs to take place. Second, participation as control is central not 

only to the CLC practice as promoted by UNESCO (2008), but also to adult education 

practice in general, if adult education is seen as being “directed towards the 

enhancement of independence and self-control in its learners” (Bagnall, 1989, p. 255).  

        Participation as involvement and participation as control are both complex and, to 

a large extent, subjective, phenomena (Bagnall, 1989). Therefore, it may be highly 

difficult and even inappropriate to use objective, quantitative measurements for 

assessment (Bagnall, 1989). Driven by the centralisation of power, bureaucrats are 

always eager to find efficient, easy, and seemingly reliable ways to enhance 

accountability and control (Power, 1997). Rose (1999) offered an important insight into 

the significance of numbers: 

Numbers are resorted to in order to settle or diminish conflicts in a contested 

space or weak authority. And the ‘power of the single figure’ is here a rhetorical 

technique for ‘black boxing’ – that is to say, rendering invisible and hence 

incontestable – the complex array of judgments and decisions that go into a 

measurement, a scale, a number. The apparent facticity of the figure obscures the 

complex technical work that is required to produce objectivity. (p. 208)  

        Data, therefore, “are not given; they are made” (Selleck, 1989, p.7). And the data-

making can involve distortions of the phenomena that are measured (Kipnis, 2008). As 

shown in the current study, the CLCs were more interested in ‘showing’ to their 

auditors how well they performed than in preparing quality, useful programs and 

helping people learn in a real sense. Zhao (2014) pointed out in China that “the 

accountability system is divorced from the multiple needs of society and from the needs 
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of peasants” (p. 168). Instead of providing goods and services to the wider public, the 

government offices at the grassroots level “concentrate on providing higher-level 

governments with one good: audits” (Zhao, 2014, p. 168). It is through the top-down 

governing and the strict reporting system that the power of the Party-state can be 

reinforced.  

        Centralisation of power, together with the prevailing audit culture have led to the 

three investigated CLCs nearly completely departing from the UNESCO’s original 

model of CLCs – of the community, by the community, and for the community. As 

government-owned and government-led institutions, the three CLCs investigated were 

neither of the community nor by the community. Moreover, as explained earlier, the 

CLC practice was directed mainly to the crafting of modern citizens who were capable 

of contributing to the development outlined by the Party-state. The three CLCs, 

therefore, were not facilitating genuine participation and empowerment of their local 

communities. Every effort of the CLCs was driven by and directed to the fulfilment of 

the quantitative targets, which had little to do with learning and learning outcomes and 

impacts. The entire CLC practice, including the evaluation of that practice, thereby 

seemed to have become a game played among the bureaucrats themselves within the 

Party system.  

7.4 A Geographical Conception of Community 

The participants of the study generally perceived community as the place where they 

resided. Accordingly, community well-being, from their perspective, concerned the 

betterment of that place. The participants further identified three domains that 

constituted community well-being, including the economic status of the community, its 

environmental quality, and the interpersonal relationships within the community. 

        The findings in this section mainly deal with individuals’ understanding of the 

term community and the term community well-being. In modern parlance, the term 

community has often been translated into gongtongti or shequ in China (Rowe et al., 

2016). The former has been commonly recognised by the Chinese scholars as a term 

originated from the German term gemeinschaft (Li et al., 2012). Recognising the impact 

of social change on the ways in which individuals were connected to each other, 

Tönnies proposed the community-society (gemeinschaft-gesellschaft) dichotomy in 

1887 (Clark, 1973). Community or gemeinschaft describes one type of social interaction 
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based upon family, kinship, or spatial proximity, whereas society or gesellschaft 

describes the other type of human association stimulated by industrialisation, 

modernisation, and a money economy (Christenson, 1984). Gemeinschaft is 

characterised primarily by the unity of wills, whereas gesellschaft mainly features 

rationality, negotiated order, and individuality (Christenson, 1984). Gemeinschaft is 

often found in small social structures such as families and villages, of which the 

members have a strong sense of belonging and togetherness and share common values 

and beliefs (Winch, 2012). To gemeinschaft members, the welfare of the whole, or the 

common good, takes precedence over individuals’ self-interests (Hartl et al., 2015). The 

translated term of community that has been commonly adopted both colloquially and 

professionally nowadays in China is not gongtongti, but shequ (Rowe et al., 2016). 

Shequ is also the term that has been widely used in the context of CLCs. The term 

shequ was first coined by a Chinese sociologist and his peers in 1933 when translating 

some of the lectures delivered by Robert E. Park – an influential figure in sociology 

from the United States (Rowe et al., 2016). Park emphasised the territorial or spatial 

basis for human interaction (Goist, 1971). Additionally, unlike gemeinschaft which is 

formed based on a sense of togetherness, Park suggested that it is the symbiotic 

interdependence that holds people together (Goist, 1971). Following Park’s 

understanding and explanation of the concept of community, the Chinese scholars 

created the term shequ. This created term comprises two Chinese characters, with the 

first character literally translating to society or social and the second to locality or place. 

        A number of attempts have been made by the Chinese scholars during the past few 

decades to define shequ or community as a sociological concept. Perhaps influenced by 

the early interpretation of community in the 1930s, nearly all the definitions developed 

during the past three decades have emphasised the place-based nature of community (Li 

et al., 2012). Rowe and his colleagues (2016) pointed out that a Chinese community is 

“intrinsically spatial” (p. 50). It may be an enclosed residential compound, or a village, 

or an organisation serving a locale (Li et al., 2012). Place or locality has emerged as a 

core element or characteristic of community, not only in the Chinese context, but also 

outside the Chinese context. Although there is a lack of consensus on how best to 

conceptualise community, several studies reviewing existing definitions of community 

have found place or locality as one of the most common elements across different 

cultural contexts (Hillery, 1955; McKeown et al., 1987; Patrick & Wickizer, 1995; 
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Willis, 1977). In addition to place or locality, people, particularly their common ties, 

social relations, and interactions, have always been an indispensable attribute in 

describing community in the international context (MacQueen et al., 2001).   

        In the Chinese context, shequ or community is not only a sociological concept, but 

it has also found its way into official governmental discourse. Since the 1980s, the term 

shequ has been officially adopted by the State Council in the context of the ‘community 

building’ or ‘community construction’ movement for expanding and formalising 

welfare services at the grassroots level (Rowe et al., 2016). In such a context, the term 

shequ or community refers to the two lowest territorial divisions within the existing 

system of urban governance, including the territory of the street office and the territory 

of the residents’ committee, as well as to the territory of the village Party committee or 

the so-called administrative village (Li et al., 2012). Chinese communities, as argued by 

Rowe and his colleagues (Rowe et al., 2016), “have been territorially-based groups 

defined politically for the purposes of administration and … [for the] extension of 

rudimentary basic social support, … [and they have often been] used as vehicles for 

population control and management” (p. 50). The intertwining of the governance 

structure and provision of welfare services, and the focus on physical form have given a 

strong political and functional reality to the residential communities or neighbourhoods 

in China (Rowe et al., 2016). Therefore, the community members interviewed perceived 

community as the place of residence defined and administered by the government. 

        Similar to the concept of community, community well-being has been 

conceptualised differently in different cultures and by different groups (Lee & Kim, 

2015). It can be understood as a combination of “economic, social, environmental, 

cultural and governance goals and priorities identified as of greatest importance by a 

particular community, population group or society” (Cox et al., 2010, p. 72). There are 

also cases where the interpretation of community well-being is confined to the socio-

economic condition of a community (Allensworth & Rochin, 1996; McHardy & 

O’Sullivan, 2004). Some definitions lay their focus exclusively on collective life, 

encapsulating, for example, the ideals of people living together harmoniously (Lee & 

Kim, 2015). Others tend to conflate community well-being and individual well-being, 

emphasising a variety of components of a community essential for maintaining the 

community itself and for fulfilling the needs and aspirations of individual members 

(Kusel & Fortmann, 1991; Wiseman & Brasher, 2008). Community well-being can be 
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conceptualised as a goal or a status, or in a more dynamic manner as social action. In 

the latter case, community well-being can be viewed as “something we can do together, 

not something that we … possess” (Haworth & Hart, 2007, p. 128). In terms of 

measurement, community well-being can be constructed through subjective assessment 

or objective assessment or a combination of both (Lee & Kim, 2015).  

        The participants of the study identified three domains of collective living that were 

of greatest importance: 1) economy, including the economic growth of the community 

and an increase in the household income; 2) physical environment, including the quality 

of the natural environment and the access to infrastructure and services; and 3) 

interpersonal relationships within the community.  

        The economic strength of a community has often been seen as a fundamental 

element of community well-being (Christakopoulou et al., 2001). Income levels and 

employment prospects of local residents have been found to be essential not only for 

achieving individual well-being, but also for maintaining social stability and cohesion 

(Cole et al., 2009). There is a well-established relationship between poverty and health 

at both individual and collective levels, indicating the effect of poverty on, for example, 

malnutrition and infant mortality (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997). Additionally, 

previous research has shown that the economic viability of a community helps build and 

enhance community spirit (Christakopoulou et al., 2001). For instance, local shops and 

farmers’ markets, by offering opportunities for community members to connect and 

interact with each other, can help create and foster a sense of belonging (Ngo & 

Brklacich, 2013).  

        For a place-based community, its physical environment matters for the 

achievement of well-being at both individual and collective levels. The quality of the 

local living environment can have an impact directly or indirectly on people’s quality of 

life and on their health and well-being (OECD, 2001). The participants of the current 

study indicated the importance of the natural environment as well as the community 

services and facilities. Air and water quality, noise, chemicals and waste, and extreme 

weather events can directly affect the physical health of the population (Rowe et al., 

2016). Green and blue space can provide opportunities for individuals to release stress 

and to engage in physical activity (Foley et al., 2018). Availability of and accessibility 

to community services and facilities, such as schools and clinics, allow local residents to 

have their needs met (Rowe et al., 2016).  
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          The place-based conceptualisation of community adopted in the Chinese context 

does not always prioritise the role and importance of interpersonal relationship between 

community members who comprise a community. However, interpersonal relationships 

were viewed by the participants of the study as an important component of community 

well-being. High quality interpersonal relationships, usually described as warm, 

trusting, supportive and stable, have been found to contribute significantly to individual 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). It is worth noting that the words used by the 

participants of the study to describe the ideal interpersonal relationships, such as 

friendly, polite, and harmonious, all seem to point to the cardinal cultural value of the 

Chinese society – harmony or harmonisation in Confucianism (Li, 2006). The 

achievement of harmony requires coordination or cooperation between coexisting 

parties to deal with difference, tension, strife, or opposition (Li, 2006). Huang (2016) 

has classified interpersonal harmony into two types: genuine and superficial. Genuine 

harmony, as defined by Huang (2016), is “a relationship in which two parties 

concurrently sense tangible coordination, cooperation, congeniality, or even integration” 

(p. 4). Sincerity, trust, and support are believed to be fundamental to genuine harmony 

(Huang, 2016). By contrast, superficial harmony typically features “a deceptive outward 

harmony as a camouflage” (Huang, 2016, p. 4) and concealed conflict, which often 

results in segmentation, alienation, or inhibition (Huang, 2016). The interpersonal 

harmony in the Chinese society, as argued by Chang (2001), can be seen largely as a 

social performance with turbulence beneath. In this sense, the friendliness, politeness, 

and harmony may be superficial. Co-existence in harmony, therefore, may not 

necessarily promote a sense of community or facilitate joint action towards the common 

good.  

7.5 Marginal Community Impact 

The individuals interviewed were generally concerned with the development of their 

communities, but not of all them viewed themselves as the participants of and the 

contributors to that development. Some viewed community development as the 

responsibility of the government, given the dominant role of the government in the 

decision-making of the community issues and the lack of opportunities offered to them 

to participate in that process. Others were focused primarily on their personal lives. The 

effort made by the three CLCs in promoting local residents’ participation in 

development was twofold: they organised cultural and recreational activities in order to 



 223 

enhance a sense of community; and they held lectures aiming to instil knowledge and 

skills relevant to community development. However, an increase in the sense of 

community among the local residents was not evidenced. Collective action for 

community development was rarely undertaken.  

        In China, community development or community building is a nationwide mega 

project aiming to expedite urbanisation. Since the 1990s, community building has been 

prioritised in policy as a means to managing the growing population on the one hand 

and to resolving complex social problems stemming from economic reforms on the 

other (Wang, 2000). Central to the community building agenda is the provision and 

expansion of social welfare and services, including employment and income generation, 

social security, health care, housing, education, environmental protection, community 

infrastructure development, and conflict resolution and mediation (Guan, 2000). It is 

obvious that the above-mentioned three areas of concern indicated by the participants of 

the study – economy, environment, and interpersonal relationships – are all included in 

the community building project. 

        The delivery of social services is central to community development in the Chinese 

context. However, service provision and delivery has been argued by Bregha (1970) as 

the “least important aspect” (p. 34) of community development, no matter how 

excellent those services are. To Bregha (1970), community development concerns first 

and foremost a reallocation of assets and power to allow individuals to “influence as 

much the conditions that put [them] in need as the ill effects of these conditions” (p. 

34). Development, in this sense, is fundamentally about achieving human agency, 

liberation, and empowerment, individually and collectively (Bregha, 1970; Ibrahim & 

Alkire, 2007). The ultimate goal is to empower communities to take collective control 

of and responsibility for their own development (Kenny, 2010). The communities have 

control not only over the decision regarding the issues that affect their life, but also over 

who makes the decision (Plummer & Taylor, 2004). It is also the responsibility of the 

communities to take collective action to make their ideas and plans happen (Kenny, 

2010). The community building movement in China, however, leads to a different end, 

focusing on an increase in services and utilities and on establishing a local governance 

system to better serve the Communist Party and thus to reinforce state power (Bray, 

2006; Tang & Sun, 2017; Wu, 2018). In such development, power relationships 
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between service providers and recipients have often been observed (Foley & Martin, 

2000; Joshi, 2013; Plummer & Taylor, 2004; Xu & Chow, 2006).         

        In the Chinese context, the power relationships between local governments as 

service providers and community members as service recipients are obvious. In recent 

years, the Chinese central government has gradually withdrawn from areas of economic 

and social life, which has resulted in the local governments functioning as the main 

agencies for accumulating budgetary funds and establishing new welfare systems 

(Taylor, 2004). In the meantime, more and more non-governmental organisations and 

informal community organisations have been established to fill the gaps in the welfare 

and service provision (Taylor, 2004). Moreover, there has been a rise in the 

privatisation of service provision. One example is the privatisation of housing (Wu, 

2018). Despite some development of civil society and the marketisation and 

privatisation of some public services, the government has maintained its leading role in 

welfare and service provision (Mok & Wu, 2013; Wu, 2018). The development of civil 

society and the marketisation and privatisation of service provision seem to suggest a 

process of state retreat. In reality, however, this may not be the case in China. The 

personal interests of politicians and officials, the cultural values and traditions, the 

relatively low-quality civil education, and the existing political institutions have made 

civil society in China neither independent nor autonomous and thus seriously 

‘uncivilised’ (Shi, 2017). The marketisation and privatisation of service provision has 

aggravated social problems, such as inequality between the rich and the poor, and 

between urban and rural areas (Mok & Wu, 2013). Such a situation has resulted in the 

return of the state (Wu, 2018).  

        In rural China, social services have been nearly exclusively provided by local 

governments (Choate, 1998). At the village level, the Village Party Committees have 

played a leading role in service provision. On behalf of the local residents and at the 

request of higher levels of government, the Committees are responsible not only for 

managing and delivering social welfare services and a good variety of the so-called 

daily-life convenience services, but also for maintaining public order and public safety 

and security (Choate, 1998). The decentralisation of service provision, however, does 

not always promote community participation. In the current study, some participants 

attributed their reluctance to be involved in community development to the lack of 

opportunity to participate in the decision-making processes. A number of case studies 
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investigating community participation in various programs such as health care, housing, 

and environmental protection in contemporary China have particularly looked at the 

forms or the depth of participation (Li et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2014; Plummer & Taylor, 

2004; Yao et al., 2017). In many instances, community participation in decision-making 

was either limited or nearly zero. Plummer and Taylor (2004) developed a ladder of 

community participation in rural China, indicating six different forms of participation in 

relation to increased levels of decision-making: notification, attendance, expression, 

discussion, decision-making, and self-management. Notification and attendance have 

been found to be the most dominant, popular forms of community participation in 

contemporary Chinese society (Plummer & Taylor, 2004). Community members are 

either notified of the activities that might affect them or provided opportunities to 

physically attend the meetings during which decisions are announced. 

        In the current study, it seems that participation meant something different to the 

government and to the community members. Some community members interviewed 

expressed their concern about the lack of opportunity to be involved in the decision-

making. To them, participation was about having a voice and having an influence. The 

Chinese government, on the one hand, might be concerned about community 

participation, as participation might potentially empower local communities and thus 

become a challenge to the monological power of the Communist Party (Shi, 1997). On 

the other hand, the government expected that community members would involve 

themselves, manually and/or financially, mainly for the efficiency and sustainability of 

the social service programs (Xu, 2007). In other words, the participation promoted by 

the government was mainly about community members involving themselves in the 

implementation of the decisions. Such participation, therefore, was largely instrumental 

(White, 1996). Indeed, the true value of instrumental participation has been questioned. 

It has been argued that participation in service programs can best be viewed as a 

contribution, which “does not necessarily imply that control and direction of activities 

pass to the local people” (Xu et al., 2010, p. 260). 

        In rural China, community participation in the context of development has been 

found complex and problematic. A range of personal, cultural, political, and legislative 

factors that can affect the participatory endeavour have been identified. At the 

individual level, level of education, employment status, awareness of participation, and 

relevant knowledge and skills, can all impact on one’s motivation and capacity for 



 226 

participation (Lin, 2017; Palmer et al., 2011). Culturally, the idea of ‘officials rule the 

roost’ aggressively permeates the Chinese society (Shi, 1997). The long history of 

feudal and centralised systems has created a set of values in which ordinary people tend 

to be heavily subjected to the decisions of the government with little dissent (Geng, 

2017). Further, the political context has been argued to play a significant role in 

promoting or disabling community participation (Geng, 2017; Plummer & Taylor, 

2004). Currently, the locus of political power in most villages in China lies mainly 

within the Village Party Committees. The Village Party Committees carry dual identity. 

Officials of the Committees are government employees, and they are, at the same time, 

representatives of the people. Ambiguity or confusion then emerges at the grassroots 

level as to “who is community and who is government” (Plummer, 2004, p. 9). The 

monopoly power of the Chinese state and the Communist Party has largely rejected any 

separation between state, market, and (civil) society (Geng, 2017). Accountability is 

thus confused. In order to gain more recognition and (financial) support from the 

government for survival, the Village Party Committees have become the grassroots 

organisations that are accountable mostly to the higher levels of government (Geng, 

2017). As government representatives, the Committee members tend to exercise power 

and control over the actions of the villagers. Such an authoritarian relationship, as 

argued by Plummer (2004), can hardly inspire the development of meaningful 

community participation. At the legislative level, since the 1990s, there has been a 

consistent effort at the policy level to explicitly emphasise the importance of involving 

community members in the development initiatives that potentially affect their lives. 

However, Plummer and Taylor (2004) have recognised that the law in China seems to 

be synonymous with the Communist Party, which has to some extent resulted in the 

lack of readiness of the officials at the local level to relinquish their political control. 

        The current study evidenced perhaps the least desirable consequence of the factors 

explained above – non-participation of community members. Community seemed to 

have become somewhat irrelevant to many people’s lives. They were generally more 

concerned with their individual lives than with the neighbourhood as a whole, and thus 

had very little interest in or motivation for participation in the matters of their 

neighbourhoods, regardless of the form or depth of that participation. A number of 

studies around community development in either rural or urban settings in China (e.g., 

Liu et al., 2004; Plummer & Taylor, 2004; Xu & Chow, 2006) have also recognised 
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local community members’ reluctance or unwillingness to be involved in community 

development. With little or no participation of community members, the community 

building movement in China, as pointed out by Zheng and Huang (2012), has become a 

‘one-man show’ performed by the government. To build gemeinschaft and to turn local 

residents from subjects to citizens have become the new tasks of the government (Cai, 

2008). ‘A sense of community’ and ‘conscious involvement’ in matters of the 

neighbourhood are comprehended in this context as the two key components of 

citizenship (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). However, as opposed to gemeinschaft, where a 

feeling of belonging or a sense of community “naturally emerges from the continuing 

and voluntary interaction between its members” (Heberer & Göbel, 2011, p. 60), the 

Chinese central government needs to rely on propaganda and education to help establish 

such feelings among the local residents (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). Furthermore, unlike 

the sense of community in the Western ideology, which often revolves around influence 

and empowerment (Long & Perkins, 2003; McMillan & Chavis, 1986), the sense of 

community promoted by the Chinese government is typically linked to political 

purposes (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). It is in such a context that the CLCs can play a role. 

The findings of the current study evidenced two types of CLC activities that might 

potentially contribute to the building of gemeinschaft (at least from the perspective of 

the government). First, cultural and recreational activities were organised by each of the 

three selected CLCs aiming to provide opportunities for local residents to interact with 

each other, through which a sense of community was expected to be developed. Second, 

the knowledge and skills essential for participating in the community building could be 

instilled through educational activities organised by CLCs.  

        Although the existing literature on the impact of community festivals and events is 

primary focused on their economic benefits, a growing body of research has attempted 

to understand their social impacts (Lau & Li, 2015; Mair & Duffy, 2015; Small, 2008; 

Wood, 2005). Community-based festivals and events can have a positive impact on 

local residents’ sense of community or community attachment by providing 

opportunities for interaction, enhancing community identity, facilitating socialisation 

and resocialisation, and promoting community well-being (Small et al., 2005; Small, 

2008). In the Chinese context, although there is little empirical evidence on the 

contribution of community festivals and events to the sense of community, there are a 

good number of news stories published by community education providers themselves 
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(including CLCs) or other government offices and organisations, acknowledging an 

improvement of local residents’ sense of community as a result of participation in the 

cultural and recreational activities. Such an improvement, however, was not evidenced 

in the current study. There may be a range of influential factors leading to this 

consequence. These factors can be classified into three groups: provider related factors; 

participant related factors; and contextual factors.  

        As shown in the findings, the cultural and recreational activities were normally 

organised at a low frequency. Studies focusing on the frequency of participation in 

cultural activities in relation to the sense of community have pointed out that regular 

participation can help individuals develop their social identity, foster social interaction, 

and promote a sense of community (Greenfield & Marks, 2007; Sohi et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, although it has been widely accepted that community festivals and events 

can serve to develop collective identity and create a sense of community, these effects 

are likely to occur “when there is an inclusive planning process” (Mair & Duffy, 2015, 

p. 286). The key to the success of community festivals and events, as argued by Clarke 

and Jepson (2011), is to ensure that the communities are “central to all cultural 

production processes and that the communities’ cultures are evident throughout the 

festival” (p. 8). This is important because festivals and events can turn into 

“demonstrations of power” (Clarke & Jepson, 2011, p. 8). In the current study, the 

hegemonic position of the three CLCs in the planning processes was obvious. First, the 

selected CLCs typically adopted a top-down approach to their programming, with little 

intention or effort to involve the local residents in the planning processes. As ‘power 

brokers’ (Clarke & Jepson, 2011), the CLCs and their partners held power over the 

events, including the theme, size, target audience, sub-activities, and other factors of the 

events. Second, community festivals and events represent and reinforce the values and 

beliefs shared among community members. These shared values and beliefs are 

“generated in egalitarian networks” (Heberer & Göbel, 2011, p. 8), and they are the 

“mortar that ties the members of a community together” (Heberer & Göbel, 2011, p. 7). 

In a contradictory fashion, the community values in China are largely allocated from 

above to serve the political purposes of the Party-state (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). 

Therefore, the community festivals and events organised by the three CLCs may be 

seen as a means of instilling values. Heberer and Göbel (2011) point out that “[in] 

China, the top-down creation of a new order of morals and values is a key element of 
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community building” (p. 64). Since the values to be instilled through the CLC events 

were centrally designed, they might not have been seen as the defining features that 

could distinguish one community from another. In this case, these festivals and events 

could hardly have had an impact on self-identification of a community, which, in turn, 

might have helped generate a sense of community pride (Reid, 2007).   

        It has been shown in the findings that the CLC activities were mostly attended by 

middle-aged and older adults. Age difference in activity participation within local 

communities has been identified in different studies around China’s community 

building (Cao & Liu, 2008; Heberer & Göbel, 2011; Li, 2014). Although middle-aged 

and older adults have been found to be more active in community activities as compared 

to young people, their motivation for participation in general remains low (Li, 2014). A 

possible explanation for a relatively higher motivation of middle-aged and older adults 

for participation is that they generally have more free time to spend. However, it is 

important not to neglect the role of material incentives in motivating the local residents 

to participate in community activities. Both the current research and other published 

studies (Heberer & Göbel, 2011; Plummer & Taylor, 2004) have observed such a 

phenomenon. The intrinsic motivation for participation, therefore, is largely missing. 

On the one hand, community festivals and events present an opportunity to demonstrate 

and emphasise the shared values and beliefs of residents (Derrett, 2003). On the other 

hand, it is those shared values and beliefs that are most likely to drive participation 

taking place in a meaningful, authentic way (Mair & Duffy, 2015). Chinese 

communities or neighbourhoods, as explained above, are created in a top-down fashion, 

mainly for policing and governance. Individuals residing in the same neighbourhood 

may exhibit little if any commonality in terms of educational background, occupation, 

lifestyle, values, and perceptions (Heberer & Göbel, 2011). As noted by Mair and Duffy 

(2015), in the contemporary world, individuals are connected … to differing forms of 

community in diverse and complex ways that are not necessarily defined in terms of a 

location” (p. 284). Therefore, the social connection essential to individuals may not be 

located within the neighbourhood where they reside. As described by a participant of 

the Neighbourhood Festival at Site 3, community events could successfully bring the 

local residents together but being present at the same event might not necessarily result 

in communication and interaction. A sense of community, therefore, could hardly be 

established.  
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        The economic and demographic changes linked to urbanisation had taken place at 

all the three sites, such as the decline of agriculture, the growth of secondary and 

tertiary economic sectors, income diversification of rural households, and relocation of 

rural residents. All these forms of onrushing urbanisation have been reshaping not only 

the landscape, but also the way of life (Hillman, 2013). At Sites 2 and 3, massive 

agricultural land loss, large-scale house demolition, and village merges had resulted in 

the rural residents abandoning their homes in the villages and moving into high density 

apartment buildings, usually located in gated communities. Kohn (2004) describes gated 

communities as imagery communities, which are “reinforced by similar patterns of 

consumption and cultural cues rather than shared activities and practices” (p. 95). 

Previous research has shown that on the one hand, resettled residents tend to rely on 

former neighbourly relations for support and have little contact with the new neighbours 

(Curley, 2009; Goetz, 2013; Pow, 2009). On the other hand, relocation generally leads 

to substantial weakening of the neighbourly relations formed within the original 

neighbourhoods (Fried, 2000; Liu et al., 2017; Turcu, 2012). Therefore, resettled 

residents may be confronted with the loss of their original social ties as well as with 

disorientation and isolation in the new neighbourhoods (Gibson, 2007; Newman & 

Wyly, 2006). The negative impact of urbanisation on the neighbourhood fabric has been 

observed both in China and in Western countries (Fried, 2000; Liu et al., 2017; Manzo 

et al., 2008) 

        Urbanisation can have an influence not only on where people live, but also on what 

they do for a living. In rural China, a shift from collective farming to the adoption of the 

household responsibility system and further to the expansion of employment in the 

secondary and tertiary sectors has opened up more opportunities and choices for 

individuals (Yan, 2010). It has been argued that the extensive economic reforms in 

China during the past few decades have encouraged the rise of individualism across the 

whole society (Moore, 2005; Sun & Ryder, 2016; Yan, 2010). A positive association 

between economic development and individualism has also been identified in other 

cultural contexts, such as the United States (Greenfield, 2009) and Japan (Ogihara, 

2017). Hofstede (1991) recognised loose interpersonal ties as an important attribute of 

individualism. In his classic essay, Wirth (1938) argued that the urban way of life 

potentially breeds impersonal, superficial, and transitory relations between individuals. 

Due to various factors explained above, the festivals and events organised by the three 
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CLCs largely failed to promote a sense of community.  

        In parallel, the three CLCs organised educational activities aiming to instil 

knowledge and skills relevant to community building, such as the lectures on garbage 

classification at Site 2. Acquisition of relevant knowledge and skills, however, does not 

necessarily lead to action. As indicated by several CLC staff from different sites, the 

pro-environmental behaviours could hardly occur unless material incentives or 

punishments were applied. It can be seen that so far, the top-down creation of the ideal 

citizens who are sentimentally attached to their neighbourhoods and thus have genuine 

motivation for voluntary engagement in the community building was not very 

successful. Indeed, the chances for the success of such a planned undertaking appear 

slim. First, a sense of community is believed to play a significant role in motivating 

local residents “to participate in both informal neighbouring behaviour and formally 

organised neighbourhood improvement and planning efforts” (Xu et al., 2010, p. 261). 

The association between the sense of community and participation has been evidenced 

in studies across different cultural contexts (Perkins & Long, 2002; Prezza et al., 2001). 

However, the current study did not evidence a strong sense of community among the 

local residents. Second, community development requires not only shared knowledge 

and skills, but also perceived efficacy and a sense of control at the collective level (Xu 

et al., 2010). Such a formula, though, can hardly apply to the community building 

project in China. The social movement literature highlights that successful collective 

action at the community level often involves a distribution of power and resources 

(Goodwin & Jasper, 2004; Meyer, 2004). However, in China, centralised power and 

authority leaves little political space available to the populace. Moreover, the 

neighbourhoods/communities investigated generally lacked an organisational forum for 

the local residents to address community governance, policing, and power relations 

(Heberer & Göbel, 2011). CLCs, as advocated by UNESCO (2008), are grassroots 

institutions that promote community governance and ownership. Ideally, CLCs provide 

community members a platform to meet with and connect to each other, to discuss 

community issues, and to take group action for the achievement of shared goals 

(UNESCO, 2008). However, the three investigated CLCs, which were established and 

managed by local governments, may not be seen as organisations created for genuine 

community capacity building and empowerment. Third, on the one hand, the Chinese 

central government advocates gemeinschaft. On the other hand, the government may 
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not favour the formation of real gemeinschaft, because genuine communities “might 

prove to be ‘tainted’ by values not compatible with government policies” (Heberer & 

Göbel, 2011, p. 63). Eventually, the failure of the grand design of building gemeinschaft 

and cultivating ideal citizenship within top-down created, artificial communities is 

predictable (Heberer & Göbel, 2011).  

7.6 An Hedonic Conception of Well-being 

Nearly all the participants of the study interpreted individual well-being as happiness 

and life satisfaction. To them, there were three main components of a happy life: 

leisure, family, and wealth.  

        As introduced in the literature review, individual well-being can be conceptualised 

following an hedonic approach or an eudaimonic approach or a combination of the two 

(Ryan & Deci, 2001). To conceptualise a good life as a happy, pleasurable, contented, 

or worry-free life implies a strong focus on the positive affective states, and positive 

affect is central to hedonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Hedonists not only hold a 

positive attitude towards pleasure, but they are also likely to be engaged in mood-

enhancing activities when possible (Veenhoven, 2003). In the current study, hedonism 

manifested itself in specific behaviours preferentially undertaken by the participants, 

such us leisure activities and accumulation of material goods. In sharp contrast to the 

participants’ aspiration to a pleasurable life was their lack of attention to the eudaimonic 

dimension of well-being. It is important to note, however, that the eudaimonic 

dimension of well-being was not completely neglected by the participants of the study. 

The findings evidenced a strong emotional attachment of individuals to their family and 

friends. Relatedness has been defined by some theorists as a basic psychological need, 

which not only engenders happiness and life satisfaction, but also has a strong link with 

optimal functioning (Myers, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001). However, other definitional 

aspects of eudaimonic well-being, such as autonomy and personal development, were 

rarely indicated by the participants.  

        Mind and culture, according to Shweder (1991), are mutually constitutive and 

shape each other. In China, the idea of the good life can be traced back to ancient times. 

However, pleasure, as a central component of the good life, is not strongly rooted in the 

classic philosophies. The three classic philosophies that have the most influence in 

China, including Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, have depicted different 
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pathways to a good life. Confucianism lays great emphasis on the cultivation of virtue 

and belittles the striving for the maximisation of pleasure (Zhang & Veenhoven, 2008). 

Taoism stresses the superiority of nature over man. It advocates that people should 

liberate themselves from all desires and follow the laws of nature. And the best life is a 

simple life which involves the action of non-action (Zhang & Veenhoven, 2008). 

Classic Buddhism promotes spiritual enlightenment and advises individuals to “look for 

happiness in their own hearts” (Zhang & Veenhoven, 2008, p. 432). Although hedonism 

is not strongly promoted in the above-mentioned three classic philosophies in ancient 

times, it seems to have become a dominant personal value in contemporary China 

(Wang, 2002). The prevalence of hedonism in China has often been discussed against 

the background of major economic reforms that the central government embarked on in 

the late 1970s (Ci, 1994; Faure, 2008; Wang, 2002). The introduction of a socialist 

market economy “hastened the collapse of the ‘communist’ moral order of the Maoist 

era and with it the personality structure that was an integral part of that order” (Wang, 

2002, p. 1). Followed by the farewell to the Maoist moral order has been the 

development of what Wang (2002) calls the post-communist personality, which 

embraces values and motivations that are in essence hedonistic. 

        There were three components that the participants believed essential to a good life: 

leisure, family, and wealth. Leisure, as one of the typical mood-boosting activities, can 

be classified into three categories: passive, active, and social (Joudrey & Wallace, 

2009). Passive leisure activities are usually “restful, restorative or recuperative in 

nature” (Joudrey & Wallace, 2009, p. 198), such as watching television or surfing the 

internet. In contrast, individuals who are engaged in active leisure activities exert 

varying degrees of physical or mental energy (Bird & Fremont, 1991). Cycling and 

playing chess are two examples of active leisure. Social leisure involves communication 

and interaction during, for instance, friends’ reunion or a social function (Iwasaki et al., 

2005). The findings of the current study revealed individuals’ preferences for active 

leisure and social leisure. A strong inclination for active leisure activities, such as 

playing basketball and yoga, might be associated with people’s concern about their 

physical health conditions. As shown in the findings, good health was perceived by 

many participants as an important prerequisite for leading a good life. For them, 

engaging in leisure activities could not only bring joy and pleasure directly, but also 

potentially improve their health. There is a well-established association between leisure 
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and health, particularly mental health (Joudrey & Wallace, 2009; Pressman et al., 2009; 

Wang & Wong, 2013; Wei et al., 2015). Leisure can buffer against negative affect such 

as stress and depression (Heo et al., 2010; Joudrey & Wallace, 2009). Caldwell (2005) 

claimed that leisure is therapeutic, as it plays an important role in the “prevention of, 

coping with, and transcending negative life events” (Caldwell, 2005, p. 8). Participation 

in serious leisure, which is “the steady pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or career 

volunteer activity that captivates its participants with its complexity and many 

challenges” (Stebbins, 2001, p. 54), is likely to generate flow experiences and 

consequently to enhance not only mood but also a sense of control and mastery (Heo et 

al., 2010). Although leisure is found to be generally positively associated with well-

being, some leisure activities tend to have a stronger impact than others. Previous 

research has suggested that active leisure and social leisure are more likely to bring 

happiness to individuals (Joudrey & Wallace, 2009; Stebbins, 2001). In the current 

study, it is important to note that those frequently engaged in active leisure seemed to 

prefer to undertake those activities in a group rather than individually, such as attending 

a singing group or joining a yoga class. The central components of leisure activities in a 

group include social interaction and interpersonal communication. Social leisure 

provides individuals opportunities to build social connections and social support, which, 

in turn, reinforce happiness (Wang & Wong, 2013).  

        It has been widely observed that personal relationships and connections play an 

essential part in the lives of Chinese people (Leung & Wong, 2001; Song et al., 2012). 

The majority of the participants of the current study, regardless of age, gender, 

educational level, or occupation, emphasised the significance of family. They gave 

priority to family. They were concerned with the well-being of their family members 

and the harmony between family members within a household. It has been argued that 

familism is one of the most important cultural values in the Chinese society (Lam, 

1997). It is typically characterised by familial obligation, mutual support, subordination 

of individual interests and preferences for the benefit of the family, and maintenance of 

family honour (Campos et al., 2014). Previous research has indicated that the tangible 

and intangible support gained from family members is strongly positively associated 

with happiness and life satisfaction (Chen & Short, 2008; Cracolici et al., 2014; 

Schnettler et al., 2015). In the Chinese context, family bonds and solidarity are 

particularly highly valued by rural residents, not only because of the influence of the 
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traditional cultural values, but also due to the fact that family is “often the only 

available and stable source of social, economic and emotional security” (Hansen & 

Pang, 2008, p. 76). Individuals’ high dependence on family in contemporary China has 

been argued to be associated with the so-called state-sanctioned individualisation 

process (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Hansen & Pang, 2008; Yan, 2016). 

Individualisation, according to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002), is a process by which 

individuals dis-embed from traditional social categories and ties and re-embed into 

larger civil societies and public institutions. This process is necessarily supported by the 

development of democracy as well as the establishment of a comprehensive welfare 

system (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). In China, individualisation is largely 

‘managed’ by the central government to achieve rapid modernisation and to reinforce its 

power in the meantime (Yan, 2016). On the one hand, the abolition of rural collective 

forms of production followed by the introduction of the market economy has given rise 

to the every-man-for-himself values (Hansen & Pang, 2008). On the other hand, 

however, new mechanisms for re-embeddedness have not been well developed and may 

hardly be fully developed in the near future, because the Party-state has been and is 

likely to continue to be cautious about the development of any new mechanism that 

might strengthen civil society (Shi, 2017; Yan, 2016). Moreover, the rural-urban 

welfare inequality has aggravated the uncertainties and risks confronting the rural 

population. And inequality, in turn, has to some extent contributed to the decline of 

social trust (Yan, 2016). Eventually, “family has turned out to be the only source of 

protection, belongingness, and meaning of life” (Yan, 2016, p. 252).  

        For most of the participants in the study, wealth was another essential component 

of the good life, in addition to leisure and family. A close examination of the 

participants’ perceptions on wealth revealed a tendency towards materialism. 

Materialism can be understood as a system of personality traits (Inglehart, 1990) or as a 

system of personal values (Richins, 1994). Materialism as a system of personality traits 

holds that early experiences of financial deprivation and insecurity may result in a 

strong aspiration towards material success in adulthood (Inglehart, 1990). As a system 

of personal values, materialism encompasses three components: centrality, happiness, 

and success (Richins, 1994). Specifically, wealth and possessions are central to the lives 

of materialists. They believe that the more and better things they possess, the happier 

they are. Furthermore, for materialists, wealth is the most important measure of success 
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in life (Richins, 1994). The findings of the study evidenced materialism as a system of 

personal values. First, material wealth was seen not only as the foundation of a good 

life, but also as a life goal to pursue. Second, several interviewees affirmed the direct 

link between material wealth and their happiness and life satisfaction. Third, the results 

of the study revealed a severe imbalance between material life and spiritual life. 

Satisfaction of higher-order needs, such as personal development and self-actualisation, 

was rarely addressed by the interviewees. And the CLC staff explained the unpopularity 

of the programs and activities irrelevant to income-generation. Ironically, a participant 

of the CLC programs (Chen, Site 1), who was also a school teacher, believed that great 

knowledge was not a key prerequisite for a good life, because a good life manifested 

itself first and foremost in wealth and possessions.  

        Materialism has become a highly influential value in China today (Sun et al., 2014; 

Wang, 2002; Xie et al., 2013; Yang & Stening, 2012). Strikingly, the level of 

materialism in China has been found to be higher even than that in the more advanced 

economies (Sun et al., 2014). Individuals’ quasi-obsessional desires for consumption 

and conspicuous consumption have been observed across both rural and urban China 

(Faure, 2008; Hansen & Pang, 2008; Wang, 2002). Gambling for money has become 

increasingly common in many rural areas of China (Steinmüller, 2011). Corruption has 

become “a national epidemic” (Wang, 2002, p. 14). Materialism as a widespread 

phenomenon in China has been argued to be strongly associated with China’s political 

ideologies and environment (Sun et al., 2014; Yang & Stening, 2011). Wang (2002) 

posited that this phenomenon is “anything but a sudden burst of ‘natural’ human 

acquisitiveness” (p. 14). On the one hand, the widespread materialism may be seen as 

an overreaction against extreme Maoist asceticism (Wang, 2002). On the other hand, 

confronting economic failures and the chaos of the Cultural Revolution in the late 

1970s, the Party embarked on its ambitious economic reform. Famous instructions of 

Deng Xiaoping, such as ‘let some people get rich first’, ‘it does not matter if a cat is 

black or white so long as it catches mice’, and ‘to get rich is glorious’, encouraged the 

establishment of a set of values which were largely pragmatic and materialistic (Yang & 

Stening, 2011). Ger and Belk (1996), by exploring and comparing materialism in twelve 

countries, found that materialism is likely to ‘burst’ in the countries where abrupt social 

and economic changes, including urbanisation and marketisation, take place. Money can 

buy some happiness, as lack of material wealth may interfere with the satisfaction of 
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basic physical needs, such as food and shelter (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Poverty may also 

“block access to exercising competencies, pursuing interests, and maintaining 

relationships, which would provide psychological need satisfaction” (Ryan & Deci, 

2001, p. 153). What worries the Chinese policy makers as well as scholars, however, is 

the undisciplined, amoral money-driven and pleasure-seeking behaviour increasingly 

observed among government officials and ordinary people (Wang, 2002). The moral 

crisis in China, according to Wang (2002), derives fundamentally from the 

establishment and development of a socialist market economy which has already 

embraced many key capitalist characteristics. However, the current political and 

economic environment seems to have failed to provide favourable conditions for either 

traditional capitalist values or true socialist values to fully develop (Wang, 2002). 

Furthermore, with the development of the socialist market economy, which encourages 

people ‘to get rich first’, inequality has become one of the most serious social problems 

confronting China (Knight, 2014). Yang and Stening (2011) provided an interesting 

argument that materialism can be the result of life dissatisfaction, given the external 

constraints (directed by the government) to personal development and fulfilment in 

other aspects of life.  

7.7 A Mixed Picture of the Impact on Individual Well-being 

The impact of participation in CLC programs and activities on individual well-being 

presented a mixed picture. In what ways and the extent to which one’s participation 

could contribute to the achievement of individual well-being depended on the 

motivation for participation, the quality of teachers and teaching, and the person’s 

engagement in learning outside the CLCs. Therefore, the impact on individual well-

being differed from one person to another.  

        One of the most important factors that had a direct impact on a person’s learning 

was motivation. It is important, though, to distinguish between the motivation for 

participation as presence and the motivation for participation as involvement (Bagnall, 

1989). Participation as control, as another type of participation, was not evidenced in 

the study, due to the strongly centralised political environment in which the three CLCs 

were situated. Motivation explains “what gets individuals moving … and toward what 

activities or tasks” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 669). Material incentives were commonly 

employed by the CLCs at all three sites. Using material incentives to increase 

participation and thus to fulfil the enrolment goals set by local governments had 
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apparently been proven to be effective at all three sites. The positive association 

between material rewards as a stimulus and individuals’ participation (as presence) as a 

result was explained by a CLC staff member (Shen, Site 2) as being related to the 

prevalence of materialism in contemporary Chinese rural society. Materialism is 

commonly understood as a value orientation (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). King 

and Datu (2017) explained that those “who are highly materialistic endorse values, 

goals, and beliefs that centre on the importance of acquiring money and other material 

possessions” (p. 289). Materialism, which is often intertwined with hedonism, has been 

observed across different age groups and across different regions in China (Podoshen et 

al., 2011; Sun et al., 2014; Xu, 2010). Driven by monetary rewards, individuals were 

willing to attend the programs that were of little interest and little relevance to them. 

However, in such situations, individuals may hardly benefit directly from the education 

events that they have attended, because participation as presence does not assume 

participation as involvement (Bagnall, 1989). Additionally, material incentives may not 

be seen as reliable, because “any given reward may motivate only a subgroup of 

participants who value that reward, but may have little or negative impact on others who 

are not interested in said reward” (Hsieh & Kocielnik, 2016, p. 823-824). Therefore, the 

effectiveness of material incentives tends to be limited and thus may not be seen as a 

useful strategy to enhance participation in the long run. Indeed, using material 

incentives to reward participation may not enhance long-term motivation, because the 

potential participants may decline to attend the activities if they are not well 

compensated (Hsieh & Kocielnik, 2016).  

        From the perspective of the CLCs and their partners, material incentives were 

necessary not only because rural people were materialistic, but also because they 

generally lacked motivation for learning. In other words, learning was unlikely to take 

place unless those ‘unmotivated’ individuals were stimulated to attend by monetary 

rewards. Here, it is important to distinguish between motivation to learn and motivation 

to learn through CLC programs and activities. Learning is widely recognised as 

something each individual is naturally engaged in during the course of living, both 

intentionally and unintentionally (Jarvis et al., 2003; Rogers, 2003). In this sense, “there 

is no such person as a non-learner” (Rogers, 2003, p. 10). Very often, when policy 

makers, scholars, educators, and employers speak of ‘non-learners’, they are referring to 

‘non-participants’ who are absent from planned, organised learning events (Rogers, 
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2003). In contemporary lifelong learning discourse, learning has increasingly been 

promoted by policy makers in different countries as an essential strategy, not only for 

boosting economy but also for tackling various social issues (Ahl, 2006). As explained 

in the previous sections, the promotion of community education by the Chinese 

government as part of the national lifelong learning agenda has been strongly related to 

the reinforcement of state power. ‘Non-participation’ in the government-provided 

learning opportunities thus becomes a problem for Chinese politicians. And those 

‘unmotivated’ individuals need to be motivated through different means. Motivation, in 

such circumstances, may be best understood as “a euphemism for direction and control” 

(Ahl, 2006, p. 385).  

        At the CLC events, often there were people whose attendance was subject to 

official orders from higher-level governments. To impose the will to participate in the 

CLC activities appears to contradict not only the norms of NFE, especially NFE for 

adults, but also the principles of CLCs that have been promoted by UNESCO. Although 

the contemporary practice of NFE worldwide has become increasingly diversified, 

ranging from less flexible educational provision to fully participatory education, 

participation in NFE normally takes place on a voluntary basis (Rogers, 2004). 

Furthermore, the three guiding principles of CLCs promoted by UNESCO – of the 

community, by the community, and for the community – stress the role of individual 

members as planners, implementers, and beneficiaries (UNESCO, 2008). 

Authoritarianism, together with an excessive preoccupation with quantitative targets in 

the Chinese context, have not only nearly completely rejected that active role of 

community members, but have also tended to reinforce their passivity. The existing 

research literature on issues of participation within community education in China, 

while recognising the lack of active participation of community members in activity 

planning, has largely neglected the two key types of participation as explained above, 

focusing instead on participation as presence that does not entail learning, and on 

involuntary participation. And these two types participation may not be uncommon in 

the current practice of community education in China, given the centralisation of power 

and the prevalence of the audit culture. The study indicated that these two types of 

participation were both unlikely to promote learning, and therefore had very little 

impact on individual well-being.  
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        For adult learners, motivation to learn is often found to be related to life 

transitions, that is, to “periods of change in our lives that seem to alternate with periods 

of stability” (Merriam, 2005, p. 3). However, not all life transitions hold the potential 

for learning. Merriam (2005) pointed out that “[for] learning to occur, an experience 

needs to be discomforting, disquieting, or puzzling enough for us not to reject or ignore 

it, but to attend to it and reflect on it” (p. 8). The current study evidenced two particular 

anticipated life events that motivated individuals to engage in learning – parenthood and 

retirement. In both circumstances, the transition itself began with a “letting go of 

something” (Bridges, 1991, p. 5), whether it was a social role, a relationship, or an old 

routine. Individuals, when confronting life transitions, are likely to experience a swing 

of mood between elation and despair (Sugarman, 2001). For example, a retiree from the 

current study described the emptiness and depression as a consequence of 

disengagement from work. The process of learning begins as soon as individuals attend 

to and reflect on the life events (Merriam, 2005). Learning, however, is not always 

triggered by specific significant events encountered in life. The current study evidenced 

the motivation of some smallholders in acquiring new agricultural skills for income 

generation. In the three situations described above, individuals chose to engage in 

various planned learning events with different purposes: expectant mothers participated 

in infant care training to become responsible parents; retired older adults were engaged 

in hobbies and interests to obtain happiness and to improve their health; smallholders 

continued to update their knowledge and skills to achieve higher productivity and to 

further improve their living conditions. These adult learners had specific tasks to attend 

to; they had specific problems to deal with; and they had specific practical needs to 

fulfil. And these tasks, problems, and needs mainly arose from the changing contexts 

that individuals were situated in and interacted with (Rogers, 2003). The participants 

were motivated to learn what they wanted to learn and what was meaningful for them 

(Illeris, 2003). Literature on adult education suggests that much adult learning is driven 

by intrinsic factors, which consist of inner pressures and/or rational decisions (Rogers & 

Horrocks, 2010). Those intrinsic factors, as shown in the findings, had a strong 

association with what people valued and aspired to in their personal lives. As explained 

earlier, the participants of the study generally interpreted individual well-being as 

happiness and satisfaction, and there were three main components of a happy life: 

family, leisure, and wealth. The internal needs and drives related to family, leisure, and 

wealth, or any combination of them, then created an inner compulsion for learning. 
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Intrinsic factors have been argued to be “stronger and more enduring than extrinsic 

ones” (Rogers & Horrocks, 2010, p. 106). The current study demonstrated the contrast 

between intrinsically motivated and extrinsically motivated participants. Those who 

were intrinsically motivated were likely to actively seek learning opportunities and 

engage in learning. Conversely, when participation was purely driven by external 

incentives or pressures, learning was unlikely to occur.  

        Related to a learner’s motivation was his or her expectation for learning. The 

learners interviewed emphasised the instrumental role of education and learning. The 

word ‘practical’ was frequently used by the learners to describe the knowledge and 

skills that they expected to obtain through learning. Practical knowledge is closely 

associated with effective action. Such knowledge, as pointed out by Bagnall and Hodge 

(2018), is “essentially manipulative in nature, in that it makes it possible to do certain 

things in particular ways, … [and it] is … seen as contributing to human well-being 

through providing more effective and efficient ways of attaining desired ends” (p. 20). 

In the current study, the learners’ judgement of the quality of the CLC programs was 

largely based on the ‘usefulness’ of the knowledge and skills introduced at the 

educational events. ‘Usefulness’ referred not only to the direct link between knowledge 

and action, but also to the direct link between action and individual well-being, which 

was essentially happiness and satisfaction. Therefore, education was viewed largely as 

an instrument or tool for practical purposes. Such a perception implies the “erosion of 

the intrinsic value in knowledge, action and metaphysics” (Bagnall & Hodge, 2018, p. 

24). Instead, a high value is placed “on doing, on performing and on achieving” 

(Bagnall & Hodge, 2018, p. 24). The value of human engagements, therefore, is 

“extrinsic to, rather than intrinsic in, those engagements” (Bagnall & Hodge, 2018, p. 

24).  

        The learners interviewed involved themselves in intended, purposeful learning in 

different settings and through different means. They involved themselves in pre-

designed, organised, structured educational programs within the CLCs. They were also 

engaged in other planned, organised learning activities outside the CLCs. Learning took 

place in the classroom, but it was not confined to the classroom. Knowledge and skills 

were learned through lectures and presentations. People also learned by communicating 

with others, by reading books, or by searching information on the Internet. Rogers 

(2003) perceived learning as a continuum that embraces a wide range of different sites 
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of learning and a wide range of different processes of learning. Learning can take place 

in more formal settings, or in more informal settings (Rogers, 2003). The processes of 

learning can be formalised; or they can be more natural, as natural as breathing (Rogers, 

2003). Formalised learning goes beyond formal schooling to encompass various 

pathways to learning “whose basic underlying assumptions – as expressed in 

acquisition/delivery metaphors and the treatment of knowledge as a commodity – are 

the same ones that underlie the formal school system” (Visser, 2001, p. 459). All forms 

of assisted learning, including the learning facilitated by the teachers/trainers within and 

outside of the CLCs, by the peers, and by the textbooks, training manuals, and other 

forms of publication, can be categorised as formalised learning (Rogers, 2003). In this 

sense, formalised learning is almost always based on some form of ‘teaching’ in its 

broadest sense (Rogers & Horrocks, 2010).  

        Rogers (2003) suggested that “as in other social activities, teaching involves 

constructs and roles, relationships and interaction” (p. 49). The majority of the 

participants of the CLC programs and activities were adults. The persona of ‘adult 

student’ is usually composed of elements of adulthood and studenthood (Rogers, 2003). 

Adulthood is socially constructed and thus the meaning of ‘adult’ varies “from area to 

area, from class to class, from culture to culture, from time to time” (Rogers, 2003, p. 

51). To many groups in Western societies, adulthood is often related to a person’s 

attainment of some degree of autonomy (Aspin et al., 2001) and to individual 

responsibility (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). By contrast, adulthood in the Chinese 

culture is usually characterised by family continuity, socially prescribed roles and 

obligations, and compliance with authority (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Nelson et al., 

2004; Zhong & Arnett, 2014). When adults join educational programs and activities, 

they also construct themselves as students. Rogers (2003) commented that “like the 

construct of adult, the construct of student too will vary greatly” (p. 56). Some adult 

learners in the present study linked studenthood to authority and discipline, whereas 

others expected mutual respect and more informal guidance and facilitation from the 

teachers. Similar to ‘adult’ and ‘student’, ‘teacher’ is also “a discursive construct” 

(Rogers, 2003, p. 57). Among the teachers/trainers interviewed, some tended to view 

themselves as the authority, while others regarded themselves as co-learners. In adult 

education practice, both learners and teachers bring their own constructs to the 

relationship, and their constructs are often fluid, rather than fixed, depending on 
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different learning situations and immediate needs (Rogers, 2003). There are also times 

when a learner builds the construct(s) of the teacher in a way that conflicts with the 

teacher’s own self-construct, or vice-versa (Rogers, 2003). If the aim of teaching is to 

facilitate learning, then some degree of fluidity of the constructs and roles is needed in 

order to encourage those present at the educational events to become active learners 

(Rogers, 2004).  

        The intensity of engagement in learning within the CLCs was influenced by both 

what was taught and how it was taught. Although the three CLCs investigated were not 

operating within the formal education system and were not recognised as formal 

institutions, their educational provision was characterised by a very high degree of 

formality. Formal education is typically highly decontextualised and can hardly be 

adapted to individual learners, whereas NFE often embraces some level of flexibility 

and contextualisation (Brembeck, 1973; Coombs & Ahmed, 1974; Rogers, 2004; Taylor 

et al., 2012). Rogers (2004) recognised that NFE provision on a global scale ranges 

from “flexible schooling in which the participants have a limited range of decision-

making” (p. 255) to “participatory education in which the participants determine the 

contents and time scale of the learning [program] as well as the logistics” (p. 255). The 

education provided through the three investigated CLCs, however, was neither flexible 

nor participatory. It has been discussed earlier that the political context in which the 

three CLCs were situated was highly centralised in its decision-making processes, 

leaving little space for community participation. The participants had very little say on 

any matter, whether it be related to the logistics, or to the curriculum content, or to the 

delivery mode. The CLC programs and activities were mostly constructed and 

implemented on the basis of the policy directives from the central authorities. 

Centralised curriculum planning not only leaves little space for the learners’ 

participation as control, but also minimises the teachers’ influence on the curriculum 

content (Apple, 1993). Within the three CLCs, the primary responsibility of the teachers 

was to transmit the knowledge and skills relevant to the national community building 

movement. In a centralised education system, the knowledge and skills to be provided 

through government-led educational institutions are mostly determined by the 

politically powerful and tend to be used as an instrument to reinforce the power of the 

social and economic elite (Maruatona, 2002). The top-down approach to curriculum 

development is often associated with the top-down approach to educational delivery, 
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where knowledge is handed down to the learners (Street, 1994). Although there was no 

standardised curriculum for the three CLCs to deliver, the policy directives passed to 

them were detailed enough to provide clear instructions on what was to be taught, 

regardless of the particular communities served. Aside from the small number of skills 

training programs (particularly agriculture-related) that were designed on the basis of 

local conditions (climate, soil, etc.), the programs and activities held by one CLC were 

somewhat indistinguishable from those held by any other of the CLCs. Situated within a 

highly centralised political context, the three CLCs tended to be homogeneous, rather 

than diversified, in their provision. A significant problem of such centralised curricula is 

their lack of relevance to individual learners’ aspirations, interests, or needs. Knowles 

(1980) acknowledged that adult learners need to know why they are learning before 

they become engaged in learning. In other words, adults are more likely to be motivated 

to learn the things that they see the need to learn. Take the lectures on environmental 

protection as an example. Not all the community members interviewed were interested 

in the matters of their communities, and not all of them regarded themselves as 

contributors to community development. Therefore, environmental knowledge was not 

necessarily knowledge that the community members themselves wanted to learn; it was 

the knowledge that the central authorities wanted them to learn. It is argued that adults 

are “not very inclined to learn something they are not interested in, or in which they 

cannot see the meaning or importance” (Illeris, 2003, p. 20).  

        Within the three CLCs, teaching practice in most cases seemed to have further 

contributed to the passivity of the learners by overemphasising their ‘studenthood’ on 

the one hand and neglecting their ‘adulthood’ on the other hand. Many of the 

educational events organised by the CLCs, including the skills training programs and 

the activities on a variety of topics aimed at increasing the awareness of the community 

members, were represented through formal lectures and didactic presentations that 

involved minimal communication and interaction between teachers and learners. In such 

circumstances, education has become “an act of depositing, in which the students are 

the depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (Freire, 1972, p. 72). In that banking 

model of education, the learners are assumed to know little. However, adult learners, as 

shown in the findings, knew better than their teachers in some situations. Adult learning 

theories have suggested that the previous knowledge of the learners should be 

recognised by the teachers and used as a resource for learning (Jarvis, 1995; Knowles et 
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al., 2011; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Merriam et al., 2013). The current study, 

however, evidenced little effort on the part of the teachers to tap into the learners’ 

experiences and their knowledge base. Indeed, to recognise learners’ prior knowledge 

and to build new learning on the prior learning of each learner have often been resisted 

by formal learning programs, because the standardised approaches of teaching and 

assessment in formal learning may be questioned and challenged (Campbell, 2007).  

        In the banking model of education, the learners’ actions are largely confined to 

receiving, memorising, and repeating (Freire, 1972). Jarvis (1995) recognised that many 

adult learners prefer to involve themselves in the learning process, rather than being 

treated as passive recipients of knowledge. Participation in interactive learner-centred 

methods, such as discussion and group work, tends to lead to more effective learning 

(Rogers, 2004). This is what Evans (1976) called the dialogic approach to education. 

Education and learning for adults can take place “outside the constraints of the four-

walls classroom setting” (Lonergan & Andresen, 1988, p. 64). Occasionally, the 

agricultural skills training held by the CLCs at Sites 1 and 3 took place in local farms. 

Several strengths of such field-based education have been recognised. The field setting 

allows students to integrate the fragmented knowledge and information obtained from 

lectures and textbooks, and to practise the techniques that cannot be carried out 

elsewhere (Keown, 1984). Furthermore, “the field enables objects, events and processes 

to be experienced in their natural setting” (Lonergan & Andresen, 1988, p. 67). The 

students may be exposed to the complexity of those objects, events and processes. They 

may be exposed to information that is original. And they may be challenged. Such 

situations tend to generate great potential for problem-based learning to take place. 

Problem-based learning is believed to be well suited to helping students become active 

learners, because “it situates learning in real-world problems and makes students 

responsible for their learning” (Hmelo-Silver, 2004, p. 236). The knowledge acquired 

through problem-based learning is constructed by the learners, not transmitted from the 

teachers (Hmelo-Silver, 2004). The role of the teachers is thus transformed to that of 

facilitator. In the current study, the on-farm training was recognised by the smallholders 

as the most effective approach to facilitating their learning.  

        It should be noted that, both within and outside the CLCs, learner-centred 

approaches were adopted to encourage the students to actively participate in the 

activities that the teachers had already chosen. However, although learners participated 
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in education, that education was not necessarily participatory. Rogers (2004) stated that 

fully participatory education involves “helping individuals and groups to learn what 

they want to learn, when they want to learn it, and for as long as they want to learn it. It 

is helping them to meet their individualised learning needs to fulfil their own life tasks 

as defined by themselves within their own particular context” (p. 253). The goal of 

education and learning, in this sense, is to enhance the self-directedness in adult 

learners, to promote individual autonomy, and to fulfil the individual to the utmost 

(Aspin et al., 2001; Bagnall & Hodge, 2018; Barrow & Keeney, 2001; Rogers, 2003). 

Enhancing self-directedness and autonomy and fostering personal growth and 

development through community education, however, were neither the intention of the 

central authorities nor the goal of the three CLCs. For the central authorities, 

community education was tied to political purposes. For the three CLCs, the primary 

concern was to achieve the quantitative targets set by their local governments. For the 

learners themselves, education was largely an instrument to fulfil practical needs.  

        Each learning event, as suggested by Rogers (2014), can be seen as comprising 

both formal and informal elements of learning. Informal learning can be self-directed, 

or incidental, or unintentional (Brookfield, 1985; Hager & Halliday, 2009; Rogers, 

2003). The current study particularly identified adult learners’ intentional learning 

efforts that they made outside pre-planned, structured educational events, either at the 

three CLCs or within other educational institutions. For example, the smallholders 

communicated with each other on farming techniques. The expectant mothers searched 

useful information relating to infant care on the Internet. Those who shared the same 

hobbies and interests gathered together to practise their skills. Part of the difference 

between formal and informal learning lies in the question of control (Hager & Halliday, 

2009; Rogers, 2014). As suggested by Hager and Halliday (2009), “control of the 

learning … characterises formal learning” (p. 35). In much informal learning, the 

learners have greater control over what to learn, when and for how long, by what 

methods, and how it can be evaluated (Rogers, 2014). The learners may also choose the 

‘teachers’ to facilitate their learning (Rogers, 2014). Many of the learners interviewed, 

especially the young adults, relied significantly on intentional learning in more informal 

settings to help them deal with some specific task in a specific setting for a specific 

purpose. Rogers (2014) asserted that informal learning is “very effective practical 

learning and can be applied to real life immediately” (p. 64).  
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        In contrast with the diversity of the CLC activities and the high volume of 

participation in those activities was their limited impact on individual well-being. Some 

recreational activities held by the CLCs were considered to be fun. Some agricultural 

skills training programs were found to be positively related to an increase in the 

household income. However, the ‘fun’ was momentary. The level of increase in 

household income was to a large extent affected by external factors, such as weather 

conditions and market issues. Moreover, since most of the CLC activities were not only 

short in duration but also low in frequency, the value and significance of the 

smallholders’ ongoing engagement in informal learning should not be neglected. 

Through learning, the smallholders developed knowledge and skills that could improve 

their farming practices for higher productivity. In such cases, education and learning 

was linked to individual well-being through what Campbell (2006) called the absolute 

mechanism. The absolute mechanism involves an absolute effect of education on well-

being (Campbell, 2006). There is good evidence across different cultural contexts 

confirming the positive impact of adult learning on income and employability (Blundell 

et al., 1996; Field, 2009; Nordlund et al., 2013; Vignoles et al., 2004). However, the 

findings showed that, to achieve income generation required not only updated 

knowledge and skills through education and learning, but also extra support from local 

communities, such as the market information service. Ideally, the functions of CLCs 

would include, but not be limited to, education and training. They are also responsible 

for accumulating and disseminating community information and resources, initiating 

and implementing community development projects, and building networks and liaison 

with different stakeholders that play a role in development (UIL, 2017). However, the 

roles and responsibilities of the three CLCs were not based on local needs but defined 

by the central government for political purposes. Furthermore, the current study did not 

evidence any noticeable impact of the one-off awareness raising programs, mainly due 

to the tension between the banking model of education typically adopted in the CLCs’ 

classroom practice and the adulthood in adult learners. Non-engagement in learning at 

those events, then, evidenced adult learners’ silent resistance to that control within the 

classroom. It, perhaps, also evidenced individuals’ silent resistance to the ‘official 

knowledge’ and to the single dominant culture to be reproduced through the CLC 

activities (Apple, 1993).  
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        The current study evidenced some positive effects of adult learning that took place 

outside the three CLCs. A strong link was revealed between individuals’ engagement in 

hobbies and interests and their achievement of individual well-being. Previous research 

has shown similar results, confirming the role of hobbies in enhancing happiness and 

improving health conditions (Burt & Atkinson, 2012). Part of that happiness, as shown 

in the findings, stemmed from the contact, connection, and friendship established 

throughout the learning activities. And one common feature of those learning activities 

was the interactive learning environment involving both teacher-learner and learner-

learner communication and interaction. Relatedness not only engenders happiness and 

life satisfaction, but also has a strong link with optimal functioning (Myers, 1999; Ryan 

& Deci, 2001).  

        Overall, the impact of the CLC programs and activities on individual well-being 

was limited, mainly due to the mismatch between what was provided and what was 

needed. Power relations were revealed not only between the central authorities and the 

CLCs, but also between the CLCs and the participants. Education, with its potential to 

promote critical thinking and to empower people, may jeopardise the privileged 

positions of the elite (Giroux, 2010). In order to maintain and reinforce the power of the 

Party-state, China’s central authorities need to select the correct, appropriate, significant 

knowledge to be imparted through education. Knowledge, in this sense, is truly ‘power’ 

(Giroux, 2010).  

7.8 Summary of the Discussion 

This chapter has discussed seven emergent themes with reference to scholarly and 

policy literature. These seven themes are: 1) the lack of a social foundation; 2) the 

marginalisation of CLCs in the lifelong learning agenda; 3) the reliance on 

quantitative targets; 4) a geographical conception of community; 5) marginal 

community impact; 6) an hedonic conception of well-being; and 7) a mixed picture 

of the impact on individual well-being. This section summarises sequentially the 

discussion of each of the seven themes.  

        The CLCs lacked a social foundation. At the three CLCs, local community 

members were involved neither in the CLC management nor in the program 

planning cycle. Such a phenomenon may be seen as associated with the 

characteristics of the country’s education system, and with the nature and purpose of 



 249 

the educational provision of rural CLCs. CLCs in rural China are normally affiliated 

to existing government-led and government-owned educational institutions, which 

are located within the Party system. Centralisation of power in the provision of 

social services, including education, has been argued to be one of the most important 

features of the Party system. In the educational sector, some level of decentralisation 

has taken place to respond creatively to the socialist market economy. However, 

despite a transfer of the decision-making authority, responsibility, and tasks 

regarding financial and personnel management and curriculum development from 

the central government to local governments and schools, the decentralisation of 

education in China largely takes the form of delegation, which has had little impact 

on the state monopoly. The central government appears to be reluctant to implement 

a genuine devolution of authority. Indeed, it attempts to reinforce its central power 

and control by implementing community education through CLCs. Community 

education has been recognised by the central government as an essential part of the 

nationwide, state-led community building movement. Community education has 

been seen by the government as playing an important role in equipping individuals 

with professional skills for economic development and in instilling moral and social 

norms for spiritual civilisation. A pure hands-on approach to community education 

has thus been adopted, leaving little space for community participation.  

        The CLCs were marginalised in the lifelong learning agenda. The study 

presented the declining status of the CLCs at Sites 2 and 3 in relation to their 

transition from literacy education providers to vocational education providers and 

further to community education providers. Although community education has been 

recognised by the Chinese government as a key component of lifelong learning, it 

has been implemented in the absence of legal statute. Additionally, the way in which 

the term community education has been defined by the central government appears 

to be problematic. The official definition, aside from clarifying the goal of 

community education, offers little insight into understanding what community 

education is really about and how it can be distinguished from other educational 

practices. Furthermore, a lifelong education system has not yet been established at 

the national level to embrace the education taking place outside the formal system. 

Community education, operating outside the current education system exclusively 

for formal schooling, often falls outside the administrative domain of the Ministry of 
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Education. Therefore, community education had been implemented by the three 

CLCs with no legal statute, no clear working definition, and no specified ministry or 

ministries in charge. The inferior status of the three CLCs was associated not only 

with the absence of a lifelong education system and a proper umbrella organisation 

at a macro level, but also with their curriculum content at a micro level. 

Contemporary lifelong learning discourse, not only in China, but also globally, may 

be seen as substantially the product of economic determinism. A human-capital 

approach to lifelong learning tends to prioritise the learning of skills for economic 

well-being. The education and training that is less relevant or indirectly oriented to 

employment and income generation, which comprises a large part of community 

education nowadays, has received much less attention from the government. 

Contemporary lifelong learning advocacy, while highlighting the economic function 

of lifelong learning, looks barren ground for strengthening its personal and 

democratic functions. An overemphasis on the economic function and a severe 

neglect of the personal and democratic functions tend to make little contribution to 

equality, that is, to help the disadvantaged and the marginalised to truly overcome 

disadvantage and marginalisation by participating in education.  

        The CLCs’ program planning and implementation were reliant on 

quantitative targets. The three CLCs operated within the Party system, which is 

characterised by the significant distance between the central government responsible 

for policy formulation and the grassroots organisations responsible for policy 

implementation. In order to steer at a distance, the Party-state has been devoted to 

establishing internal governance mechanisms that involve a vast web of performance 

audits. In the present study, enrolment goals for different types of CLC programs 

and activities were set by local governments at all three sites. Using enrolment goals 

for the evaluation of CLCs appeared to be associated not only with the prevailing 

audit culture, but also with the interpretation of community education by the 

Chinese policy makers. ‘Coverage’ seems to be central to that interpretation, 

emphasising a coverage of all local communities, a coverage of all community 

members, and a coverage of all possible life aspects. These three dimensions of 

coverage can all be easily measured against numerical targets. The quantitative 

targets set by local governments were concerned primarily with participation as 

presence. And a preoccupation with participation as presence had led to a neglect of 
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the other two types of participation in adult education practice – participation as 

involvement and participation as control. Participative presence has been argued to 

be of the least significance to adult education practice, because a learner’s presence 

at an event does not entail that the person has learned something useful. Neither 

does it entail that the person has exercised some level of control over the event. 

Involvement and participation are focused on learners’ interactions with important 

elements of and processes in education, through which changes are possibly to take 

place at individual and collective levels. Important elements of and processes in 

education, however, were neither included in the audit performance measurement of 

CLCs at the policy level, nor adequately addressed by the three CLCs in their 

practice. The intertwining of centralisation of power and the prevailing audit culture 

appeared to have turned the entire CLC practice into a game played among the 

bureaucrats themselves within the Party system.  

        The interpretation of community well-being was focused on a geographical 

conception of community. In the present study, community was generally perceived 

as a place of residence defined and administered by the government. In China, the 

term shequ – the commonly used Chinese translation of community – has been 

officially adopted by the central government to refer to the territory of the street 

office and the territory of the residents’ committee in urban areas, and to the 

territory of the village Party committee in rural areas. Chinese communities have 

been argued to be intrinsically spatial and strongly associated with policing and 

governance. Further, community well-being was commonly understood by the 

participants as the betterment of their places of residence. Three key domains of 

community well-being were identified: economy, environment, and interpersonal 

relationships. Economic prosperity has often been seen as a fundamental element of 

community well-being, due to its important role in enhancing individual well-being 

and in maintaining social stability and cohesion. The quality of the local living 

environment, including its natural environment and community services and 

facilities, has been found to be closely associated with physical and mental health. 

There is a well-established association between high quality interpersonal 

relationships and individual well-being. The participants’ understanding of high 

quality interpersonal relationships appeared to be related to the Chinese traditional 

cultural value – harmony. The interpersonal harmony in contemporary China has 
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been argued to be a social performance with turbulence beneath. Harmony, in this 

sense, can be rather superficial and may not promote a sense of community or 

facilitate joint action to achieve community well-being.  

        The impact on community well-being was marginal. The three CLCs’ 

educational provision at the grassroots level could be seen as an integral part of the 

so-called community building movement. Community building is a nationwide 

mega movement led by the central government to expedite urbanisation. Central to 

this movement is the provision and expansion of social and welfare services. Despite 

some development of civil society and the marketisation and privatisation of some 

public services, the government has maintained its leading role in welfare and 

service provision. The power relationships between local governments as service 

providers and community members as service recipients present little opportunity 

for community participation especially in decision-making. In addition to political 

factors, a range of personal, cultural, and legislative factors can also affect the depth 

of community participation. The present study evidenced perhaps the least desirable 

consequence of the above-mentioned factors – non-participation of community 

members. On the one hand, the government has been cautious of community 

participation. On the other hand, community members have been expected to 

involve themselves, manually and/or financially, mainly for the efficiency and 

sustainability of the social service programs. In order to help community members 

to develop a sense of community, the three CLCs organised a range of cultural and 

recreational activities. There are two commonly recognised conditions for the 

success of community festivals and events in developing collective identity and a 

sense of community: an inclusive planning process and a representation of 

community values and beliefs generated in egalitarian networks. The present study 

demonstrated the hegemonic position of the three CLCs in their activity planning. 

Moreover, the events organised by the three CLCs reflected the values allocated 

from above. These events may be seen as a means of instilling values, in a top-down 

fashion, for political purposes of the Party-state. The marginal contribution of 

community festivals and events to enhancing community members’ sense of 

community was associated not only with the ways in which these events were 

planned and implemented, but also with the weak ties within neighbourhoods. 

Different forms of urbanisation in rural China, including the decline of agriculture, 
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the development of the secondary and tertiary economic sectors, income 

diversification, and relocation of rural residents to gated communities, have been 

argued to have a negative impact on the neighbourhood fabric. The three CLCs also 

organised educational programs aiming to equip rural residents with knowledge and 

skills relevant to community development. However, collective action for 

community development was rarely undertaken due to community members’ low 

levels of sense of community, perceived efficacy, and sense of control. 

        The interpretation of individual well-being was focused on an hedonic 

conception of well-being. Individual well-being was typically interpreted by the 

participants as feelings of happiness and satisfaction with life, both of which are 

central to hedonic well-being. The prevalence of hedonism as a personal value in 

contemporary China has been argued to be related to the introduction and 

development of a socialist market economy. Followed by the farewell to the Maoist 

moral order has been the development of the so-called post-communist personality, 

which is characterised primarily by hedonistic values and motivations. Three key 

components of a happy life were further identified: leisure, family, and wealth. The 

study revealed individuals’ preferences for active leisure and social leisure. Leisure 

has been recognised as one of the typical mood-boosting activities. Moreover, there 

is a well-established association between leisure and physical and mental health. 

Family was highly valued by the majority of the participants. Familism can be seen 

as one of the most important cultural values in the Chinese society. Chinese rural 

residents’ high dependence on family has been argued to be associated with the 

traditional cultural values on the one hand, and with the so-called state-sanctioned 

individualisation process on the other hand. Due to the underdevelopment of civil 

society and the decline of social trust, family appears to be the primary source of 

social, economic, and emotional security. Wealth was seen by many of the 

participants as another essential component of a happy life. The participants’ 

perceptions on wealth revealed a tendency towards materialism as a system of 

personal values. The prevalence of materialism across China has been argued to be 

strongly associated with the country’s political ideologies and environment. The 

participants, while placing a strong focus on the hedonic dimension of well-being, 

largely neglected the eudaimonic dimension of well-being.  
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        The impact on individual well-being was mixed. Three main factors affecting 

the association between participation in the CLCs and the enhancement of individual 

well-being were identified: the motivation for participation, the quality of teachers 

and teaching within the CLCs, and the engagement in learning outside the CLCs. 

Rural adults participated in the CLC events due to different reasons. Participation 

could be driven by extrinsic motivation, such as material incentives, or by intrinsic 

motivation, which was consistent with what people valued and aspired to. The study 

demonstrated the disparity between extrinsically motivated and intrinsically 

motivated learners in terms of the intensity and frequency of their engagement in 

learning. Participation driven by material incentives or as a consequence of official 

orders tended to focus on participative presence, which was unlikely to promote 

learning. By contrast, participation as a response to major life transitions or to 

specific needs and tasks tended to result in involvement and control. Adult learners’ 

participation in pre-designed, organised, structured educational programs within the 

CLCs had limited impact on their individual well-being. The non-formal educational 

provision of the three CLCs was to a large extent formalised, neglecting essential 

characteristics of adult education practice. The adult learners’ studenthood was 

overly emphasised. At the three CLCs, educational programs were planned mostly 

following a top-down approach and delivered mostly using didactic methods. Adult 

learners were excluded from program planning processes; their prior knowledge and 

skills were not recognised; and they were treated in the classroom essentially as 

knowledge recipients. The three CLCs’ practice, following a banking model of 

education, was neither flexible nor participatory. Outside the CLCs, rural adults 

were engaged in learning that was characterised by high levels of learner control. 

That learning, compared to the learning within the CLCs, was much more 

contextualised, relevant, and effective, leading to greater impact on individual well-

being. It should be noted, however, that the learning taking place both within and 

outside the CLCs was not directed to enhancing self-directedness, promoting 

individual autonomy, or to fulfilling the individual to the utmost. Self-directedness, 

autonomy, and personal growth and development, as intrinsic value and significance 

of adult education, appeared to be deprioritised by policy makers, practitioners, and 

by learners themselves.  
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Chapter Eight: Conclusions, Implications, and  

Suggestions for Further Research 

This chapter presents conclusions of the study, discusses the implications for policy and 

practice, and provides a number of suggestions for further research. The chapter 

comprises three main sections. It begins with a representation of the conclusions drawn 

from the study. Important implications that can be applied to policy and practice are 

then identified. The chapter concludes with a number of suggestions for further 

research.  

8.1 Conclusions of the Study  

The study sought to examine in what ways and the extent to which participation in the 

CLC programs and activities in rural China impacted on rural adults’ individual well-

being and the well-being of their communities. With insufficient attention paid to non-

formal educational provision in China, there seems to be a dearth of research-based 

knowledge and understandings of the NFE practice and its effects, especially from the 

perspective of the learners. The present study was an attempt to fill this gap by 

examining closely the learning experiences of selected rural adult learners and their 

perceived impacts of those learning experiences on individual and community well-

being.  

        The study used a qualitative case study method, focusing on three township-level 

rural CLCs – one in a less developed area and two in the more developed areas. Within 

each CLC, a mixed group of adult learners, teachers/trainers, CLC staff members, and 

other key stakeholders were purposefully selected for participation in the study. Data 

were obtained through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews, ad hoc conversations, 

direct observations, and document analysis. Written transcripts of the audio-recordings 

of the interviews with a total of fifty-seven participants, field notes generated from ad 

hoc conversations and direct observations, and the documents collected from the CLCs 

were analysed using an interpretative approach. Three main findings emerged in the 

analysis of the data.  

        The first main finding of the study was that the nature, work, and worth of the 

CLCs appeared to be constrained by a range of contextual factors. Specifically, three 

different contexts – the political, the economic-demographic, and the educational – 
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emerged in the study as having an impact on the CLCs investigated. These CLCs were 

situated in a political context characterised by strongly centralised decision-making 

processes. The decision-making authority concerning the CLCs’ budget, personnel, and 

curriculum development was largely concentrated within the government, leading to 

restricted autonomy of the CLCs. The economic-demographic context in which the 

three CLCs were located had undergone dramatic changes due to rapid urbanisation. All 

the three sites had witnessed a decline of agriculture. At Site 1, the shrinking agriculture 

sector had further resulted in a high volume of rural-to-urban migration. By contrast, the 

residents at Sites 2 and 3 were likely to remain in their communities, given emerging 

job opportunities in the fast-growing secondary and tertiary economic sectors. The 

educational context in which the three CLCs operated appeared to marginalise CLCs 

and their educational provision. The declining status of the CLCs at Sites 2 and 3 was 

reported to be associated with their transition from literacy education providers to 

vocational education providers and further to community education providers. A main 

consequence of the inferior status of the three CLCs was their poor resourcing. 

        The second main finding of the study was that the three CLCs experienced their 

engagements as falling into institutional quagmires. These CLCs’ educational provision 

was restricted due to the intertwining of a top-down governing model and a target-

driven approach. The top-down governing model and the target-driven approach 

saturated the CLCs’ program planning, implementation, and evaluation processes. 

During the planning phase, these CLCs lacked autonomy and control especially over the 

decision-making on what programs were to be provided. They mostly adhered to the 

directives and instructions passed from central authorities down to them along the long 

chains of command. Moreover, these CLCs’ program planning was largely driven by 

quantitative targets, that is, enrolment goals set by local governments. The CLCs’ 

program implementation was also driven by quantitative targets. During the 

implementation phase, attempts were made aiming primarily at attracting a sufficient 

number of participants and ensuring their presence at the CLC events. Program 

implementation was mostly carried out by the CLCs’ partner organisations, particularly 

the Village Party Committees, not by the CLCs themselves. Different methods and 

strategies were adopted in order to increase participation. These methods and strategies, 

however, were usually characterised by a purposeful selection of potential participants 

for the CLC events, which was most likely to enhance some community members’ 
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chance for participation and reduce the chance of others. Assessments of the learning 

outcomes and impacts were rarely undertaken by these CLCs and their partner 

organisations. This conduct was reported by the CLCs and their partner organisations to 

be unnecessary and extremely difficult. In contrast to the CLCs’ negative attitude 

towards impact assessments was their public reporting of the significance and benefits 

of their activities. The information represented in those reports, however, seemed to 

lack reliability due to the ways in which it was collected.  

        The third main finding of the study was that there existed tensions between adult 

learners’ understanding of well-being and their perceived impacts of participation in the 

CLCs on well-being. The findings pertinent to the impact on well-being involved two 

issues: the selected rural adults’ interpretation of well-being and their learning 

experiences in relation to well-being. Individual well-being was generally understood 

by the participants of the study as feelings of happiness and satisfaction with life. The 

ways in which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs impacted on individual 

well-being presented a mixed picture. Individual adults’ reasons for being present at the 

CLC events, the teaching practices within the CLCs, and further engagement in learning 

activities outside the CLCs contributed to individual differences in terms of the impact 

on their individual well-being. Community well-being was generally understood by the 

participants of the study as the betterment of their places of residence. The ways in 

which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs impacted on community well-

being was marginal. Such a situation appeared to be attributed to the dominant role of 

the government in community development, and to community members’ lack of 

interest in and motivation for being involved in community development.  

        Discussion of these main findings in relation to the research and policy literature 

identified seven major themes pertinent to the research questions. Those themes are here 

taken as capturing what may be seen as the conclusions of the study.  

        The conclusions in direct response to the two primary research questions on the 

impact of the CLCs are as follows: 

 The ways in which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs contributed 

to individual well-being was mixed. 

 The ways in which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs contributed 

to community well-being was marginal.  
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        The remaining five conclusions identify important features contributing to the two 

main conclusions. They are presented here in the order of their presentation in the 

discussion chapter: 

 The CLCs evidenced a lack of social foundation. 

 The CLCs were marginalised in the country’s lifelong learning agenda. 

 The program planning and implementation in the CLCs was singularly reliant on 

quantitative targets. 

 The impact of participation in the CLCs on community well-being was 

constrained by a geographical conception of community. 

 The impact of participation in the CLCs on individual well-being was limited by 

the prevailing hedonic conception of individual well-being. 

        Each of these seven conclusions is explained briefly in the following paragraphs.  

        The ways in which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs contributed 

to individual well-being was mixed. The impact on individual well-being depended on 

individual adults’ reasons for being present at the CLC events, the quality of teachers 

and teaching within the CLCs, and on further engagement in learning outside the CLCs. 

The study showed a contrast between intrinsically motivated and extrinsically motivated 

participants in terms of the intensity and frequency of their engagement in learning. 

Learning within the CLCs generally lacked effectiveness, mainly due to an 

overemphasis on the adult learners’ studenthood and a neglect of their adulthood. The 

fluidity of the constructs and roles of the teachers and those of the learners was largely 

restricted, given the centralisation in education and the prevailing banking model of 

education. By contrast, learning outside the CLCs was characterised by high levels of 

learner control, which resulted in contextualisation, relevance, and effectiveness. The 

CLCs’ practice appeared to be different from or in contrast to commonly valued 

ideologies in and pedagogies of adult education. Self-directedness, autonomy, and 

personal growth and development were neither the intentions of the providers nor the 

goals of the recipients. To perceive adult education as an instrument for reinforcing the 

state power and/or for fulfilling practical needs in daily lives implies an erosion of the 

intrinsic value and significance of adult education.  

        The ways in which and the extent to which participation in the CLCs contributed 

to community well-being was marginal. To instil values, attitudes, knowledge, and 
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skills relevant to community development through CLC activities could be seen as an 

essential part of the state-led community building movement. This movement has been 

argued to be essentially about governance and control, not about liberation and 

empowerment. Extensive bureaucratic power largely hindered the voice and influence 

of community members and eventually turned many of them into insouciant and 

nonchalant bystanders. To restore a sense of community through community festivals 

and events usually requires participatory planning processes and acknowledgments of 

shared values and beliefs generated from within communities. The cultural and 

recreational activities organised by the CLCs, however, followed a contradictory model, 

highlighting a top-down approach to activity planning and a top-down creation of 

values and beliefs. Moreover, economic and demographic changes relating to 

urbanisation, including the decline of agriculture, income diversification of rural 

households, and relocation of rural residents, were found to negatively impact on the 

neighbourhood fabric. The CLCs also organised activities to instil knowledge and skills 

relevant to community building. Acquisition of relevant knowledge and skills, however, 

could hardly lead to collective action due to community members’ low levels of sense 

of community, perceived efficacy, and sense of control.  

        The CLCs evidenced a lack of social foundation. The lack of a social foundation 

to the CLCs was evident in the non-participation of community members in decision-

making processes. Two interrelated issues contributed strongly to this phenomenon: 

centralisation in education and limited community participation. The three CLCs’ top-

down approach to governance could be seen as a consequence of China’s education 

system characterised by authority delegation, not by authority devolution. The control 

of the central government over curriculum development was particularly strong. Rather 

than facilitating empowerment and transformation, the community education provided 

through the CLCs, as part of the state-led community building movement, could be seen 

as a political tool aiming at crafting qualified citizens and reinforcing state power. 

Therefore, a hands-on approach to community education was adopted in order to 

achieve that political end. The three CLCs’ top-down approach to governance stands in 

sharp contrast to the central idea and ideal of CLCs promoted by UNESCO. Community 

participation in decision-making processes lies at the heart of the UNESCO’s model of 

CLC. The current study, however, identified non-participation of local communities in 

decision-making processes as a result of the monopoly power of the state and the 
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Communist Party. Non-participation limited the impact of CLCs on both individual and 

community well-being, as adult learners were treated largely as passive recipients. To 

make community education truly community-based requires a reconsideration of the 

purpose and location of power. 

        The CLCs were marginalised in the country’s lifelong learning agenda. 

Community education was implemented by the three CLCs with no legal statute, no 

clear working definition, and no specified ministry or ministries in charge. Such a 

situation was associated not only with the absence of a lifelong education system 

embracing the education outside the formal system, but also with the prevailing human 

capital approach to lifelong learning. The learning of skills, particularly those of an 

occupational nature, was prioritised. By contrast, the education less relevant or 

indirectly oriented to employment and employability, which comprised a large part of 

community education provided through CLCs, received much less attention from the 

government. An overemphasis on the economic function of lifelong learning tends to 

restrain the strengthening of the personal and democratic functions of lifelong learning. 

However, lifelong learning has continuously been advocated at the policy level in China 

for its contribution to personal development and to democracy. The human capital-

oriented model of lifelong learning has been implemented in the disguise of humanism. 

The marginalised status of the three CLCs limited their value in and contribution to the 

achievement of individual and community well-being. To facilitate personal 

development and to address marginalisation and inequality require major changes both 

within and beyond the education sector. 

        The program planning and implementation in the CLCs was singularly reliant 

on quantitative targets. Such a situation could be seen as part of the audit culture 

prevailing in contemporary Chinese society. Numbers, data, and statistics, while serving 

as powerful instruments of governance in the public sector, tended to misdirect the 

entire CLC practice and turn it into a game played among the bureaucrats themselves 

within the Party system. This ‘game’ involved goal setting by the government and 

action undertaken by the CLCs. Community education was understood and interpreted 

by the central government as the education strongly characterised by a coverage of all 

community members and a coverage of all communities. Local governments, 

accordingly, introduced enrolment goals to respond to that understanding and 

interpretation. Consequently, participative presence, which has been argued to be of the 
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least significance to adult education practice, remained central to the practice of the 

CLCs investigated. The CLCs’ failure to address participation as involvement and as 

control not only diminished the educative characteristics of their activities, but also 

essentially denied the nature and ultimate value of adult education, leading to limited 

impact on well-being.  

        The impact of participation in the CLCs on community well-being was 

constrained by a geographical conception of community. Perhaps influenced by the 

early interpretation of community in the 1930s, Chinese scholars have tended to place a 

strong emphasis on the place-based nature of community in their conceptualisation of 

the term. In China, community is not only a sociological concept, but it has also found 

its way into official governmental discourse. Referring to the lowest territorial division, 

community has been argued to be mainly about policing and governance. Community 

well-being, accordingly, was understood by the participants of the study as the 

development of the place of residence defined and administered by the government. 

That development was generally seen as being multidimensional. Economy, physical 

environment, and personal relationships were identified as three domains of collective 

living that were of particular importance. Other important domains of community well-

being were consequently largely neglected by the participants of the study, leading to 

the impact of CLCs on community well-being confined within limited, specific 

domains.  

        The impact of participation in the CLCs on individual well-being was limited by 

the prevailing hedonic conception of individual well-being. Nearly all the participants 

interpreted individual well-being as happiness and life satisfaction. In sharp contrast to 

the participants’ aspiration to a pleasurable life was their lack of attention to the 

eudaimonic dimension of well-being. The rise of such values could be associated with 

the major economic reforms that took place in China in the past few decades. Three 

components of a happy life were further identified: leisure, family, and wealth. The 

participants’ strong inclination for active leisure implied a perceived association 

between leisure, health, and happiness. And their preference for social leisure implied a 

perceived association between leisure, social connectedness, and happiness. The 

findings of the study highlighted the significance of family for individual well-being. 

Familism may be one of the most important cultural values in the Chinese society. In 

addition to the influence of traditional cultural values, individuals’ high dependence on 
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family in contemporary China has been argued to be associated with the so-called state-

sanctioned individualisation process. The findings suggested a tendency towards 

materialism. The widespread materialism as a highly influential value in China today 

may be seen as an overreaction against extreme Maoist asceticism. The ambitious 

economic reforms since the 1970s have also encouraged the establishment of a set of 

values that are largely pragmatic and materialistic. A strong emphasis on the hedonic 

dimension in the participants’ interpretation of individual well-being limited the 

contribution of CLCs to the eudaimonic dimension of individual well-being.  

8.2 Implications of the Study 

This study, by exploring the nature, work, and worth of three CLCs in rural China 

essentially from the perspective of adult learners, contributes to research-based 

knowledge and understandings of the practice and impact of NFE in a society that is 

strongly characterised by centralisation. The findings of the study indicate a lack of 

impact of the CLC practice on individual and community well-being in contemporary 

rural China and a range of factors contributing to this situation. A number of important 

implications that can be applied to policy and practice to improve the work of CLCs and 

to enhance their value as grassroots educational organisations are discussed in this 

section. 

        There is a need to enhance community participation. The present study has 

identified non-participation of local communities in the decision-making processes and 

how it has limited the impact of CLCs on individual and community well-being. To 

enhance community participation within the CLCs or within a broader context 

concerning community development fundamentally requires a reconsideration of the 

purpose and location of power. On the one hand, a radical shift from an essentially top-

down approach to governance to a more participatory model requires transformative 

political efforts. On the other hand, the CLCs may start with small steps to better 

balance their roles and responsibilities as state-owned institutions and as grassroots 

organisations, which, in turn, may facilitate some level of community participation. 

Efforts can be made by the CLCs during curriculum development processes. As shown 

in the study, although the decision-making authority regarding curriculum development 

lay mostly with the central government, some flexibility was given to local 

governments and CLCs for local variance and relevance. The programs aiming at 

raising the awareness of the public and cultural activities were not all planned centrally. 
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When flexibility is allowed with respect to curriculum development, opportunities can 

be created for community participation. The CLC staff members may start with paying 

visits to local communities on a regular basis to obtain a better understanding of the 

local communities and their members. Furthermore, systematic needs assessments or 

simply informal methods and procedures can be implemented to collect information 

about community members’ learning needs and to build connections with them. In 

addition to involving community members in curriculum development processes, CLCs 

can also make efforts outside the classroom, providing services beyond education 

delivery. For example, a main difficulty confronting the smallholders at Site 1 was their 

lack of access to the information about local markets. CLCs may help with the 

collection and dissemination of such information, through which connections and 

interactions with community members can be built and strengthened.  

        There is a need for stronger recognition of NFE at the policy level. The study has 

identified the marginalised status of the CLCs in rural China and how it constrained the 

work and worth of the CLCs. A stronger recognition at the policy level may involve the 

development of a national qualifications framework that recognises education and 

learning in different settings and through different channels. The establishment of such 

a framework requires a series of efforts, including more effective coordination between 

different stakeholders and a better articulation of the nature of different forms of 

learning and the interrelationships between them. For the non-formal educational 

provision that is less relevant to qualifications, such as the programs aiming at raising 

the awareness of the public, the program evaluation criteria need to be redefined to 

allow a shift from participative presence to quality and relevance. The purpose of 

evaluation needs to be reconsidered to make the conduct of evaluation truly meaningful. 

Indicators relating to participative presence can be used in the evaluation, but they 

should not be used as the sole indicators. The policy makers need to clarify what they 

are measuring, why what they are measuring is important, and what the result of that 

measuring may tell. Developing indicators to evaluate educational programs is certainly 

complex, as many of the elements and processes in teaching and learning can be 

extremely difficult or even inappropriate to be assessed objectively and to be quantified. 

Alternative approaches need to be developed to address the complexity and subjectivity 

of the learning processes. For example, CLC staff members may start with conducting 

ad hoc assessments of their programs and activities in a systematic manner or simply in 
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a more informal way. To spend a few minutes and have a casual conversation with the 

participants during the break or at the end of an event may help CLC staff members to 

collect general feedback on the quality of the event.  

        There is a need for professional development for CLC staff members and for the 

trainers. The study has shown an essentially didactic mindset among CLC staff 

members and an essentially didactic model of teaching. Professional development for 

CLC staff members and for trainers is urgently needed to enhance their knowledge and 

skills in adult education to enhance rural adults’ learning experiences. Despite the 

central control over curriculum development, flexibility is usually allowed in terms of 

the delivery mode. The present study has shown the advantages of the more learner-

centred approaches typically characterised by active teacher-learner interaction. A better 

understanding of the nature and characteristics of adult education through professional 

development opportunities may help CLC staff and trainers to make better decisions in 

the program design and make appropriate adaptations in the actual program 

implementation. Knowledge, skills, and techniques regarding systematic needs 

assessments and program evaluations can also be acquired through professional 

development to improve the relevance and effectiveness of the CLC programs and 

activities.  

8.3 Suggestions for Further Research  

Despite its contribution to the research-based knowledge and understandings of the 

practice and impact of NFAE in rural China, the study, using a qualitative case study 

method, was focused exclusively on the practice and impact of three selected CLCs in 

rural China and on the learning experiences of selected participants. In order to gain a 

more comprehensive understanding of the nature, work and worth of CLCs in China, 

studies on CLCs in urban China are needed. Additionally, it may be worth exploring 

other non-formal educational institutions in China, such as the University of the Third 

Age, focusing on both similarities and differences between these NFE providers.  

        Furthermore, cross-cultural studies on the CLCs may be of great significance to 

obtain a comprehensive understanding of the NFE practice within the global context. 

Comparative studies might be conducted focusing on those cultural contexts that are 

also characterised by strong centralisation. The research focus might also be placed on 

comparing the NFE practice in China and that in a radically different context featuring 
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an essentially bottom-up approach to the NFE provision. The identification of 

distinctive strengths of the NFE provision in different cultural contexts and that of 

shared issues and problems across different cultural contexts could make a contribution 

not only to the research-based knowledge and understandings of NFE, but also to the 

improvement of the NFE practice.  

        The significance of NFE has been argued to lie in its potential for flexibility and 

participation (Rogers, 2004). Further research is indicated to explore the means through 

which the elements and processes of NFE can be enhanced to allow a higher degree of 

flexibility and participation for the benefits of learners, who should always be put at the 

centre of education.  
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Appendix 2 Information Sheet 

Who is conducting this research 

Dian ZHANG 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Griffith University 

Australia 

dian.zhang2@griffithuni.edu.au 

What is the purpose of this research 

The main objective of this study will be to explore through what means and the extent 

to which participation in non-formal adult education (NFAE) in rural community 

learning centres (CLC) in China can have an impact on individual and community well-

being. It is focused on what Chinese rural adults value and aspire to with regard to their 

own lives, and how their learning experiences through CLCs have facilitated or may 

potentially facilitate them in achieving the things they value and aspire to. It is expected 

that the results of this study will help NFAE providers to improve the design and 

implementation of their programs in order to better meet the learning needs of local 

community members. 

What you will be asked to do 

You will share with me during interviews and ad hoc conversations about your thoughts 

and ideas on the impact of NFAE through CLCs on individual and community well-

being. Interviews will take place at a time and location decided by you. I will record the 

interviews on a digital voice recorder for the purpose of data analysis. Field notes will 

be written up after our ad hoc conversations. I will note down any information pertinent 

to the study.  

Risks to you 

There is very little risk to you participating in this study. During the interviews, 

sensitive issues and other issues that may cause anxiety, stress, or discomfort to you will 

be avoided. If such situations occur, I will make appropriate adjustments to the 

conversations, or we will take a short break.  
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Your confidentiality 

All the data collected for this study will be stored electronically and password protected 

backup copies of these files will be made. Your personal information will not be 

disclosed to any third party. In data analysis and reporting, your name will be changed 

to pseudonym. Other types of information that may indicate your identity will also be 

de-identified.  

Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation in this study is highly valued, but is totally voluntary. You are free to 

withdraw from the study at any stage, or change the level of your participation at any 

time without reason. 

The ethical conduct of this study 

This study is being conducted in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research of Australia. If you have any concerns about the ethical 

conduct of the study, you can contact the Manager, Research Ethics of Griffith 

University at research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
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Appendix 3 Consent Form  

Researcher: Dian ZHANG 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Griffith University, Australia 

dian.zhang2@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information regarding 

this research project. I acknowledge in particular that: 

 I understand the purpose, methods, anticipated benefits, and possible risks of the 

study; 

 I understand that my involvement in this study will include being interviewed, 

and the interview will be audio recorded for the purpose of data analysis; 

 I understand that my personal information will not be disclosed and my privacy 

will be protected in data analysis and reporting; 

 I understand that my participation is voluntary;  

 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any stage of the research without 

explanation; and 

 I agree to participate in this research. 

 

Name: 

Signature: 

Date: 
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