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Abstract—With the popularity of the concept of lifelong 

learning and the vigorous establishment of smart city by the 

Chinese government, the development of a community 

learning environment has taken a new chapter in China. In 

this paper, we use a questionnaire survey to know the status 

of community learning environment where residents live in 

cities. We conducted telephone interviews with residents 

aged 18 to 70 in 69 cities and collected 13,800 valid samples. 

The results show that the construction of community 

learning environment in China still needs to be strengthened 

- the utilization rate of community learning places is low, 

and the participation of community residents is not high. In 

addition, this study also explored the relationship between 

urban per capita GDP level and the development of 

community learning environment, as well as gender and age 

characteristics of residents participating in community 

activities. We found that the level of per capita GDP is 

significantly positive relevance to the 2 of 3 indicators of 

community learning environment. Besides, the results 

showed that elders are more willing to participate 

community learning compares to younger people, however, 

no significant difference in gender. 

 

Index Terms—lifelong learning, smart city, community 

learning environment, questionnaire 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The proposal of "lifelong learning" and "learning 

society" broadens the perspective of learning 

environment research. The study of learning environment 

extends from schools to different fields such as families, 

communities and workplaces outside the school. 

Community is the most basic social life community 

and the living base for the vast majority of community 

members. It has multiple functions such as political, 

economic, cultural and social management [1]. The 

cultural and educational activities in the community can 

have a significant impact on teenagers, adults and the 

elderly. 

As early as 1998, Education revitalization action plan 

faced to 21st century, which was formulated by Chinese 

Ministry of Education and approved by State Department, 

put forward clearly: We should carry out experimental 

work of community education, establish and improve 
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lifelong education system gradually and improve the 

quality of the whole people [2]. In October 2013, the first 

"International Study City Conference" organized by 

UNESCO, Chinese Ministry of Education and Beijing 

Government approved Beijing Declaration on Building a 

Learning City. In this declaration, improving community 

learning vitality, cultivating lifelong learning culture and 

emphasizing the importance of informal learning were 

included [3]. Although the target audience for community 

learning has expanded from infants, young students, in-

service personnels to retirees [4], Chinese people’s 

awareness of community learning was inadequate for a 

long time. 

Nowadays, with the spread of the “Smart Earth”, 

China has also carried out pilot projects of “Smart City”. 

There are more than 400 cities coming up with or 

building smart city nationwide. Urban smart learning 

environment is the advanced form of urban digital 

learning environment and the important part of learning 

society and smart city construction, which including 

smart community learning environment [5]. Therefore, 

"Smart Earth" and "Smart City" have opened a new 

chapter in the development of learning communities in 

China. 

In this paper, we focus on exploring the development 

of Chinese community learning environment. 

Considering the regional distribution, economic level, 

urban population, data availability and other factors, 69 

cities in China were selected for investigation. We regard 

utilization of learning places in community, utilization of 

community’s information platform and Participation of 

learning activities in community as indicators to design 

the questionnaire. Analyzing the relationship between 

economic development and the development of 

community learning environment and exploring the 

impact of gender and age characteristics on participating 

community learning activities among people over the age 

of 18 are our aims. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Life-Long Learning 

"Continuous, voluntary and self-motivated" are the 

characteristics of lifelong learning [6]. Lifelong learning 
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can be seen as what continuously happens in the daily 

interactions we have with others and with the world 

around us. The term "lifelong learning" has been formally 

proposed by Parl Lengrand, the director of the Bureau of 

Adult Education of UNESCO during the International 

Conference on Adult Education, hosted by UNESCO in 

1965, it has been widely spread around the world. Many 

countries and organizations in the world have formulated 

many policies and programs around "lifelong learning." 

Such as the Lifelong Learning Act of 1992 established by 

the Bush administration and the European Commission 

Memorandum on Life-Long Learning issued by the EU. 

There are still many governments that are beginning to 

make great efforts on building community education that 

target to lifelong learning. Carrying out community 

education and building a community learning 

environment has become important places for providing 

lifelong learning opportunities.  

B. Community Learning Environment 

Community learning takes place as knowledge created 

in an integrated "community process" is fed back and 

embedded into the fabric of the community [7]. 

Communities play an important role in supporting 

learning and teaching which happen outside of schools. 

Community education activities can have a significant 

impact on all age groups. 

Besides, the development of the Internet also brings 

more living space to the community and many online 

learning communities emerge. Heejin Chang (2012) 

found that most of the students showed a strong "sense of 

belonging" to the learning community as they completed 

the course, establishing close relationships with other 

students by sharing their work, exchanging opinions, and 

participating in the discussions [8]. 

Community learning aims to help people of all ages 

and backgrounds learn new skills, relearn, follow 

interests, prepare for regular classes, and learn how to 

help their children better [9]. 

C. Community Learning in China 

Lu's (2005) master's degree thesis investigated the 

status quo of community learning in Zhabei District, 

Shanghai. The data showed that 62.3 percent of the study 

participants were female, significantly more than the 

male participants. The reasons may lie in both policy and 

physiology. China's current policy is that men retire at the 

age of 60 while women retire at the age of 55. In addition, 

the average life expectancy of women is higher than that 

of men and need a great sense of belonging 

psychologically. In terms of age structure, learners aged 

51 to 60 and over 61 years old accounted for 33.6% and 

55.7% respectively [10]. This result fully shows that the 

residents currently engaged in community learning 

activities are mainly elderly people. 

Wang and Ju (2016) conducted an empirical study on 

the influencing factors of elderly participation in 

community education in Hangzhou. The results showed 

that participation of the elderly in community education 

is affected by many factors, such as individual 

characteristics, family, learning environment and learning 

expectation and so on. Among them, gender, age, 

learning distance, fees standard, teaching content and 

other factors have a significant impact [11]. 

In addition, community schools called "4:30 pm Class" 

have emerged in some of the eastern China's cities, and 

their audiences are primarily primary school children. 

"4:30 pm Class" resulted from the inability of urban 

parents to take care of children after they children leave 

school at 4:30 pm. Through the integration and utilization 

of community resources, "4:30 pm Class" provides 

students with courses including reading, extra-curricular 

cultural and artistic appreciation, and civilized etiquette. 

The appearance of "4:30 pm Class" not only helps young 

people to learn and grow in a safe and healthy 

environment after school, but also enables parents to 

work at ease so as to promote the development of the 

entire community and social stability. 

Through literature review, we found that most of the 

studies on community learning are based on a single 

group (adolescents or seniors) in a single city, and take it 

as a research object, thus the sample is relatively simple 

and can not summarize the learning environment in 

Chinese communities. Based on this, the following two 

research questions are proposed: 

Research question 1：What is the status quo of China's 

current development of community learning environment? 

Research question 2: What is the relationship between 

economic development and the development of 

community learning environment? 

Research question 3: What are the gender and age 

characteristics of citizens who participate in community 

learning? 

III. METHOD 

A. Participants and Procedure 

TABLE I.  QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS 

Indicator Item Item description 

Utilization of 

learning places in 
community 

(PlaceCom) 

Q1 

At present, whether there are places 
for residents to study and 

communicate in your community 
(such as: activity center, library, 

reading room, open space, etc.), have 

you been there often in the last year? 

Q2 

At present, is there the public library 

resources (library, library, self-help 

books machine) in your community 
or around the community (within 10 

minutes walk), have you a recent 
years to borrow? 

Utilization of 

community’s 
information 

platform (PlatCom) 

Q3 

Currently, is there a community 

information platform in your 

community (such as website, BBS, 
APP, QQ group, WeChat group, 

etc.)?Have you used it in the last 

year? 

Participation of 

learning activities in 

community 
(ActCom) 

Q4 

Has your community organized 

learning activities in the past year 

(about health, fitness, safety, life, 
etc.)? 

 

Based on the evaluation index, corresponding 

questionnaire was developed, the three indicators 
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reflecting the community learning environment 

(including four items) are shown in Table I. Besides, we 

invited third-party professional investigation company 

helped to design a scientific research program. From 

December 2015 to February 2016, by simple random 

sampling, we conducted telephone interviews to the 

permanent residents aging from 18 to 70 years old and 

coming from 69 cities, 200 effective samples were 

collected from each city. 

This evaluation made 13800 valid specimen of the 

sampling investigation (details in Table II). In terms of 

gender distribution, there were 5,999 female respondents, 

accounting for 43.5%; male respondents were 7,801, 

accounting for 56.5%. In the age distribution, 5932 

people aged 18-35 years, accounting for 43.40%; 36.6% 

of the respondents were 6565, accounting for 47.30%; 

61-70-year-old respondents were 1303, accounting for 

9.30%. 

TABLE II.  PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS  

Variables Frequency Percentage 

Gender 

Male 7801 56.50% 

Female 5999 43.50% 

Total 13800 100% 

Age 

18-35 5932 43.40% 

36-60 6565 47.30% 

61-70 1303 9.30% 

Total 13800 100% 

B. Data Analysis 

For the research question in this study, we use SPSS 

Statistics 20.0 statistical analysis software to analyze the 

data by various data analysis methods. Such as by using 

descriptive statistical analysis to interpret the 

development and construction of community learning 

environment in 69 cities in China; and  using Spearman's 

rank correlation coefficient to analyze the relationship 

between the factors per capita GDP and the development 

level of community learning environment; by using the 

cross table analysis and chi-square analysis to determine 

the impact of gender and age characteristics on 

community and venue learning among people over the 

age of 18. 

IV. RESULT 

A. The Development of Community Learning 

Environment in 69 Chinese Cities 

The descriptive statistical analysis of the three 

indicators of community learning environment are shown 

in the Table III below. In this table, we divided 69 cities 

into eastern, central and western regions according to the 

city’s location.  

TABLE III.  TABLE OF DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF THE COMMUNITY LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Indicator Item Region 
Valid Percent (%) 

Yes, I have Yes, I have not. No Not clear 

PlaceCom 

Q1 

Eastern  18.3 19.3 57.0 5.3 

Central  20.3 18.0 56.9 4.8 

Western  17.4 18.6 59.9 4.2 

Average 18.7 18.8 57.7 4.9 

Q2 

Eastern  12.1 17.2 66.1 4.6 

Central  14.3 15.8 66.1 3.8 

Western  11.5 16.9 68.5 3.1 

Average 12.6 16.7 66.7 3.9 

PlatCom Q3 

Eastern  15.3 15.1 55.5 14.1 

Central  17.6 14.7 54.6 13.1 

Western  16.5 15.9 55.3 12.3 

Average 16.3 15.2 55.2 13.3 

Indicator Item Area frequently sometimes never Not clear 

ActCom Q4 

Eastern  8.0 20.9 55.7 15.4 

Central  9.0 22.3 53.6 15.2 

Western  7.9 21.7 56.1 14.4 

Average 8.2 21.5 55.2 15.1 

Valid data: 13800 

 

On the whole, from the data of all 69 cities 

participating in the assessment, utilization of learning 

places in community, utilization of community’s 

information platform and participation of learning 
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activities in community all need to be improved. As for 

the question “At present, whether there are places for 

residents to study and communicate in your community 

(such as: activity center, library, reading room, open 

space, etc.), have you been there often in the last year?” 

57.7% of the respondents selected “No, I have not”, and 

only 18.7% of the respondents selected “Yes, I have”. As 

for the question “At present, is there the public library 

resources (library, library, self-help books machine) in 

your community or around the community (within 10 

minutes walk), have you a recent years to borrow?” 

66.7% of the respondents selected “No”. Only 12.6% of 

the respondents select “Yes, I have”. More than a half of 

the respondents tell us there is no community information 

platform while only 16.3% of the respondents have used 

the platform. It is similar to the question that has your 

community organized learning activities in the past year 

(about health, fitness, safety, life, etc.)? More than 50% 

people say that there is no community learning activities 

in their communities. Only 8.2% communities organized 

learning activities frequently. All of the data indicates 

that community learning places are not popular, although 

some communities and neighborhoods have community 

learning places, the utilization rate is low. 

Compare the data among three regions, the 

development of community learning environment seems 

quite similar. Central region may better than others that 

shows higher percentage in each item, especially on the 

indicator “participation of learning activities in 

community”. 

B. The Correlation Analysis between Per Capita GDP 

and the Development of Community Learning 

Environment 

The development of community learning environment 

may related to many factors. This paper attempts to 

analyze the correlation between per capita GDP ranking 

and the development of community learning environment. 

We divided 69 cities into four categories according to the 

level of per capita GDP. Results are as follows (shown in 
Table IV): 

The level of per capita GDP is significantly positive 

relevance to the indicator “PlaceCom” and the indicator 

“PlatCom” while GDP value has relatively weak 

correlation with the above-mentioned two aspects, and 

has no significant correlation to if they have participated 

in the learning activities organized by communities. 

TABLE IV.  TABLE OF CORRELATION BETWEEN PER CAPITA GDP 

AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF COMMUNITY LEARNING ACTIVITIES 

 
PlaceCom PlatCom ActCom 

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

 
per capita 
GDP rank 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

.028** .035** .033** .003 

Sig. 
(2-tailed ) 

.001 .000 .000 .685 

N 13800 13800 13800 13800 

**.Correlation is significant at the (2-tailed)0.01 level 

*. Correlation is significant at the (2-tailed)0.05 level 

C. Analysis of Participants’ Gender and Age Groups 

Characteristics in the Learning Activities of 

Community 

Further, we asked 6186 participants whose community 

has organized learning activities in the past year that 

“Have you participated in learning activities (special 

activity or special lecture on health maintenance, fitness, 

security and living) organized by communities in recent 

one year?”，and the result shows 25% of respondents 

participated in community learning activities and 75% did 

not participate in. In terms of gender, the proportion of 

respondents who have not participated in community 

learning activities is about three times as high as those 

who have not participated in. In terms of age groups, the 

proportion of people aged between 61 and 70 was higher 

in community learning activities, and the proportion of 

those who did not participate in community learning 

activities was lower. In addition, the citizens above 18 

years old have a rising proportion in participation in the 

learning activities organized by communities with the 

increase of their ages, as shown in Table V below. 

According to the chi-square test we find that: 

(1) The gender of the respondents have no relevance to 

if they have participated in the learning activities 

organized by communities (
2
=0.358, p=0.550); i.e., 

there is no significant difference on the proportion of 

participating in the learning activities organized by 

communities between men and women. 

(2) There is correlation between their age and if they 

have participated in the learning activities organized by 

communities(
2
=93.910, p=0.000); i.e., the citizens above 

18 years old have a rising proportion in participation in 

the learning activities organized by communities with the 

increase of their ages. 20.7% of the participants between 

18 and 35 years old have participated in the learning 

activities. 25.6% of the participants between 36 and 60 

years old have participated in the learning activities. 

39.5% of the participants between 61 and 70 years old 

have participated in the learning activities. 

TABLE V.  CROSSTAB OF ACTIVITIES BY GENDER GROUPS AND 

AGE GROUPS 

Have you participated in learning activities (special 

activity or special lecture on health maintenance, 

fitness, security and living) organized by communities 
in recent one year? 

Total 

 
Yes，I have. No, I haven’t. 

Gender 

Male 861(25.3%) 2548(74.7%) 3409(100%) 

Female 683(24.6%) 2094(75.4%) 2777(100%) 

Total 1544(25%) 4642(75%) 6186(100%) 

Age 

groups 

18-35 years old 533(20.7%) 2036(79.3%) 2569(100%) 

36-60 years old 771(25.6%) 2239(74.4%) 3010(100%) 

61-70 years old 240(39.5%) 367(60.5%) 607(100%) 

Total 1544(25%) 4642(75%) 6186(100%) 
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(3) In order to further understand the relationship 

between age group and if they have participated in the 

learning activities organized by communities, the study 

investigate whether there is a child at the age of 0 to 17 in 

the respondents’ family and find that there is a significant 

difference in the family with different ages (
2
=19.954, 

p=0.000). 

There is a rising proportion in respondents in 

participation in the learning activities organized by 

communities with the increase of children’s ages in age 

group of 18 to 35 years old and 61 to 70 years old 

(
2
=15.682 p=0.001), shown in Table VI. 

TABLE VI.  CROSSTAB OF ACTIVITIES BY AGE GROUPS AND 

CHILDREN’S AGE GROUPS 

Age Groups 

Have you attended any 

community organization 

learning activities in the past 
year? 

Total 

Yes，I have No, I haven’t. 

18-35 
years old 

Yes,0-3 years old 89(20.2%) 352(79.8%) 441 

Yes,4-9 years old 110(23.1%) 367(76.9%) 477 

Yes,10-17 years old 55(29.1%) 134(70.9%) 189 

No 201(17.8%) 929(82.2%) 1130 

Total 455(20.3%) 1782(79.7%) 2237 

36-60 
years old 

Yes,0-3 years old 80(28.7%) 199(71.3%) 279 

Yes,4-9 years old 135(30.6%) 306(69.4%) 441 

Yes,10-17 years old 189(24.7%) 577(75.3%) 766 

No 367(24.1%) 1154(75.9%) 1521 

Total 771(25.6%) 2236(74.4%) 3007 

61-70 
years old 

Yes,0-3 years old 27(37.5%) 45(62.5%) 72 

Yes,4-9 years old 47(48.0%) 51(52.0%) 98 

Yes,10-17 years old 51(51.5%) 48(48.5%) 99 

No 115(34.0%) 223(66.0%) 338 

Total 240(39.5%) 367(60.5%) 607 

Total 

Yes,0-3 years old 196(24.7%) 596(75.3%) 792 

Yes,4-9 years old 292(28.7%) 724(71.3%) 1016 

Yes,10-17 years old 295(28.0%) 759(72.0%) 1054 

No 683(22.9%) 2306(77.1%) 2989 

Total 1466(25.1%) 4385(74.9%) 5851 

V. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

1. Through the Table III, we find that the development 

of community learning environment in China is not good 

enough at present. This is reflected in the need to improve 

the facilities for software and hardware, increase the low 

utilization rate of community learning places and the low 

participation rate of community residents. Of the three 

indicators, more than half of the residents said they do not 

have that kind of service in their community when they 

answer the questions on learning places, learning 

resources, informational platforms and learning activities. 

What is more regrettable is that less than half of the 

communities that own these conditions participate in 

community learning.  

Han (2005) once mentioned in her master's thesis that 

there is a problem of lack of publicity in the construction 

of learning environment in communities in China [12]. 

There is no atmosphere and many residents do not 

understand or participate in the construction work. 

Therefore, in the process of strengthening the 

infrastructure construction of smart learning system, 

Chinese government needs to vigorously publicize its 

work, create an atmosphere of participation by all, and 

enhance the enthusiasm of citizens in life-long learning. 

In addition, by dividing 69 cities into three regions, we 

found that the development of Chinese community 

learning environment is relatively balanced in geography. 

At present, many researches focus on the community 

learning on the eastern regions (such as Shanghai, 

Hangzhou and Beijing). The data of this study shows that 

the development status of community learning in the 

central and western regions is not significantly different 

from that in the eastern region, even the central’s data is 

higher. Therefore, researchers who are interested can 

conduct research on the communities in the cities of the 

central region in future studies to dig deeper findings. 

2. Urban per capita GDP can reflect the level of 

economic development in the city. The per capita GDP is 

positively correlated with the indicator “PlaceCom” and 

the indicator “PlatCom” in the community learning 

environment, which shows that good economic 

development can bring more learning resources 

(including learning places, learning resources) and more 

advanced information platforms to the community. It 

further shows that the development of community 

learning environment needs to give full play to the 

initiative and role of all sectors of society. In addition, 

there is no correlation between per capita GDP and the 

indicator “ActCom”, which we suspect is related to the 

fast-paced life in the economically developed regions. 

Many people of these cities are very busy and spend most 

of their time on their job with little free time, so the 

community does not show any advantages in organizing 

learning activities.  

3. The study found that more than 20% of citizens over 

the age of 18 participated in the learning activities 

organized by community and did not have gender 

differences. The citizens will be more involved in these 

learning activities with the increase of their age. Among 

them, the proportion of citizens aged between 61 and 70 

is the highest. This data also shows why most Chinese 

researchers are more concerned with the study of the 

elderly in their community. Currently, the majority of 

community learning participants in China are the middle-

aged and aged citizens. 

For those aged between 61 and 70, if minors live with 

them, they will be more involved in community activities 

as the minors growing up. In China, it is very common 

for elder people to take care of their grandchildren in 

order to help their children. Taking care of their underage 

children will occupy a certain degree of their life and 
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time, thus affecting their participation in community 

activities. 

It has been found that the participation of the elderly in 

community learning is affected by their age and gender 

[11], [13]. However, there was no gender differences 

found in this study. The possible reason is that when we 

divide the ages we use different ways compared with 

previous studies. SEONG et al. studied elderly people 

whose age is over 65 years of age [14], while LU studied 

target aged 51-60 and over 60 years old [10]. In contrast, 

young people's enthusiasm for participating in 

community learning activities is not high, mainly because 

of their cognitive prejudice of community learning. They 

think that community learning centers are equivalent to 

elderly activity centers. Many young people participate in 

community learning activities as volunteers. In addition, 

China's recognition of the participation of young people 

in community learning needs to be improved, as opposed 

to mature community learning environments in the West, 

such as the large number of public and private 

community colleges and the widespread community 

learning centers in the United States. 

In conclusion, community learning environment 

construction is beneficial for people pursing lifelong 

learning. Nowadays, Chinese government invest much on 

constructing smart cities and other learning environments. 

However, we found from this paper, more effort should 

be paid in community learning work, not only in 

infrastructure construction but also from cognitive 

perspective that let more people approval community 

learning, then join in it. 
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