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The purpose of this article was to review a study that compared help-seeking

strategies used by students identified as high-achievers and low-achievers at the Open

University of Hong Kong to identify help-seeking strategies that could be used by

distance education students, specifically those who live in the Chinese culture of Hong

Kong.  In reviewing the study the authors investigated whether high-achieving or low-

achieving groups were more likely to seek help, problems they sought help for, and from

whom they looked for help.

Our first approach to this study was to define what type or category it could be

classified under.  The study had traits of being quantitative and non-experimental, but we

wondered whether it was ex post facto, as the researchers were looking at variables, help-

seeking and achievement, that seem to have already occurred in the natural course of

events; however, we wondered which was the dependent variable and which was

independent (Ary, et al., 2002, pp. 24-25).  As we tried to identify the hypothesis it

seemed unclear, but we felt that it was something to the effect of the following:  high

achieving students seek help more effectively.  Further investigation and debate focused

on whether the study was correlational (level of achievement and seeking help), or survey

(questionnaires, surveys, and interviews were used to gather most of the data), and it

appeared to be a combination; therefore, we felt we had before us a mixed method

design.  In the end, we felt the authors could have been clearer on their hypothesis, and

that the study was closely related to a nondirectional, correlational study because they

were not sure in the beginnings of their study what they were expecting to happen (Ary,

et. al., pp. 25 & 107).
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Furthermore, we wondered if taking this research from a larger study was a sound

process.  It seems that we, the readers, would benefit from more details about the larger

study or at least the hypotheses and the main results in order to have a clearer picture of

how they extrapolated the information we are presented in the piece we are reading.  It is

a matter of putting things in the context of what the main research was intending to

accomplish.  We also see a problem in the many variables that could have influenced the

information presented in the article.

Several variables can influence the act of help seeking, and the study alludes to a

correlation between achievement and getting help.  Achievement was defined by a

sample of students selected from the top 5% (high achievers) and bottom 5% (low

achievers) of Open University courses over four semesters.  We question this process in

that we are not informed of the coursework that the students have been involved in,

whether or not the participants are undergraduate or graduate students; whether they are

classroom, distance, or online instructed students; or how similar or different the specific

coursework is when comparing student’s individual plans of study.  Granted, specifics

may be difficult to gain, but some general similarities between students, their

coursework, and the type of instruction they were receiving would help the reader to

more effectively evaluate the data that the researchers gained.  Plus, if the intent of the

study was to improve distance education programs, it is vital that readers understand in

what context the learning was taking place to transfer this knowledge to such a program

of study.

Motivation to seek help also seems to be different depending on how the students

felt about themselves.  The more confident a student may be the more inclined they might
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be to seek help because they are secure in their abilities and are not ashamed to ask for

help.  Those that felt asking for help was a sign of weakness construed help seeking as

threatening to their self worth.  We suggest more information could have been shared on

the student feelings of self worth.  This variable may have been interesting to study

further and could have had a direct impact on whether the participants were high or low

achieving students.  In effect, we felt that if the low achieving students sought help more

often they would not be low achieving, and maybe they are low achieving because they

lack confidence or have more trouble understanding the material or simply lack

motivation, and these low achieving students might be new and are not sure where to go

for help when they need it.  These are other variables that we feel should be considered.

Another variable that is not focused on as an influencing variable in the study is

gender roles.  It appears that the high and low achieving women tended to seek help more

often than the men, especially from family and friends.  The men seem to seek help from

a tutor.  We wonder what the personality types of both groups and how they view their

studies impact whether they are in the high achieving and low achieving groups.  Maybe

there is more than just help seeking behavior that puts them in these groups.  Could

societal gender roles be influencing help seeking more than achievement, and how might

this differ in other societies if the reader is to consider generalizing this study to another

group in a different part of the world.

Although the results may be generalized, the study is localized to Hong Kong and

focused on finding ways to improve distance education in that part of the world;

however, we are not given information as to what distance education is like there or what

is offered in Hong Kong.  More information on this, we think, would have been helpful
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and could assist the reader in surmising if the “results” could be transferred to other

programs around the world.

A final detail that was missing from the study, as presented to us as readers, was

the lack of tables and graphs that were mentioned in the text.  We are left to wonder

whether this data may have created a clearer picture of what the study was all about.  As

readers we were able to gather the data from the text despite the omission of the charts,

but having the opportunity to see the data graphically would have been quite useful.

In conclusion, we feel that the study, while a valuable tool for improving distance

learning, could have gone a step further by examining other influencing factors in greater

detail such as personality roles, gender types, student levels, distance learning

experiences, and self esteem issues.  The study however may be a good foundation of

which to examine other distance education programs throughout the world and develop

valuable insight into the effectiveness of distance learning.
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