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ABSTRACT

Online distance education courses use Computer-mediated Communication (CMC) spaces
to create learning environments in which learners interact, collaborate, and build their
knowledge base from their prior experiences. Online distance education also masks and
possibly influences and changes one’s perception of certain social category systems such as age,
gender, ethnicity, race, and social status on communication practices. This study was conducted
with two research objectives: 1) exploring the relationships between the learners’ cultural
conditions and their preferred learning practices, and 2) examining how learners’ cultural
conditions limit or extend his or her participation in online distance education courses.

Data were collected through four methods: survey, observation, email interview, and
telephone or face-to-face interview. An online survey was used to collect demographic data
such as age, access to the Internet, educational background, English proficiency, gender, life
experien.ce in North America, etc. And interviews were used to collect more in-depth data.

By analyzing relationships from this study, I identified time, space, convenience,
flexibility, and control as five attributes of culture that had a direct influence on how and why
participants preferred to engage in particular learning and life experiences in the online course. In
order to manage these changing cultural attributes, participants in this study used and modified
their preferred learning strategies in order to: 1) feel comfortable, 2) locate study space, 3)
communicate effectively, 4) work independently and in community, 5) balance studies with family,
employment, and social responsibilities, and 6) build confidence and maintain focus and
commitment to actively participate in an online CMC learning environment. I do not believe,
however, that these are isolated concepts associated with only CMC systems or online learning
environments. Instead, these attributes of culture emerged from the possibilities presented when
peoples’ ways of living were challenged by the introduction of graduate studies and the use of

CMC spaces as learning environments. It is the interactions of these various educational, cultural,
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technoiogicél, and political forces that provided the contextual conditions for these attributes Qf
culture to form and become visible and identifiable.

The focus of this study was on how cultural conditions affected participants’ preferred
learning practices .in an online learning environment. During the research analysis, I grew to
appreciate the complexity involved in looking at the relationships between the research
participants’ cultural conditions and their preferred learning practices. It was also clear thgt
CMC spaces are not necéssarily demo’cratibc learning env.iron.ments. I was ;:hallenged by the
findings that cultural conditions had such a strong influence on the résearqh participants’
learning within CMC spaces. I have come to believe that in such spaces, some specific
populations continue to struggle for a voice. Democratic processes should be designed into the
teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence of online learning environments, and
these processes should be mediated so that they are not taken for granted. 1 anticipate that the
democratic dimensions of culture and CMC spaces will be the topic of some of my future

research studies.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTiON
In this study [ examined.the influences of research partfcipants’ cultural conditions on
their individual and collaborative ability to learn through a computer-mediated communication
(CMC) course. This research shbports past studigs that suggested adults learn best if they
" actively participéte in the learning experience (Knowles, 1970, cited in Barker, 2002; Candy, |
) 1991) and that active partigipation in course activities is a very important part of learning
thrqugh online distance education (ODE) (Scheuermann, Larsson, & Toto, 2001). Some
research (e.g., Bhabha, 1994; Krug”, 1998) shows that course members’ perceptions of their own
self- and social identities and of their cultural conditions influence their participation in online
communication. |
Online learning environments are becoming more prevalent and integrated into all
aspects of everyday life, as digitél technologies become less expéhsive, providing people in
many societies greater access to various forms of information. Online distance education
courses use CMC spaces to create learning environments in which learners interact, collaborate,
and build their knowledge base from théir prior experience (Harasim, Hiltz, Telgs, & Turoff,
1995; Harasim, Calvert, & Groeneboef, 1997). Researchers have examined ways to motivate
online learners to active\l)./ participate in online course activities e.g., providing incentives,
making participation a part of evaluation,. etc. (Annand & Haughey, 1997; Palloff & Pratg 1999).

Through processes of discussion and collaborative work on specific group projects, it is argued



that meaning is negotiated among learners participating in a virtual learning environment.
However, Beaudoin’s (2002) study showed that “invisible” online learners, those who do not
seem to be participating as often as others, often log on to the course site, and “feel they are still
learning and benefiting from this low-profile approach to their online studies” (p. 147).

Learning conditions online are different from those in face-to-face experiences. While
eliminating the physical and geographical boundaries of teaching and learning environments,
the digifél media employed in an online learning environment nﬁay also alter forms of
communication (Fung, 2004; Mirsha, 2005; Woods & Keeler, 2001).  Online distance
education also masks and possibly influences and changes one’s perception of certain social
category systems such as age, gepder, ethnicity, race, and social status on cpmmunication
practices.

Several researchers have sUégested that these characteristics of a virtual environment
leave room for qreating more intimate relations among learners (Bird, 2004)‘;' Asynchronous
communication can expose course participants to a diverse and rich collection of ideas through
many-to-many intefactions via a bulletin board, list serve or email.  Participants can engage in
course discussions by providing reflections after thinking about what has already been said
(Bird, 2004; Fung, 2004; Woods and Keeler 2001). The benefits of asynchronous
communication via CMC have the potential to enhance cooperative learning by providing users
with extended time (Aviv, 2001).  As asynchronous communication may also allow course

participants more time for reading and writing and postings on a bulletin board, there is the



potential to increase their participation. Moreover, this virtual.environment may promote
critical thinking that leads to higher achievement and _more_saﬁsfaction in collaborative learning
(Alavi, 1994). Howéver, very few studies have been done examining the limitations of these
same communication practices and systems.

' Stahl (2005) posited that learning takes place in effective collaborative interactions and
that individuals internalize the effects of collaboration. However, it has been argued that
effective collaboration will ﬁot take place in an ODE course unless the instructor takes proactive
measures to provide an appropriate context for collaborative learning (Harasim, 1989). The
increasing globalization of education makes it necessary for educators to “be much more aware
of the factors beyond their institutions which constrain, steer, or facilitate their practice”
(Bottery, 2006, p. 106), and it also wpuld indicate that online learning environments should
avoid, or at least take into account, ethnocentric instrvuctio‘nal designs (Gayeski, Sanchirico, &
Anderson, 2002). In this stﬁdy I examined why <-:e1’[ain cultural conditions affect the design of
ODE courses and how they limit and extend a learner’s preferred learning practices (Moshinskie,-
2001; Wild & Henderson, 1997).

In Chapter 2, I discuss an operational definition of a learner’s cultural conditions of
learning. While acknowledging perspectives of macro cﬁlture (nationality), [ Will argue for a
reﬂe);ive interpretation that positions micro cultural interpretations that are specific and local
Within these broader generalized meanings and values (Banks & Banks, 1993). This

specificity of culture includes ideas and practices of socialization, enculturation, dynamic



change and the social construction of language systems regarding the formation of human
identity such as age, gender, ethnicity, race, language, nationality, socio-économic status, etc.
Drawing from the research of du Gay and l;is associates (1997), Geertz (1973), Hall 1997,
Mobley and Wi]son'(1998), Murphie and Potts (2003), and Reushle and McDonald (2000), on
the relationships between culture and learning, especially learning in an online environment, I

examined how learners’ cultural conditions influence their preferred learning practices and their

ways of learning during particular CMC activities.

Wheh [ began planning this study, [ anticipated ysing ‘part'icipants’ learning styles’ as a
construct for exploring differences in course members’ participation in ODE. After | reviewed
indices or instruments of learning styles (e.g., the Myers-Briggs Type Indicatbf, Kolb’s Learning
Style Model, Hermann Brain Dominance Instrument, and Felder-Silverman Learning Style
Model), I found the term “learning style” ‘was generally uéed to refer toa learner’s general |
cognitive styles and the construct did not appear to be assessing the qualities that [ was
interested in with regard to the type of participation in ODE courses. ‘Hence, “preferred
learning practice”, draws upon the work of Lave (1996) and Wenger (1998) and social learning
practices. According to these social learﬁing perspectives, learners briné a vast weélth of

information to their online learning experiences which has a significant influence upon their

participation and performance.

I am curious about learners’ preferred forms of learning, but little research exists on the -

connections of learning preferences and ODE (Moshinskie, 2001).  This lack of empirical



information has prompted me to explore relationships of preferred forms of online learning with

~ their speqiﬁc cultural conditions (Morse, 2003). I wanted to know how to enhance the

effectiveness of online leérni_ng in order to help instructional designers improve the ‘quality of
their design, and so that online courses might serve a diverse group of ODE learners more
satisfactorily.
1.1 Research Questions

Researchers have speculated that online distance educatioﬁ courses are sﬁifting the-
des'ign of instruction from approaches emphasizing feceived knowledge to those aligned more
with autonomous learning using databases, hypertexts and hypermedia (Peters, 2002.). Petérs
(2002) proposed, “subjects taught by means of printéd books will be different when

disseminated by [the] Internet” (p. 12). This raises an interesting question. If ODE learning

differs from face-to-face learning and if it has its own characteristics, then how can ODE

courses be designed in such a way that learners with different cultu‘ral conditions can participate
in an equitable and effective manner?  An underlying assumption throughout this study was
that learners with different cultural cqnditions most likely have different preferred learning
practices. I also conjectured that learners needed to be acfively engaged in the learning
environment to gain the best possible results from ODE courses. If these conjectures have
merit, then instructional designers need to plan for a course participant’s pfeferred learning
practices and to take into account the cultural issues related to such preferences.

The following research questions guidéd the study:



1. What are the relationships between the research partiéipénts’_ cultural conditions and
their preferred learning pfactices?

2. How do the research participants’ cultural conditions limit or extend their participation
in onl'ine distance education courses?

1.2 Methéds

Participants included twelve graduate students enrolled in‘an online master of
educational technology program offered at a large western Canadian university. 'Data were |
collected from WebCT, the online course management system for delivery: Two instructors
co-taught the course dﬁring the summer of 2005.

Participants’ ages ranged between twenty and fifty and there were nine females and three
males. Most of the participants were enrolled in their first Master’s degree. Two already had
a Master’s degree before this program. One was completing her second Master’s and the other
was taking courses towards a certificate. Most of the participants were located in western

Canada while four were outside of Canada, two in Japan, one in China, and one in the United

N

States.

Data were collected through four channels: survey, observation, email interview, and
telephone or face-to-face interview. An-online survey was used to collect demographic data
such as age, access to the In£ernet, educational background, English prpﬁciency, gender, life
experience in North AfneriCa, etc. Communications on the course website such as discussion

postings, chat sessions were recorded and analyzed to find out how the participants



communicated with other class members and thf:: instructors. Email interview questions were
éenerated on the basis of the survey results and observations and then sent to participants
individually askirig about their cultural conditions of learning and any modifications of those
conditions théy made for the ODE course. = Semi-structured interviews were conducted by
telephone or in person to obtain an in-depth understaﬁding of the participants’ perspec‘tives of
online learning apd their preferred learning practices in an online learning environment.

1.3 Educational Ilﬁportance of the Study

Empiricgl lresearch is all But absent regarding the impact of a learner’s cultural

conditions on ODE learning. This research addresses how and why designers and instructors
should consider cultural differences of learners when designing and delivering such courses
(Driscoil, 2000, Gayeski, et al., 2002; Moshinskie, 2001). Through this case study I sought to
better understand the perspectives and preferred learning practices of adult lc_:arners with
different cultural conditions in an online learning environment. The research ﬁndings will be
' especiélly useful for both designers and instructors of online distance education cou?ses in the _
post-secondary setting.

1.4 Outline of Chapters

Chapter 2 outlines two r’elevant bodies of literature. The first is the key learning

'{};eories as they relate to instructibnal design for distance education and the second is a reyiew
. of the literature on learners’ cultural éonditions in the design and delivery of computer-mediated

.communication (CMC) learning environments. The objective in this chapter is to develop a



theoretical framework for examining the research problem of learners’ cultural conditions and
their preferred learning practices in an online learning environment.

Chapter 3 discusses the research design and methods used in the thesis. The chapter

introduces the overall design of the research, describes_thé participants and the environment for

data collection, and explains the measures and procedures employed for data collection and data
analysis.

Chapter 4 discusses the findings from the variou's_-data collection methods and
categorizesbthesve data according to.a set of themes. These themes are subsequent‘ly described
and discussed pro'viding evidence from the quantitative énd qualitative data. They are also
discussed in terms of the theoretical framework developed in the literature review.

Chapter 5 draws conclusions- related to the'research questions, di;cusses the implications
of the research findings in terms of the résearch literature, outlines the limitations of the study,

and makes some suggestions for future research.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Although sevefal studies on online learning environments exist,.there is little research in
this area which considers learning preferences and the influence of cultural conditions on
leaming.. »This literature review egamines the key concepts I used in this study and includes a
discussion of (1) computer mediated communication (CMC) learning environments, (2) learning
preferences and the affect of cultural conditions on learning in the design and delivery of CMC
learning environments and, (3) an outline of the key learning theories as they relate to
instructional design for distance educatioﬁ. This literature will be used to develop a theoretical
framework for examining the research problem of learners’ cultural conditions and their
preferred learning practices in an onliqe learning environment.
2.1 Computer-mediated Communication

A review of the literature related to CMC finds research that links course management
systems such as Blackboard, Desire-To-Learn, and WebCT with teaching and learning online
(e.g., Grooms, 2003; Morse, 2003; Nicol, Minty, & Sinclair, 2603). Course management
systems allow for the administrative security of course information as well as a means for
learners to access course content, resources, and synchronous and asynchronous communication
technologies. In this study I focus on the use of computer-mediated communication
technologies.

As I refer to it throughout this dissertation, CMC includes both the technological



infrastructure and human cognitive processes involved with communication aad learning:
Educational experiences are changing with fhe evolution of information and communication
technologies. CMC includes an evolving fange of both synchroaous and asynchronous digital
spaces, and each has its own advantages and disadvantages. Some advantages of asynchronous
communication (i.e., email, threadedAdiscus-sion forums, etc.) include features sach as flexibility
with logging-on in time, access ﬂexibility from different geographic locations, and opportunity
for reflectioa before responding to a classmate’s or the instructor’s posting (Burge, 1994;
Everhart, 2000). For example, an electronic lecture or electufe might “provide.some crucial
concept or technique that students need in order to be able to apply it to a problem or discussion,
especially when this information is missing from other available instructiohal materials”

. (Harasim, et al., 1995, pp. 126-127). But some asynchronous communication methods can
also adversely affect course participants so that they feel that they are being left behind or that
they experience information‘overload.

An example of synchronous communicat‘ion is an online chat spa_ce with which learners
can have réal time discussions. Course membera can log onto a course management system at
an established time and converse across vast geographic areas without leaving the comforts of
their preferred place of learning. However, some research suggests that chats “may be a dead
end for learning” (Polichar & Bagwell, 2000, p. 53)‘as chat topics can vary widely and can |
'deviate easily away from related course materials. ' These éessioas also have the potential to

reinforce misunderstahdings of course material (Polichar & Bagwell, 2000). However, both of

10



these caveats can also be characteristic of face-to-face instruction.

ML‘lltimedia (i.e., graphics, color, animation and soundj is another characteristic of CMC
that can be used in coufse management systems to enhance learning. However, the
inappropriate or over use of media may prove counterproductiye. For example, while a
webpage with many font colors and animations may look appealing, these features can also
detract from the conteﬁt (Ritchie & Hoffman, 1997).

Hypermédia is embedded in a computer-mediated conference system and it can “serve as
a structure to allow students to weave their own path through a set of material” (Harasim, et al.,

: 1995, p. 126). However, “links to external pages may too easily allow learners to forget the
purpose of thé .instructionf’ so it is important to “judiciously include external links only to those
locations which offer strong support to the instruction” (Ritchi¢ & Hoffman, 1997, p. 136).

In this study I examine how onliné diétance education courses can use CMC spaces to
create learning environments in which course participants interact, cooperate, collaboraté, and
build their knowledge base from their prior experiences (Harasim, et al., 1995; Harasim, et al.,
1997). CMC spaces can provide a social system for learning.  Palloff & Pratt (1999) have.
shown that learning is improved when there is a sense of community established through the use
of CMC (Rheingold, -1993). In communities of practice, when new members join thev group
they have access to existin.g members and learn from them as they work (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Through a process of discussion and collaborative work on specific group projects, meaning can

be negotiated among learners while participating in a virtual learning community. Through




CMC spaces, course participants can also work with Web-partners so they can exchange their -
thoughts and ideas by using email (Bonk & Reyholds, 1997).

Morse (2003) states that the introduction of email and th¢ World Wide Web that took
place in 1994 brought great changes in university pedagogical structures. One example of
these changes is the increase in the utilization of CMC in online learning programs. Grooms
(2003) argues that CMC can serve as a tremendous pedagogical.vghicle that provides an
environment for learning communities to do "c:oliaborative' learning and can ihqrease both the
breath and deioth of interconnéctivity between individuals. The interaction among indii/iduals
thbrough CMC may assist learners in developing a “meaningful and strong sense of identity”
(Postmes, Spéars, & Lea, 2000).

While both face-to-face communication and CMC can be used to exchange infoimation
between individuals, they each have some unique characteristics. It has been argued that
face-to-face interai:tioris are “unmediated, proximal, synciironous, contingent, transformative,
modality-rich, identified, largely serial, and anthropomorphic (and non-retrievable in its normal
form)” (Burgoon, Buller, & Floyd, 2001, p. 506). Communication in a CIviC environment,.
whether it is in t‘he‘form of an email, mailing list, newsgroup, or discussion board, takes place in
a digital ‘space and a record of the content can be recorded as data for further analysis. Morse
(2003) argues that CMC, especially when it is used as a course delivery component in a course
management system and an online distange education program, has its own benefits, such as

flexibility, participation quantity/quality, communication openness/access, and post—participationN
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review/access for reference. For example, Biesenbach-Lucas (2003) observes that while
non-native and less verbal students tend to keep silent in face-to-face class, they “felt more

" comfortable participating more fully in electronic discussions” (p. 36).

A variety of research has been done 'usiﬁg CMC as a form of conceptual system to
examine different aspects of hurﬁan social relations (e.g., Aviv, Erlfch, Ravid, & Geva, 2003;
Bullen, 1997; Lee, 2004; Postme{s, Spears, & Lea, ZOOQ; Rovai & Bamﬁm, 2003; Tidwell &
| "Wé}ther, 2002; Wilson, Nolla, GunaWardena; Lépez-Islas, Ramirez;Angel, & Megchuﬁ-Alpirez,
.2002). For this study, only those social relétionships closely related to online learning
environments were reviewed. In the last two decades, especially in ;che last ten years, researchers
have stqdied characteristics of CMC (e.g., Hancock, & Dunhafn, 2001; Kiesler; 1986; Postmes,
Spears, & Lea, 2000; Nicol, Minty, & Sinclair, 2003; Rami_rez, Walther, Burgoon, & Sunnafrank,
2002; Walther, 1993). These studies compared CMC> énd face-to-face (FtF) communications
and investigated aspects of CMC such as informatién-secking strategies (Ramirez, et al., 2002),

* the formation of group norms (Postmes, et al., 2000), anci impression formation (Jacobson, 1999).
Walther and Burgoon (1992) believe that wifhout noﬁverbal (;ues, communicétors adapt their
relational. behaviours to the remaining cues available in CMC, such as conteqt and linguistic :
stfategies. The sociél information pro;:eésing theory (SIPT) (Walther & Burgoon, 1992), the

‘ vsoéiél identity and deindividuation mod.el (SIDE) (Lea & Spears, 1995), andlhyperpersonal
perspective (Walther, 1996) posit how “individuals engage in strategic cognitive deliberation and

communicative behaviour to compensate for media limitations” (Ramirez, et al., 2002, p. 215)

7
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through CMC. TheAsocial identity and deindividuation'm;)del reports tha’.c despite the lack of
nonverbal cues such as gestures, facial expressipn, or dire%:t physical contact, online interactions
prompt users to form imp‘ressio_ns that are based on textual and linguistic comfﬁ@nicatio,n and not
ihterpersonal cues. Through such interactions, groups mediate and develop a sense of identity that
is very psychologically realisti;:.to their members. Thé SIDE model is “supported by. a range of
studies shoWing £hat visual anonymity does not preclude normative behaviour or attractioh”
(Postmes, Spears, & bLea, 2000, p 344). However, seeing pictures or having a biography can
help form c_learer impress‘ions concerning ambiguity and onefs own social positionality (Tanis &
Postmes, 2003). Walther (1996) points oﬁt that in addi'tion‘ to -SIPT and the SIDE model, there is

also a hyperpersonal pérspective associated with CMC.

a fully integrated view of CMC taking into account the sender, receiver, channel,
and feedback as each contributes to hyperpersonal interaction in CMC, interaction
that is more desirable than we can often manage FtF(face-to—féce). Atthe level of
the sender, CMC partners may select and express communication behaviours that
are 'more stereotypically desirable in achieving their social goals and transmit
messages free of the ‘noise’ that otherwise comes with unintended appearance of
behaviour features. -At the other end, CMC receivers take in these stylized
messages, construct idealized images of their partners and relationships, and,
through reciprocation, confirm them. (pp. 28-29)

2.2 Learning Preferences and Cultural Conditions inV'CMC Environments
As online learning environments have the pdtential to enrol students from a greater

variety of geographical locations than face-to-face classes, learners are more likely to bring to

online 1edming environments a larger variety of preferred learning practices. These learning

.. preferences are “the result of the interaction among previous learning experiences and social

aspects” (Pinheiro, Campbell, Hirst, & Krupa, 2006, p. 53). [ argue that these preferred
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learning practices are rclationally associated with the learner’s Ways of living (Hall, 1990) ér

cultural conditions. Learners’ cultural conditions are influenced by the dynamics of social

- forces as they operate multidimensionally and multidirectionally across both the micro
environments of the immediate locale and the macro environments of the person.’s societal
situation. The flow and circulation of social, economic, technol-ogical, and political forces is
complex across any éociety (Fiske, 1992). Throughout this research, my focus is the influence
of these cultural conditions on course members in a CMC environment.
2.3 Culture, Group Identification, and Social Categories

Ziegahn (2001) suggests that it is important for design@rs of adult learning programs to

take cultural differences into account. . Definitions of cult.ure are numerous and somewhat
problematic. Bullivant (1993) defines culture as a group’s program for survival in and
adaptation to its environment. Culture consists of knowledge, concepts, and values shared by
group members-through systems of communication. ‘Banks and Banks (1993) write, “Most
social scientists today view culture as consisting primarily of symbolic, ideational, and
intangible aspects of human societies” (p. 8). They argue that people héld multiple group

memberships at any one time and that these socially-constructed categories include ability, age,
gender, ethnicity, race, religion, nationality, social status, etc. Through this resegrch 1 will.
study culture as the shargd beliefs, syrﬁbols, and interpretations within a human group.
However, here | want to emphasize that I agree with Banks and Banks (1993) that, “Although
membership in a gendef, racial, ethnic, social-class orl religious group can provide us with
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“important élues about individuals’ Behavior, it cannot enable us to prediéf behavior” (p. 14). 1
, also believe the isolated identification of socia} cafegories such as age, ability, ethnicity, etc
. 'shoﬁld bé avoided. It bis more useful to consider how éuch cultpral variﬁables interact and
intersect to influence individual and group communications and practicés.

~In this research [ deéided to avoid limiting my operational definition of culture through a
: hc‘)rtlnogeniAz-ing lens, such as national, organizational, and functvi‘onal concepts (Duarte & S.r.l)}der;

2001). Buragga (2002) writes,

National cultures are often formed from the aggfegation of ethnic groups and this may
‘not correspond with national boundaries. However, several nations, whose national
cultures might be thought of as fairly homogeneous, may contain'signiﬁcant minority
populations who consider themselves ethnically and culturally distinct from both the -
majority population and each other. (p. 469)

National cultural patterns, which are often established in childhood, are more entrenvcl"led»
than any other. Coupled with life/experiences, natiQhal cultural pattemg create individual and
group differences in behaviour and thinking which serve as an identification of a person’s social

* affiliation (Duarte & Snyder, 2001; Reushle & McDonald, ZOQO). '_HoWever, national cultural
patterns aré too broad to be of uée for this study. Instead, I agrée' with Bhabha (1994) when he

writes,

- This “part” culture, this partial culture, is the contaminated yet connective tissue
between cultures—at once the impossibility of culture’s containedness and the boundary
between. It is indeed something like culture’s ‘in-between’, bafflingly both alike and
different. To enlist in the defence of this “unhomely’, migratory, partial nature of
culture we must revive that archaic meaning of ‘list’ as ‘limit’ or ‘boundary’. Having

"done so, we introduce into the polarizations of liberals and liberationists the sense that
the translation of cultures, whether assimilative or agnostic, is a complex act that
generates borderline affects and identifications, ‘peculiar types of culture-sympathy and
culture-clash’.  The peculiarity of cultures’ partial, even metonymic presence lies in
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articulating those social divisions and unequal developments that disturb the
self-recognition of the national culture, its anointed horizons of territory and tradition.
The discourse of minorities, spoken for and against in the multicultural wars, proposes a
social subject constituted through cultural hybridization, the overdetermination of
communial or group differences, the articulation of baffling alikeness and banal
divergence. (p. 54)

People belong to more than one cultural group and adapt to other social affiliations with
* changes in their living environment. It is impossible for people to maintain a monocultural
identity or set of cultural practices (Wild & Henderson, 1997). Murphie and Potts (2003):
“regard culture as a dynamic and m‘ultiple thing” (p. 7) and Mobley and Wilson (1998) include
class, religion and age as aspects of one’s cultural identity.

du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay, & Negus (1997) identify five major cultural processes,
namely representation, identity, production, consumption and‘regulat'ion, as part of a “circuit of
culture”. This circuit of culture includes different human aspects of language, age, gender,
ethniéity, religion, educétion, socio-economical status, etc. Figure 2.1 illustrates a “circuit of
culture” in which different components of culture are interrelated.

Throughout this research, I examine culture as “the beli'efs, philosophy, observed
traditions, values, perceptiqns, and patterns of action by individﬁals and groups” (Chen,
Mashhadi, Ang, & Harkrider, 1999, p. 220). Additionally, I understand that cultural beliefs can
sometimes be contradictory, simuftaneously finding certain foods, icons and particular actions
acceptable and/or taboo (Reushle & McDonald, 2000).

J

Figure 2.1 The Circuit of Culture (Source: du Gay, et al., 1997)
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2.4 Instructional Design and Cognition and Learning
The seminal work of Robert Gagné (1965) examined conditions of learning by applying
general systems theory and systems analysis (Banathy, 1987). At different times instructional

design has been influenced by different learning theories. La Follette ('179'86) states that

[W]hile cognitive learning theories have had much less influence on prescriptive
instructional design models than behavioral theories and systems approach
principles, the shift from the behaviorist tradition to a science of cognition as the
dominant learning theory will likely also occur with respect to prescriptive
instructional design models. (p. 254)"

The instructional designs of Gagné and Briggs (Gagné, Briggs & Wager, 1988), Dick and
Carey (1996), Merrill (1983), and Reigeluth and Stein (1983), v;/ere based on behavioural and
cognitive theories of learning, which have dominéted the field of instructional design for over 25
years (Willis, 1998).  Early instructional designs Qere organized with a prescriptive approach

(Andrews & Goodsen, 1991; Reigeluth, 1983; Wedman & Tessmer, 1993) and utilized strong



objectivist theories (Jonassen, 1999).  Such instructional designs continue to thrive .in various
portrayals (e.g., Morrison, Ross & Kemp, 2001; Seels & Glasgow, 1998) and have been taught to
thousands of. graduate students (Kenny, Zhang, Schwier, & Campbell, 2005; Willis, 1998). |

More recently the field has experienced the strong influence of constructivist learning
theories and a general shift away from teacher-controlled to learner-centred instructioﬁ (Peters,
2002; Reigeluth, 1999), which encourage students to “seek out as many alternative sources of
knowledge as they find to deepen their perspective of the topic they are working on” (Kirschher,
Carr, & van Merri€nboer, 2002, p. 88). Even though Duffy and Kirkley (2004) claim that
“there is little discussion of constructivist learning theory guiding the design and practice of
distance education beyond stating the neved for active dis.cussion among students” (p. 6), several
versions of instructional designs based on constructivist iearning principles havg emerged in the
last ten years (e.g., Cennamo, Abell & Chung, 1996; Hannaﬁn,‘Lan'd & Oliver, 1999; Jonassen,
1599; Mayer, 1999‘; Willis, 2000). The study of distance education also shifted its focus from
“constraints and approaches that bridged geographiéal constr‘aints” (Garrison, 2000) to
“e.ducational issues associated with teaching-learning transaction, specifically, the concerns
regarding real, sustained communication, as well as emerging communications technology to
support sustaiﬁed communication anytime, anywhere” (Garrison, 2000).
2.5 Learning Theories and Distan.ce Education

Learning theories provide useful guidelines for the design of educational methods

(Gredler, 1997). Hofer (2002) argues that learning processes differ for different people and in
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different learning situations. Understanding of learning theories.and their relation to knowing
can in one way or another help educators rnake informed decisions about the informatipn thatis
increasingly becoming available in online learning environments.

i agree with Jung (2001) that the instructional design features of online education “can
be [partially] understood from the perspective of already existing theories such as cognitive
flexibility thedry, constructivism, and information processing theory” (p. 526). Cognitive
flexibility theo-ry emphasizes “the ability to spontaneously restructure one's knowlf:dge, in many
ways, in adaptive response to radically changing situational demands” (Spiro & Jehng, 1990, p.
165). According to Jung (2001), online distance edunation environments have the potential to
fnature a combination of functions used in older media, such as integrating texts, graphics, audio
and video into one system, while still sharing many features of traditional (correspondence)
distance education. Following is a brief review of Behaviourism, Cognitivism, and
Co.'nstructivism, and some ways these theories have ‘inﬂuencgd instructional design of distance
education courses.

2.5.1 Behaviourism
Gredler (1 997) dates behaviourist research in education to the 1920s, with Edward

Thorndike’s educational studies ‘focusing on the development of knowledge and learning. John

‘Watson’s behaviourism theory was in a dominant position from the 1920s until the 1950s.

Watson’s theory tries to explain relationships between antecedent conditions (stimuli),

behaviour (responses), and consequences (reward, punishment, or neutral effect). He argues
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-that humans reéct tp stimuli and -leam in much the same way as animals. B.F. Skim’lerAteksted
‘Watson’s theories in a laboratory setting and he agreed that humans do respond to their
environment, but he also believed that huﬁans operate on the environment to produce
consequences. Skinner’s theory of "operant conditioning" suggested that people behave as
they do because this behaviour has produced certain results in the past. Péople behave in
certain ways based on experiences of reinforced behaviour (DeMar, n.d.).

Educators who hold the behaviourist learnjng perspective emphasize “the learning of a
series of observable behaviours that lead to the overall goal — the ideal or desired behaviour”
(Grabinger, 2004, p. 53). The key concepts of behaviourism are reinforcement, objectivism,

' and/environmentalism, and each has significantly influenced the framework of certain
instructional designs.

In technology-based learning environments, the learning material is usually divided into
units or modules; each with a set of objectives for the specific unit (Cooper, 1993). Behavioral
objectives specify what the student will be expected to do. Computer-aided tutorials and drills
that are designéd for the reinforcement of memorizing and resp(;nding are examples of programs
under the influence of behavioural theory (Hung, 206 1).

At the present time, even though the influence of behaviourism is still maintained in
traiﬁing programs for business enterprises, military, science, engineering ahd the medical health

field, Bates & Poole (2003) suggest that teaching in higher education is moving away from

behaviourist approaches.
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© 2.5.2 Cognitivism

Generally speaking, while behaviourists think learning is determined by external factors
in the environment that lead to the reinforcement of behaviour, cognitivists insist that human
learning involves mental erocessing (Bgtes & Poole, 2003). ' Cognitivist theory emerged in the '
early part of the twentieth century (Metlin, 1994) and has strongly influenced the development
of instructional design theories. One example is an information-processing approach that
Gagné (1977) argues as a major advance in the scientific study of human cognition.

Bates and Poole (2003) state, in their brief introduction to learning theories and

instructional design in higher education, that

[Clognitive approaches to learning cover a very wide range. On the one hand, attempfs
have been made through areas such as artificial intelligence to provide mechanical,
electronic and physical representations of mental processes, réflecting very much an
objectivist epistemological position. On the other hand, teachers who place a strong
emphasis on learners developing personal meaning through reflection, analysis, and
construction of knowledge through conscious mental processing would indicate much
more of a constructivist epistemological position. Cognitive approaches to learning —
with their focus on abstraction, generalization, and creative thinking — seem to fit much
better in higher education. (p. 33) |

. For the purpose of this research, I will situate cognitivism between behaviourist and -

- constructivist theories.
2.5.3 Constructivism

Since appearing in learning literature in the 1970s, constructivism has been interpreted in
a variety of w'ays through a variety of narratives (Davis & Sumara, 2002). Hedberg and Harper

(1997) talk about constructivist theory in relation to how knowledge is constructed, emphasizing

the active role of the learner in creating knowledge rather than the teacher or instructor




imparting information.  As the learner interacts with objects and situations, he/she constructs
an understanding of the relationships betweenthe feature_s characterizing those objects or
situations. The learner, therefore, constructs his/her own conceptualizations and solutions to
problems. Learner aijtonomy and initiative is accepted and encouraged. Learners acquire
knowledge by fitting new information together With_what they already knovy. Hence learning
is affected by the social and cultural contexts of the »situat'ion and the beliefs and attitudes of the
learner. Learners are encouraged to invent their own solutions, try out ideas and hypotheses,
and assemble new knowledge from their prior experiences.

Theories of constructivism stand in contrast to mechanical conceptions of thinking and
action by emphasizing the learner’s role in constructing meaning, as opposed to the simple
transmission of kno.wledge from teacher to student (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996). Learners do
more than just process information—they assemble an understanding through interactions within
other peopie and their environrnent. Learning is not regarded as just “taking things in” but as a
process “of maintaining an adequate fit with one’s ever-changing circumstances” (Davis,
Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000, p.65). If instructicn is based on princip{les of constructivism,
the role of the teacher shifts from someone who simply dispenses information to someone who
structures activities that improve communication, that challenge students' pre-conceived notions,
and tha'i ask students to question and possibly change their views of the wcrld. Learning
through a constructivist approach requires learners to be active participants in multiple learning

processes. Instructional designers and teachers, when using this approach, aim to encourage
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students to learn how to learn.

Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky are pérhaps,the- best known for their early work in
articulating a constructivist or meaning-centered approach to learning and teaching.  Each of
these researchers concentrated on different aspects of learning.  For example, Dewey's work
“concentrates primarily on means, and recognizes the autonomous capacity of individuals to
participate in shaping their social and cultural experience” (Hyslop-Margison, 2004, p. 5).
Piaget’s work is often referred to as cognitive constructivism while Vygotsky’s work has been
discussed as social constructivism (Kirkley, 2004).

The continual development in network bandwidth and wired .and Wireless‘co_nnections
increasingly makes an online learning environment a multifunctional space for social
interactions. That is to say, the Internet now affords real time audio and.video conferencing,
and is being employed as a means for realizing shared meaning making through social networks
such as the World Wide Web, anci applications that allow t"or the use of }iypertext and broadly
sharing multimedia. Hypertext learning environments are being used to assist learners in‘
developing complex knowledge and using it with ﬂexibility (Jacobson, Mgouri,v Mishra, & Kolar,
1996).

In an introduction to Piaget’é theory offered on The Classroom Compass website of

Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL), the authors state,

Piaget's constructivism is based on his view of the psychological development of

children. In a short summation of his educational thoughts (To Understand is to Invent,
1973), Piaget called for teachers to understand the steps in the development of the child's
‘mind. The fundamental basis of learning, he believed, was discovery: ‘To understand is
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to discover, or reconstruct by rediscovery, and such conditions must be complied with if
in the future individuals are to be formed who are capable of production and creativity -
and not simply repetition.” To reach an understanding of basic phenomena, according
to Piaget, children have to go through stages in which they accept ideas they may later
see as not truthful. In autonomous activity, children must discover relationships and

" ideas in classroom situations that involve activities of interest to them. Understanding
is built up step by step through active involvement. (SEDL, 1995)

»According to Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory, the process of knowing
involves “the agency of other. people and mgdiated by community and culture” (Boudouriaes,
2003, p. 12), and “knowledge is constructed cooperatively through social negotiation” (Aviv, ét
al., 2003, p. 5). | Defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined
by independent problém solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky,

1978, p. 86), Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) has been one of the most
frequently discussed concepts advanced by social developmental researchers; Like other
channels of communication, computer-mediated communication also occurs in a socially
constructed environment and provides a virtual space for thinking and learning to occur (Mesher,
1999; Stacey, 1.999.). Within these virpual spaces, course participants in an online graduate
program have a variety of conditions, and the discussion board and group projects provide them
opportunities to learn from each other and grow together academically.

Vygotskian ZPD and situated cognition theory emphasizes the importance of connecting
learning and authentic activity, context and culture (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989). In some
online learning environments instructional tasks require course participants to work with the aid

of their peers and instructor to succeed. Lave and Wenger (1991) talk about situated learning
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in a community of practice, and suggest that when new members join the group they will learn
from them as they work together.

Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) have advanced ideas of a community of inquiry
with the assumption that “learning occurs within the community through the interaction of three
core elements...which are cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence” (p. 88).
Figure 2.2 illustrates Garrison et al.’s (2000) concept on how educational experiences are
interrelated among these elements via the medium of communication.

Figure 2.2 Elements of an Educational Experience (Source: Garrison, et al., 2000)
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Kanuka (2005, Conclusion section, § 2) discusses the effectiveness of some specific
instructional strategies, and points out that “learner motivation, intention, culture, gender, prior
knowledge, and age, are all factors that can impact the teaching-learning experience”. Even
though Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) state that “much work remains to be done before
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we truly understand how a worthwhile eduéational exberienée can be optimally designed and
delivered in a text-based environment” (p. 103), I believe that cognitive presence, social
_presence and teaching presence are all.important combonenfs for assessing how a community of
inquiry can be formed in an online learning environment.
: .Through this brief review of behaviouri_st, cognitivist and construcftivist learning theories,

[ have outlined a continuum that shows how instructional designs have been influenced by these
theories over the'past few decades. For example, computer-aided tutorials and drills that were
designed for the reinforcement-of memorizing and respohdihg have largely been replaced by
activities that are desig;led tq engage students in active. par_ticipation in learning communities.
2.5.4 Instructional Strategies Aligned with Constructivist Learning Theories

This study éf an online graduate course involved many instructional strategigs that are
related to constructivist learning theories. In thé next section, I describe several instructional
strategies that are pertinent to constructivist learning theories such as cooperative legming,
collaborative leatning, project-based learning, and problem-based learning.

quperativé learning and cdllaboratiye,learning share many fegtures, such as team or
group work-and an emphasis on inte;activity.’ They are often referred to similarly or the terms
are used interchangeably. However, these inst'ruétional approaches also have tﬁeir own

characteristics, and [ will discuss them separately below.

Cooperative Learning

Cooperative learning usually engages a group of learners with different learning abilities
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to cor_nj)lete a given task together. Learners are required to take responsibiiity for the group as
‘ -2 whole so that everyone contributes and learns to be successful. In order for fhis to happen,
learners rﬁust interact with each other, delegate responsibility, excl_ian’ge their thoughts and
‘ opinions, trust each other to finish the work well and on time, solve p‘roblems togefher and
reflect on past, present and futcre gcals (Gilbert & Driscoll, 2002)'. '
According to Stahl (1994), a successfu.lr coocerative'learn‘ing'act‘ivity includes fourteen |

’ irhportant elements:

A clear set of speciﬁc student learning outcome objectives;

All students in the group accept the targeted outcome; :
Clear and complete set of task- -completion d]l‘CCthl’lS or instructions;
Heterogeneous groups;

Equal opportunity for succeSs;

Positive interdependence;’

Face-to-face interaction;

© N LA W~

Positive social interaction behaviours and attitudes;

9. Access to information students must learn;

10. Opportunities to complete required information processing tasks;
11. Sufficient time spent learning; '

12. Individual accountability; »

13. Public recognition and rewards for group academlc success; and
14. Post-group reflection on within-group behaviors.

Slavin (1995) suggeste that group rewards and individual accountability can be used as
excellent enhancement strategies for achievement outcomes in cooberative learning acti;/‘ities. .
A number of research studies have been done on coocefative learning (e.g., Kirchner, 2005; “
Stahl, 1994; Toumasis, 2004) under vvarious kinds of cifcpmstances with many Success_ful stories.
chever, further studies need to be done on the effects of cooperative leéming, particulgrly; in

an online environment. For example, investigations need to focus on identifying situations in
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which identified outcomes can still be achieved without group rewards, and what methods
enable leamers‘ with different ethnic conditions.

Approaches to cooperative. learning p'romoté cognitive engagement for leérners to i)lan
and manage their own learning (Corno .& Mandinach, 1983), as it “provides a variety of
techniques designed to stimulate dialogue, .prO\./ide needed explanations and supporting rationale,
and to otherwise elaborate basic content” (Hannafin, 1989, p. 178).- In a cooperative leérning
environment, group members with different conditions can engage in activities which will allow:

them to understand their own thought processes and those of their peers (Chafe, 1998).

Collabqrativc_e Learning

Collaborative learning seems similar to cooperative learning as both involve cooperation
among group members. But collaborative learning has a less directive system of governance, is
more learner-centered, and pays more attention to individual group members' abilities and
contributions (Panitz, 1996). . Collaborative learning is defined as “an activity that is undertaken
by equal partners who work jointly on the same problem rather than on different éomponents of
the problem” (Brandon & Hollingshead, 1999, p. 111). Studies’ on coll‘a}borative learning (e.g.,
Gilbert & Driscoll, 2002; Scheuermann, Larsson,-& Toto, 2001) and online distance education
suggest that collaborative learning “changes the whole nature of the teaching-learning process
and the teacher-student relationship. The educator becomes less an authority figure and more a
resource and faciiitator for the learning activities of the group” (Harasim, et ’a.l.‘, 1995, p. 31).
Stagey (1999) summarizes several useful features of collaborative learning:
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e Attributes of social construction of knowledge

e Clarification of ideas via group communication

e Obtaining feedback to a learner's ideas from other group members
¢ Sharing the diverse perspective of the group members

e Group sharing of resources, new ideas, and expert advice

e Seeking group solutions for problems

e Providing technical support collaboratively.

Unlike a conventional class where learners physically meet face-to-face, the physical
expanse in a traditional distance education prograrh may result in the learners feeling isolated
from others (Geelan & Taylor, 2004). A collaborative learning environment in online learnihg(
programs can increase com.‘rAnunicat’ion among course members and decrease feeling of isolation
(Geelan & Taylor, 2004).

" Project-based Learning

~

The terrﬁs project-based learning and problem-bésed learning are often used as
‘synonyms even though they each have distinctive features. Project-based learning seeks to
engage learners in the investigation of real life pfoblems (Barron, 1998) and u.se.s Vygotsky’s
notioh of a “Zone of Proximal Development” where there is an emphasis on “the critical
importan.ce of interaction with people” (Hung, 2001, p. 282). A project-based learning -
environment draws learners’ attention to central course concepts and engages them in
meaningful tasks that require problem-solving skills to complete the tasks.. Learners generate
evidence of their learnin'g and work on their own to construct meanihg (Collis, 1997; Thomas,
2002). Situations fér sharing meaning are necessary for cognitive development within the
zone of proximal development. Furthermore, groupAactivities are organized so participants

having different cognitive developmental levels are aware of each of the other participants’
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abilities to contribute to the learning experience. It is important that one participant does not
’ S
dominate the group interactions (Driscoll, 1994; Hausfather, 1996).

In a project-based learning environment, learners not only are involved in processes of

reaching problem-specific learning goals, they also must strive to attain their cognitive and

social goals.  The use of this learning abproach provides the opportunities for learners to

develop problem-solving and group-interaction skills, as well as helps them to realize the

importance of social responsibility (Collis, 1997). According to Moursund (199.9),‘
- project-based learning focuses on problem solving with the help of previous kneredge and the

. experience of the learners themselves and others. A project-based learning lesson is expected

to realize goals such as developing expertise, improving research skills, improving higher-order

- thinking skills, conducting self-assessment and peer assessment.

Problem-based Learning

Problem-based learning is widely used in medical education, but Stites (1998) suggests
that problem-based learning is useful not only for medical students, but also for learners from
early childhood to legal education in varying instructional contexts. This learning approach is

\

a very effective way to increase learner motivation and to develop problem-solving and higher

ofder thinking skills. Integrated with technology such as interactive multimedia,

problem-based learning can be a powerful learning approach for instructional design. |
The online graduate course used for this study employed many activities and course

projects that involved the course members’ active participation and collaboration. - Interpreting
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the instructor’s use of these constructivist learning theories, 1 bellieve they were helpful in
qnderstanding learner participation in the dynamic learner-learner, learner-instructor, and
leafner-_course content interactions, and their perspectives of online courses in relation to their
diverse cultural conditiqns..

2.5.5 Application of Learning Theories in Designing Learning Environments

The aforementionéd three learning theories: behaviourism, cognitivism and
constructivism, and cooperatiﬂle, collaborative, project-based, and problem-based leéming
approachés have their advantages and limitations when applied to online lgaming environments.

As a learning theory thét influenced the design of million; of successful educational
prdgrams (Grabinger, 2004), behaviourism has certain adyantages such as modeling, learning by
doing, and positive reinforcement (Hiemstra & Brockett, 1994). One application of
behaviourist theory in online disfance education is the use of behavioural learning objectives to
direct student learning. Behavioural learning objectives specify what a student must
demonstrate in order for a teacher to measure .that learning took place (Kizlik, 2004), or the
outcomes expeéted of students’ learning behaviour in a lesson (Mishra, 2002);

Should behavioural learning objectives be used to design online distance education
coursés? How do behavioural learning objectives affect students with culturally-specific
lcéming preferences? Mishra (2002) cites that one advantage of behavioural leaming
objectives is that they promote individual paéing and progress. Ina study conductg:d with

Chinese students in Hong Kong, Pratt (1999) and his colleagues found that “there was little if -
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any disagreement about what constituted the ‘basics’ or foundational knowledge that students
were expected to master. Furthermore, the text and/or teacher were considered the most
authoritative source of that knowledge” (p. 7).  This transmission approach to teaching
continues to reproduce a traditional systenﬁ of education that both teachers and students have
encountered in their previous schooling experiences.

Online distance educational programs are usually designed to serve.speciﬁc purposes.

If the objective of an online distance education program is to train learners’ skills of -
“memorizing and application of rules” (Hung, 2001, p. 284), then behaviourism can be used as a
teaching strategy for the design of such a program, but designers of educational programs
should bear in mind that the way a learner learns to accomplish a task may not be the best way,
nor suit all learners or all situations (Schuman, 1996).

The disadvantages of behaviourism are also obvious. For example, students can learn the
content pfesented in the course, but if the process of learning is not explicitly related to real
world problems then students can have difﬁ‘culty transferring their knowledge tp new sifuations
(Grabinger, 2004). Another limitation of behaviourism could be that in such ‘learning programs,
“each learner is assumed to learn in the same way and follows the strategies as every other
learner” (Grabinger, 2004, p. 57). However, research has shown thaf not only do different
people in both face-to-face and online distance education situations learn differently, but
learners with different cultural conditions have different learning preferences (Bates & Poole,

2003; Duarte & Snyder, 1999). Therefore, with the increasing availability of the Internet and
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CMC systems, online distance education learning environments should also be designed to
consider the preferred learning practices of a culturally-diverse learner population.

Online distance education courses that are designed based on principles derived from
constructivism and social constructivism theories of learning usually incorporate teaching
strategies that require learners to collaborate, communicate, explore, and reﬂéct (Lebow, 1993).
Since léarning is viewed in these perspectives as an “active, constructive process whereby the
learner strategically manages available (;ognitive res4ources to create new knowledge by ’
extracting information from the environment and integrating it with the informatiqn stored in
memory” (Nathan & Robinson, 2001, p. 83), then it follows that “constructivist and
collaborative approaches are the most appropriate ﬁqdes for managing online discussion
groups” (Oren, Mioduser, & Nachmias, 2002, p. 13).

However, Hanlis (2004) argues that as constructivism-based activities such as
collaboration, communication, exploration and reflection require “a fair amount of instructional
time” (p 45), const.ructivism might not fit certain courses with time restrictions. In some
prograrﬁs, learners are required to acquire certain knowledge and skills before they can proceed
to the next level to build their analytical and critical thinking skills.  Bullen (1999) argues that
éven though collaborative learning is successful, there are still problems, such as the long time it
takes for groups to get together because of the asynchronous feature of the course, and
compagibility problems among some group members.

Another issue to consider wh.en applying constructivist principles in online distance
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education course design is whether the design principles fit the perspecti\‘/es énd preferred
learning practices of students with different cultural condiﬁons. For example, in Asian -
countries such as China, even though the education system has been greatly influenced by -
Western pedagogical theories in the past few decades and reform is ongoing, mainstream
educational programs are still test-driven (Lee, 2004). Learners’ expectations of a course,
whether face-to-face or online, tend to be focused on the mastery of content for the course and
on obtaining high séores on the tests. | Increasingly attention is being paid to the development
of learners’ problem solving and communication skills in different educational settings in China.
In ofder to meet the needs of learners who are used to certain educational practices, it may be
necessary for online distance education course designers to combine the design principles from
both traditional and ;onstructivism theories, at least during a period of transition of education
paradigms.

'Learners enrolled in online distance education graduate programs are usually adults.
Researchers have shown that adults learn Best if they actively participate in the learning
experience (Candy, 1991; Knowles, 1970, cited in Barker, 2002).’ ActiVe participation in
course activities is a very important pa;rt of online learning (,Scheuer@ann, etal,, 2001). There
has been research on how to motivate online learners to actively participate, including giving

incentives and making participation a part of evaluation However, Beaudoin’s (2002) study

shows that “invisible” online students, those who do not seem to be participating as often as

others, may still often log on to the course site, and “feel they are still learning and benefiting




from this low-profile approach to their online studies” (p. 147). Thié study raises some-
interesting questions. For example, if learners are encouraged to participate in the onliﬁe.course'
discussion board, should they be required to post a certain number of messages pér week for
grades?
2.6 Methods for Instrugtional Design for Online Distance Education
As new technologies become less exbensive with the consequence that there is greater
access to various fbrms of multimedia, online learning environments are becoming more
prevalent. -~ Online education, as experienced through CMC, is béing .heralded as meeting the
needs of course participants’vlifestyle_s by managing time conflicts and access from a variety of
loéations, and helping people to juggle personal commitments (Harrison & Bergeri,‘ZOOO).
I argue in this dissertation that an online distance education course should be more than a
website with a digital version of face-to-face course materials posted, as thaﬁ does not make any
“contribution to active learnling in an online learning environment (Bostock, 1997). Neither
should it simply be a Web page with hyper links to other resources‘(Ritchie & Hoffman, 1997);
even though a hypertext learning environment is helpful for learners in their acquisition of
complex knowledge and provides the flexibility of using such knowledge (Jacobson, et al.,
1 996). The challénge in instructional design that tﬁis dissertation seeks to learn more about is
how to “intertwine conteﬁt, learning activities, guidance, and student support, to have a
complete distance learning ‘package’” (Bourdeau & Bates, 1996, p. 271). Instruétional :

designers need to understand of learners’ prior knowledge, the reading ability/readability of the
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course, and learners’ learning style (Bemard & Lundgren, 1994), in order to leverage the
stréngths that learners bring from their different previoﬁs knowlcdge and experieﬁde to the new
lear’riing environment (Mbursund, 1999).

: ‘Considéring that an onlipe course may involve learners with diverse cultufai conditions,
the design of such a course needs to be culturally sensitive. McLoughlin and Oliver’s (2000) ten
principles for instructional desig‘n( are intended to promote constructivist,‘contextualized and

culturally responsive learning:

1) Adapt an epistemology that is consistent with, and supportive of constructivist
learning and multiple perspectives
~2) Design authentic learning activities
3) Create flexible tasks and instruments for knowledge sharing
4) Ensure different forms of support, within and outside the community
5) Establish flexible and responsive student roles and responsibilities
6) Provide communication tools and social interaction for learners to co-construct
knowledge , .
7) Create tasks for self-direction, ownership and collaboration -
8) Ensure flexible tutoring and mentoring roles that are responsive to learner needs
9) Create access to varied resources to ensure multiple perspectives

10) Provide flexibility in learning goals, outcomes and modes of assessment

‘1 am interested in knowing if a learner’s cultural condition influences his or her
pfeferences when engaged with a particular course design (Cagiltay, 2000). 1 suspect that an
online distance eduéaﬁon course interface also needs to be designed that cénsiders the learners’
 cultural conditions. Besides cognitive and motivational'considérations, emotion shouid also be
considered as an important component in the design of online leaming' environment in order to
enhance student learning by inc.reasing‘ positive gmotions.such as pleasure and éympathy and...

decreasing negative emotions such as anger and fear (Astleitner & Detlev, 2000).  This study
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reports on findings that should help an online course designer become aware Qf how learners -
with different pultural conditions respond to issues that are socially sgnsitive (Chen, et al., 1999;
Reushle & McDonald, 2000).
2.7 Learn?r’s Cultural Condition as a Design Consideration

Currently, there is a lack of research on cultural issues in instructional design for online
learning systems, and this situation is likely to have serious effects on teaching and learning for
universities énd students (Wild & Henderson, 1997). Wild and HendeArson (1997) argue that
de»spi‘te different theories of culture, “there appears to be consensus that culture hés a definite
and very strong influence on the design and use of information, communication and learning
systems, as well as on their management” (p. 183). Culture “creates a filter that people
implicitly use to select their perceptions and behaviors” (Buragga, 2002, p. 471).  Although
Palloff and Pratt (1999) suggest that in a CMC environment, “[H]Jow people look or what their
cultural, ethpic, or social condition is become irrelevaﬁt factors in this rhedium, which has been

referred to as the great equalizer” ( p. 15), Reushle and McDonald (2000) argue that “because of

the globalization of learning, the design process for online teaching and learning must consider

~ and accommodate the challenges of changing learner profiles reflecting increasing enrolments

of students from diverse conditions” (p. 353). Learning environments should be designed to

critique ethno biases (Gayeski, et al., 2002).

It is also becoming common practice in higher education for online distance education

_programs to enrol international and transnational students. These programs are often offered in
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a country other than where the awarding institution is located and involves students that have

had different teaching and learning experiences and expectations (Ziguras, 2001). McLoughlin '
(2000) argues that “[O]ne of the limitations in current instructional design models is that they do
not fully contextu'alize the learning experience, and are themselves the product of particular
cultures. The design. of Web-based instruction is not culturally neutra], but instead-is based ’on
the particular epistemologies, learning theories and goal orientationé of the designérs ‘
themselves” (p. 58). Wild aﬁd Henderson (1997) state that the learning theories that play a
dominant role in éistributed learning systems currently provided on the Internet are likely .to

avoid “the cognitive, epistemological and philosophical aspects of interrelated cultural
educational coritexfs” (p. 187). They suggest that a multiple cultural approach be used for

online learning systems. The authors suggest that this approach

does not assume one instructional pedagogy as immutable but provides an

- epistemological and pedagogic pluralism in which multiple ways of constructing
knowledge and understanding are valued, and it prompts learners to interrogate those
pedagogies in the construction of their own knowledge. In this way cultural
conte_xtualization is visible in the instructional design of WWW learning materials. (p.
187)

2.8 Key Congepts Examined Through This Study

Through this research I eXplore why online distance education courses need to be
designed in such a way that learners With different cultural conditions will feel motivated and
gain the best possible learning results from such courses. 1 agree with Dowling (2000) that “a
lack of awareness of and sensitivity to such differences can cause misuhderstandings” (p. 170).

One of the reasons that it is difficult for instructional designers of online education courses to
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identify learners’ preferred learning approaches gnd related social and cultural issues, and to
design learning environments toAmeet these needs is because there is very little empirical
evidence or systematic approach to help thern identify these characteristics.

In this study I will adapt Morse’s (2603) argument thét ethnicity rather thén nationality
should be vieWed as the indicator of cultural condition, and draw frqm Wild and Henderson
(1997) that people’s cultural identity changes with a change in their living environment rather
than remaining the same all the time. The “circuit of culture” presented by du Gay et al (1997)
will be adapted to»examine different aspects of human sécial characteristics such as language,.
ége, gender, ethnicity, educatioﬁ, socio-economical status, etc. I also extend Duarte an
Snyder’s (2001) conc’ept of power-distance which posits how different cultures reépond to broad
notions of equality. I want to know more about how design methods can optimize learning.
Because cultural issues intersect the design and delivery of an online learning environment, it is
important to examine these issues toward the improvement and development Qf richer learning
through cultural conditions and social contexts.

2.9 Positioning of the Researcher

In the process of data collection from the course CMC spapes, [ positioned myself as a
non-active participant observer, examining what and how the research participants engaged in
communication in the online learning environment. While [ did not send any messages to them
thought the course cmc spaces, I recognize that my presence online was a form of participation.

Through the interpretation of research data, I represented the voices of the research
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participants’ and that of my own beliefs and interests. I embraced Lather’s (1991) notion of a
‘mﬁlti-voice text" With regaras to my own positionality in the research. She described four
different stories, \‘zvhbi'ch ca.n be viewed, on a continuum from rﬁechanistic to dialogic. For
example, f‘realistic”‘stories.repre.sent a poSitiyistic vielw;/.‘,‘Critical” stories examine multiplé
points of view; “Deconstructive” stories attempt to uncover social, political, and historical
contexts; and, “reflexive” storig:s position the researcher’s voice along side the vdices of the
research participants keepiﬁg the research process as transparent as possible. In my

| interpretation of the research data, especially the data collected from tﬁe intgrviews, [ positioned
my research within the last two yiews on this continuurri,'narnely decorisfrﬁctive and reﬂ‘f‘:xive
“stories. | attempted to presént the research participént’s voice and my own voice in pérailel.‘ That
is to say, I examinec‘ivthe views of the research participants to establish the themes and
repreSented their voices in relation to these themes~fhat emerged from the holfstic codiﬁg; In

: additidn, I included my own understanding and interpretation of what they said in Chapters 4
and‘5 analyzing thése data in relationship fo the literature reviewed. in the ne.xt chapter | will

discuss these methods more fully.
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CHAPTER 3
.RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The purpc;se of this study was to examine the cultural conditions of research participants
and their preferred learning practices in an online CMC learning environment. This case study
was meant to be more exploratory than explanatox"y. . This chapter discusses (1) the design of
the research and objectives, (é) the participants and the environment for data collection, and (3)
the measures and procedures employed for data collection and data analysis.
3.1 Research Objectives and Design

Case study “can be used to study a phenomenon systematically” (Merriam, 1988, p. 6).

This case study systematically examined two research objectives: (1) what are the

rélationship§ between the research participants’ cultural conditions and their preferred learning
practices? and (2) how do the research participant’s cultural conditions limit or exteﬁd' his or her
par;icipation in online distance education courses?

A review of research methodologies reveals that researchers hold different \{iews of case
study. Yin (2003) asserts that it is possible to “do a valid and high-quality case study without
leaving the library and the telephone or Internet, depending on the topic studied” (p. 11).
Merriam (1988) implied that exploratory research and case study are different, but Yin (2003)

argued that “[Tlhere may be exploratory case studies, descriptive case studies, or explanatory

case studies” (p. 3). The goal of an exploratory case study is “not to conclude a study but to -

develop ideas for further study (Yin, 2003, p. 120). A case study “provides descriptions of a




case, a group, a situation, or an event” (Krathwohl, 1998, p. 26), and examines the details of a
setting, subject, or particﬁlar event (Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1995; Yin, _2003).» This _is a case'
study that constitutes a voluntary group of twelve reéearch participants regarding their cultural
conditions and preferred learning practices in an online graduate course. Instead of examining
each research participant individually, I examined the whole group as one case f(.)r‘ this study.
Drawing from this research, I examined relationships between a research participant’s cultural
conditions and his/her preferred learning practices as complex social phenomena (Yin, 2003) in
order to provide a “cémprehensive view and broader insight into the multifaceted phenomenpn”
(Waggoner, 1991, p. 137). In this case study, I combined both qualitative aqd quantitative

research methods (Waggoner, 1991).

The research data were collected using multiple sources from participants and through

- the CMC learning environment. Data collection included research participant questionnaires,

observation of participant activities, transcripts of discussion board postings, email interviews,
telephone interviews, and face-to-face interviéws with those located locally. These data were
used to investigate the research questions regarding the relationships between the research
partiéipants’ culturél conditions and their preferred learning practices. I also used these data to
examine if a research pérticipant’s cﬁltural conditions limited or extended his/her participation

in online distance education courses. In order to cross-check the findings’ reliability (Patton,

" 1990) and data clustering, a form of triangulation (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) was used in an

attempt to make findings or conclusions “more convincing and accurate” than if the data were
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only from a single source (Yin, 2003) or ideas are anglyzed as isolated \;griables.
3.2 Permissions and Clearances

Research approval by the University of British Columbia Behavioural Researcﬁ Ethics
Board was granted before the research began. 1| received permission to monitor or “observe”
the online class activities, contact course members about the research, access archived course
postings, and interview the participants by email, telephone, and in person.
3.3 The Setting: An Online Course

The setting for this case study was an elective course of an online Master of Educational
Technology (MET) program at a large Western Canadian research univers‘ity during the éummer
of 2(')05'. The course was on issues of culture and new media studies which—was designed for
the objective of orienting learners toward understanding the ways in which culture, nature and -
technology are conv.e.rging to intensify and transform everyday l.ife. This course provides a
forum for exploring technocultural issues such as cyborgs and hybridity, digital property,

cyberpunk fiction, the posthuman, Al and AEI, information warfare, virtual reality, third nature

~and religion. The course enrolled students at various stages of their program. The course was

offered for thirteen weeks in the summer of 2005 and was designed and co-taught by two
instructors. WebCT was used as the CMC system and included several built-in display
functions for the syllabus, course content, and calendar, and communication technologies such

as a bulletin board, chat, and WebCT email. BeSides WebCT, the course also employed

- Moodle, another course management system, as well as a course mailing list for communication
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regarding administfative updates for the éourse. The instructors also set up other optional
online communication venues such as blogs and a wiki. 'They encouraged students to
experiment with a variety of onliné communication appliéations available at the time. In this
study I mainly fpcused on communications that occurred among course members and between
course members and instructors in the principle WebCT course management'system.
3.4 Researgher’s Roles
[ was a non-participating observer in the course, and 1 did not participate in any of the
CMC discussions. - The instructors told me that I could participate in the synchronous online
~ chat sessions, as my status was set established as a Teaching Assistant. But I did not have any
teaching or grading responsibilities for the course; I was simply assigned that status so I could
have access to tile WebCT system for the course. As I was apprehensive that my presence in
the CMCSpaces might cause confusion or be a distraction to the students , I decided not to
engége directly in any course assignments. Instead, I chose to read the archived scripts
~afterwards.
3.5 Data Collection
In order to obtain empirical data about the research questions, this study was conducted
as multi-methods research (Johhson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004)' using both qualitative and
quantitative data collection methods. Qualitativé research questions were oriented to seek
“patterns of unanticipated as well as expected relationships” (Stake, 1995, p. 41). More

specifically these data were used to analyze 1) participants’ perspectives of different aspects of
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. the CMC associated with the course, 2) participants’ learning préferences in relationship to their

cultural conditions, 3) participants’ learning strategies used for (‘)nline.communiCatioin, and 4)

participants’ suggestions for the design and delivery of CMC spacés for online distance

education courses. Quantitative data simply identified the participants’ age range, gender,

number of years they had been using the English language, their experience(s) within vNorth
American education systems, number and frequency of messages each person_bosted to the
discussion board.
3.5.1 Participants

Participants were selected from the fifty-five students enrolled in aﬁ online graduate
course on a voluntary basis. During the first week of the course, the two co-instructors sent out
a research contact letter on my behalf informing all cours.e members of the research. Course

members were invited to voluntarily participate, and only three emailed me a few days later.

~ Subsequently, the instructors sent out a reminder at my request via the ¢class email list. This

time six more course members contacted me. Then about five weeks after the course started,

the insfrﬁctors created a thread in the diséussion area on the course website called “Zuochen’s
Research Project” whe.re I posted a contact letter (See Appendix I), informing the course
members [ was still looking for more participants. Two weeks later, three additional course
members elected to participate, bringing the total to twelve participants.

When I identified the potential research participants, I read their biographical statements

posted on the course website to determine if they represented a diverse set of cultural conditions
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needed for the study. The twelve participants were from different parts of the world and had a
range of North American educational experienées. To those who were located in Canada, [
~ mailed a consent form to sign with a stamped, self-addressed envelope. Most of them
‘responded within one or two weeks.  One person located outside of Canada asked me to send
him the consent form as an email attachment so he could print it out, sign it, and then scan and
return it by email. For the rest of those who lived outside of Canada, I enclosed postage for
them to return the signed form by regular mail.
3.5.2 Observation Notes of Participant Activities

At the beginning of the 13-week term, the instructors notified their students by email and
in the introduction of the course website that [ would be collecting research data from this
course. A week later [ started to log on to the course website for about thirty minutes to an
hour every day to monitor or “observe” participant ‘activities by reading student and instructor -
_postings on the bulletin board and the archives of the weekly synchronous chat sessions.
Besides reading the content of the postings and chat session transcripts, I also recorded the
length and frequency of postings from each participant and in what manner the pogtings
received responses. | wés especially interested in the tone communicated through the
messages.
3.5.3 Course Computer Mediated vCommunication

Messages posted to the discussion board were digitally archived in the WebCT course

management system. However, only the postings of the participants of this study were
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compiled and downloaded as transcripts for data analysis. Even though asynchronous

communication was usually used as the principle measure for information exchange to avoid

time conflicts among course participants with different schedules or from different time zones,

~synchronous chat sessions in WebCT were scheduled weekly for ten weeks during the course.

Each chat session was compiled by the instructors the following day and saved on the course
website for those who missed the chat sessions to regd. Later I used my observation notes and
these course communication postings tq identify therﬁes and patterns. These themes are
ftlltihef examined and analyzed in Chapter 4 and interpreted in Chapter 5.
3.5.4 Participant Interviews

Participants were initially interviewed by email; for a second round of’iﬁtewiews tén
people were interviewed by telephone and two were interviewéd face-to-face. Email was thé
communication method used most often among the online distance education facu.lty and
learners.  This online course used both WebCT email and the learnérs’ owh personal email
accounts. Most of the participants were either located in areas far from whére I l/ived or were
too busy to schedule a time to‘me‘et. I followed Burke and Miller’s (2001) suggestion‘t'hat for
each iﬁterview, questions should be asked with the same wording and in a prescribed order to
“maintain data reliability and integrity”.

A second round of interviews was conducted by telephone, with the exception of two
interviews that were conducted face-to-face. It was appare‘nt early in the process that duAe to

the lack of nonverbal cues such as gestures and facial expression the email and telephone
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interviews were different from face-to-face interview;. However, I found the telephone

intérviews were not mgch more challenging than face-to-face interviews. This may well have

been because the interviews were carried out after regular corresponde‘nce through email with

the participants and a comfortable relationship had been establishéd. These processes are

described below.

3.5.4.1 Email Interviews

The email interviews proved to be one ;)f the most important sources of iﬁformation for

- this case study. This information yielded important evidence about the participants’ life

experienceé and social relationships associated with their cultural conditions (Yin, 2003).

The email interviews were done individually\and the same questions were used for every
participant.  The initial plan was to send out interview questions at different times or
“episodes” in groups of three or four (Bampton \& Cowton, 2002). However, since many of the
previous email messages did not get prompt responses, I decidéd to send all the email interview
questions to each individual participant instead of posting them on the course website threaded
discussion-forum for the group.

The email interview questions focused on the participants’ learning environment and
‘living conditions such as the physical setting, amount of and use of time, influence of family life,
work, or other aspects of their cultural ways of living that might have affected their soéial
rélationships, or enhanced or limited their preferred ways of learning in the CMC environment.

About half of the participants responded in a week or two, while some did not respond until I
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reminded them a few times. The longest time it took for an email interview to get back to me
was about five weeks.
3.5.4.2 Telephone Interviews '

Based on my observation notes, review of online discussions and emavi.l interview data,
semi-structured questions were generated for the telephone or face-to-face interviews. The
following interview quéstions were ﬁsed as guidelines, but they were adjust¢d as the

conversation went on with each interviewee:

e What was the biggest challenge for you in this online course? Why?

e What strategies did you use to deal with the challenge? |

e How would you describe your preferred learning practice?

e How did you select which postings to read first? Why?

e Can you describe differences you noticed between the education system you had
before and the online course in which you are enrolled?

e Can you describe how your MET online experiences were similar and or different
from your past educational experiences? _

e What do you think of the socializing/mingling space on the course website?. Do
you think such a space is helpful for youf learning?

e Can you tell me why you chose to study in the online program?

e What suggestions would you like to make for an online course (design and delivery)?

A phone recorder was used to connect the telephone to a digital voice recorder in order
to archive the conversati‘ons for later transcription. 1 used prepaid phone cards for long
disfance or international calls and the sound quality Was generally good. I followed Burke and
M‘iller’s (2001) suggestions of testing the equipment be_forehapd to make sure that everything

~worked properly, and setting up interview appointmeﬁts via the phone rather than through email
‘because participants are more responsive to the former method. Due to the busy échedule‘ of

the participants, some of the telephone interviews were postponed a few times. The last
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intefview was carried out at the end of December 2005, when fhc: interviewee’s school term
ended.
© 3.5.4.3 Face-to-face Interviews

Fou; participants indicated that they would prefer to be interviewed face-to-face, but
later twp of them decided to be interviewed by telephone because of their buéy schedules
toward; the end of the -school term. One face-to-face interview was doné in the participant’s
office and the other in a coffee shop of the participant’s choice. The interview conducted in the
office had good recording quality because we were glone, but the background noise in the coffee
shop made it rather difficult to hear the participant and late'.r to transcribe the recording. We
chose a table at the back of the room, which appeared to be quieter than in the front of the coffee
shop. Nevertheless, the digital recording ended up having background noise from the machine
the coffee shop employee used to make drinks. A digital voice recorder was used to record the
conversations an\d, similar to those qarried out by telephone, the interviews generally lasted
between 40 to 60 minutes.
3.6 Data A;alysis

The research data were analyzed to identify participants’ preferred learning practices in
an online learning environment, and how their cultural conditions affected their participation in
the leafning process. As discussed above, the case study data were collected from ﬁultiple
sources including observatién notes, course biography statements, survey questionnaires, email

interviews, telephone interviews or face-to-face interviews. Multiple methods were used to
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code the. data.‘ For example, I read all the transcripts from thé discussion forums and used
“Qpeﬁ coding” (Creswell, 2003) to mark each participant’s postings with 're_gar‘d to the: l‘) kinds
- of Questions they raiséd , 2) how often and when they participated online, 3) if and how fhey
articulated argumen’;s , 4) how they responcied to peer messages ,-and 5) their perspectives and
interpretations of different aspects of the courfse: Later, [ used a “holistic coding” app;roach to
' analyze the interview transcfipts, looking-at the most frequently used kéy words ahd key terms
(i.e.; challenge, vfbrustration, language, backg;ound knowledge, etc.). Using the’_se datal
identiﬁed themes related tQ the research questions and looked fqr relationships to the key
concepts of learning preferences and cultural conditions as fhey emerged from the data and as
they were associated with the literaturé‘reviewed.

Through the research analysis, I interwove _the empirical data with the conceptﬁai and
Vtheoretical ideas discussed in the literature review as a way to examine the contexts of these data
within the broader scope c;f sele&ted research. [ alsQ analyzed the online survey and post'ing
data looking fér what themes emerged while the colleétion 6f other data was still in process..
For examplé, the récording and reading of discussionA postings helped to ‘;:onstruct and modify
questions for Fhe teléphone or face-tb-fabe interviews.

The analysis of quantitative data, for the purpose of generating statisti@ai information,
--was carried out at the end of the course semester, while qualitative data collection started at the

beginning of the course and was ongoing for the duration of the study.
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3.6.1 Quantitative Data Analysis

For the quantitative data analysis, first [ used the participant demographi-c information to
cluster data (Merriam, 1988) using seven social conditions associated with the participanis’
broader cultural ways of living (i.e., English language proficiency, country of birth, age, gender,
geographic location, previous educational background, and online educational life experiences). .
I organized data posted on the CMC website to identify how participants approached their
online learning. I measured the rate and frequency of their postings in the discussion forum
and, examined how they articulated and responded to each other and the instructors as they
participated in synchronous chat sessions and asynchronoﬁs threaded discussions. NVivo 2.0
and Microsoft Excel were used to record the rate and frequency of postings in different
discussion threads for each participant. Excel V\\'as used to sort and cluster participant
demographic information.  The specifics of these data are reported in the Tables and Charts in
the ne;<t chapter that deals with the analytic dimension of this research. -
| 362 Qualitative Data Analysis
The. underlying premise of this research is that course participants’ preferred learning »
" practices are relationally associated with their particular ways of living or their cultural
conditions. Furthermorg, I'expected, based on the previous research identified in my literature
review, that the research participants’ cultu.ral conditions would influence and be inﬂuénced by
th¢ changing multidimensionally and multidirectionally social forces at work in their different

and immediate locale and the macro environments of their societal situations. For example,
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Cathy was a mother who was unable to attend the university to take a face-to-face program and-
also needed to wait until her children were away from home each day until she could participate
online in the course. In light of these cultural conditions she began' to value the vquict time
afforded when her children werevaway from home or when they were asleep so she couldv.
concehtrate on her course studies.

In the next chapter I will discuss the ahalysis of the clustered data around several broad
themes that [ developed in relationship to the key concepts from the literature review. Neuman
(2003) suggests that “[I]n qualitative re.search, ideas and evidence are fnutually interdependent ’;,
and “... [C]ases are not given pre-established empirical units or theoretical categories apart from
data; fhey are defined by data and theory; By analyzing a situation, the fesear,cher organizes
data and applies ideas simultaneously to create or specify a case” (p. 441). =

I realize that this data analysis was only based'on a partial snapshot of the research
pérticipants’ cultural conditions and their learning preferences and that a complete picture of
these life experiences is not poséible (Bhabha, 1994). However, my systematic identiﬁcation
of themes vis supported by an examination of previous research and grounded in the emﬁirical
data I collected éssociated with the research particpants’ engagement in a CMC learning
environment, and how they modified their everyday living conditions to optimize; their lgérning.

In this way I have been able to identify strategies research participants employed to accept,

resist, and oppose particular course demands.

1 also analyzed these data to identify communication patterns employed by research
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participants. I coded the transcripts of discussion postings, email interviews, telephone

interviews, (one telephone interview was conducted in Chinese at the interviewee’s choice and I

translated the transcfiption into English before the data was analyzed), and face-to-face

interviews (Gunawardena, et al., 2002) using Transana 2.1, a free qualitative analysis software

-package for video and audio data. Next, NVivo 2.0 was used to assist with the coding

processes. Then I examined the discussion posting; in two steps.  The first step was toi
identify the number and frequency of postings from participants to find out if there was a
significant difference between native and non-native speakers of English. The second step was
to ahalyze the content of the postings to identify and examine inquiry étrategies research

participants used in their online participation. These inquiry strategies included: 1) how they

modified their life experiences to complete course assignments, 2) how they modified their

course assignments because of certain life experiences, 3) how they articulated arguments, 4)

how they responded to peer messages, 5) the level of formality in their language use, and 6)

N

what their perspectives and interpretations were of the course CMC design. The synchronous
chats were differ'ent from asynchronous discussions in that the tone of the responses was
generally more informal. Instructors encouraged the students to use abbreviations for
efficiency. Therefore the synchronous chat session transcripts were not analyzed in the same
way as the asynchronous discussion transcripts. The synchronous transcripts were mainly
examined in terms of participant attendance, the flow of the conversativons, and the ways

participants communicated with others in the discussions.
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The interviews were carried out to obtain a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of the
participants’ learning preferences and cultural conditions and how they recognized and
understood their learning in the online CMC envirqnment. The analySis of the interview data
was used to check and elaborate upoh themes that emerged from the analysis of online postings
more specifically and .also brought a deeper understanding of the issues related to the learners’
cultural conditions, which affected their preferred learning practice. The email interview data
. explored the participants’ learning conditions including physical setting, amount of and use of
time, inﬂuence of family life, work, or other aspects of their social encounters and interactions,
how these cultural conditions enhanced or restricted their ability to learn, and the Wéys that they
modified their ways of living to enhance their preferred .learning practices in an online
environment. Some participants provided a detailed descriétion, while others offe';ed limited
information that was hardly rhore than What was found in their biography statements posted on
the course website at the beginning of the course. |

All of these data were categorized into a set of sub-questions or themes which were
organized to address the overall research objectives.

e How does CMC provide a common space for participants to share ideas and-

negiotiate meaning?

¢ How did participants avoid or r‘esolve conflicts or misunderstandings caused by

different cultural conditions of those who were involved in thé CMC?

e What were the cultural conditions associated with the participants’ living situations?

56




0 How was lgarning affected by different aspects of human social categories such as
language, age, gender, ethnicity, education, socio-ecc.)nomicial status, etc.?

e  What were the learning strategies used to modify the participants’ cultural conditions
in Qrdcr to subpprt their learning preferences?

e What were the cultural conditions that proved to be insurmountable and why?

A discussion of these sub-questions is described in greater detail in the next chapter.

/
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
: This chapter describes and ana{yzes the research data. 1 investigated how the
: vpartiéipantsf cultural conditions influenced their preferred learning practices in a CMC
* environment. The research shows that a learner’s preferred learning practices in an online
‘ éﬁvironment are influenced by his or her‘cultural conditions. I analyzed the findings lby
clﬁstering or organizing them around issues of time, sﬁacé, change,‘c_onv,enience, flexibility and
support, and control that. emefged from the investigation of the partiéipanfs’ preferred learning
: practiceé and cultural conditions. ~ These are discussed in terms of the two main research
objectives: 1) What are the rela’cionshipé between the learners' cultural conditions and their |
| preferred\ learning pfactices? and.Z) How do a learner’s cultural conditiohs limit or extend hi§ or
her participation in online.distance edugation course_é? In this chaptqr; I discuss each research
6bjective starting with an introduction followed by several sub-questions'that probe deepef into
the details and relationships among the daté collecféd. Drawing from this analysis I offer an
interpretation of the research findings.
4.1 Introduction to Re‘search bbjective #1
In this section, I discués the first reséarch objective about relationships between the
- research participants’ cultural condition;s. and their preferred leaminé pracfi’geé. - The research
participants’ cultural conditions include their pajrtiéular ways of living that .iriﬂu‘enced their
participation in an online distance‘education CMC learning envirqnment. Fo r this study I
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fdcused on two locations because of access to technology (i.e., home and work ehviromhents),
and four particular social categories: age, gender, educational experiences, and English language
proficiency. Preferred learning practices are the chosen ways that participants engage in
course assignments, online activities, and communication to acquire knowledge. These practices
were p'referred because the participants believed that in émpioying them, the tasks would be

~ more easily or more effectively accomplished, or more readily avqided. I used the following
sub-questions to help collect research data as a means to analyze this research objec;ive:

e  Who were the research participants?

e What were the cultural conditions associated with the participants’ living situations?

o How was learning affected by different aspects of human social categories such as
age, gender, previous education, and English languagé proficiency?

e What was the extent of learner participation in the course?

e What learning strategies were used by the participants to modify their social and
cultural conditions in order to support their learning preferences, or to avoid or
resolve conflicts or mi'sunderstandings.caused by different cultural conditions?

4.1.1 Profile of'ParticipantS

In Table 4.1, I summarize the biographical profile information of each participant

organized by name, gender, age, online learning experience, English language proficiency,

educational background, life experiences in North America, and Internet access. Twelve

participants (nine females and three males) took part in this study. For ten of the twelve




participants, this was their first post-graduate degree. . Two female students had Master’s

degrees prior to taking the course: one was working on a second Master’s while the other on a

certificate. Seven participants were in the age range between 30-39, two were between 40-49,

th“were between 20-29, and one was over 50 years of age. Eleven participants had taken

three or more online courses and this was the first online course for only one participant.

Eleven of them had high-speed access technology to the Internet from home through either

ADSL or a cable connection. Four participants had moved to North America more than ten

years ago, four were born and grew up in North America, one had never lived in North America,

two had lived in North America for less than three years, and one had lived in North America

between three and ten years. Five participants were native speakers of English and the rest had

varying degrees of English language experiences. A brief narrative is provided below that

describes these factors for each participant.

Table 4.1 Profile of Research Participants.

Age' Online learning ‘English language Previous North American  Internet
Name Gender ! ’
Range experience proficiency Education Experiences Access
Agnes Female 30-39 3 or more online . Non-native speaker First Came to North ADSL/
' courses but . has been using  post-graduate America ten or Cable
‘ English since grade degree more years agé
2
Cathy Female 30-39 - 3 or more online Native speaker First Was born and ADSL/
courses post-graduate grew up in North  Cable
degree America
Jerry Male 40-49 3 ormore Spoke English First Came to North ADSL/
. online courses among other post-graduate America 10 or Cabl§

languages back in

home country

degree

more years ago
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Karen Female 30-39 3 or more online Native speaker She has a Was born and ADSL/
;:ourses Master’s and grewup in North ~ Cable
this course was America
for a certificate
Masahiro  Male 30-39 3 ormore online Non-native speaker, First Has never lived ADSL/
courses studied English since  post-graduate in North America  Cable
junior high school degree
Mitra Female 20-29 First online Non-native speaker First Has lived in ADSL/
course but has been using post-graduate North America Cable
English since degree for less than 3
secondary school ' years
Nancy Female 30-39 3 or more online Non-native speaker First Came to North ADSL/
courses but has been using post-graduate America 10 or Cable
English since .degree more years ago
secondary school
Paree Female.  30-39 3 or more online Non-native speaker First Came to North ADSL/ .
" courses but English was her post-graduate America about 8 Cable
major in degree years ago
college/university
Ping Female 30-39 3 or more online Started to use ~ This is her Has lived in ADSL/
courses English for academic  second North America Cable
_ purposes since she post-graduate for less than 3
came to Canada degree years
Sali . Female 20-29 3 or more online Native speaker First Came to North ADSL/C
courses post-graduate America 10 or able
degree - more years ago
Steve Male 50+ 3 or more online Native épeake} First Was born and ADSL/
courses post-graduate grewup in North  Cable
degree America
Wendy 40-49 3 or more online Native speaker First Was born and Dial-up

Female

courses

post-graduate

degree

grew up in North -

America

-Agnes. Agnes (female, age range 30-39) had taken three or more online coufses before this one

and so was relatively experienced in the online learning environment. She was born in Korea

and her first language was Korean, but she had been using English since grade 2. This online
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gréduate program was her first post-graduate degree. She éame to North America more than
ten years ago and worked as an interpreting services coordinator for deaf and hard-of-hearing
students at a community college in British Columbia. She called hersélf a
technology-challenged administrator’ but was ready to face these. concerns by enrolling in an
online graduate program. Her access to the Internet from hbme was through an ADSL/cable

~ connection.

Cathy. Cathy (female, age range 30-39) had taken three or more online courses before this one.
English was her native language and this online graduate program was her first post-graduate
program‘( She was born and grew up in Canada and lived with her husband, her 8-year-old son
and her 5-year-old daughter in British Columbia. She traveled a lot and had emigrated twice | -
(Australia and Frahcc). She had worked the last 13 yéars in adult education in college and |
school board continuing education departments where she had taught adult ESL and literacy,
designed courses, learning materials, and assessmenté, and planned and e?aluated programs. .
Her profesgional interests lay in instfuctional design and project management. She was also a
writer and editor. She had a BA in International Relations and a Diploma in Education in TESL.
Her connection to the Interﬁet from home was through ADSL/cable.

~Jerry. Jerry (male, age range 40-49) had taken three or more online courses before this one.

He was born in the Philippines and he spoke Chinese (Fujian dialect), English, and Tagalog at
home before he got married. This online graduate program was his first post-graduate degree.

He came to North America more than ten years ago. He taught English as a Second Language
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(ESL) and Bu;sines,s English at a community callege inBritish Columbia.‘ He also taught fhe
TESOL Diploma e‘lecti-ve. “Introduction to Computea Assisted Language Leamirig for ESL
Instructors”‘ at his college. His connection to the internet from home was through
ADSL/cable.

Karen. Karen (female, aga range 30-39) had taken three or more online‘courses before this one.
English was her native language.. She had a MFA in Creaiive Wr{ting. She was taking this
course as part af a caﬁiﬁcate progran.l.. She was born and gréw up in the USA. She had worked
primarily as a teacher of TEFL, literature, and writing for the past sixteen years, but in addition
she had worked as a poet, researcher, garderier, assistant permissions and ac’quisitioné editor,
translator, overseas and summer program coordinator, writer-in-residence, and as an appréntice
in bonsai and tile making. She had lived in Minnesota, Malta, Shiga, Kyoto, Alabama, Chiba,
Tokya, Detroit, and Hokkaido. ~She lived with her hasbanci and 3;year-old son. Her connection
to the Internet from home was through A'DSL/cablbe'. |

'Masahilfo. Masahiro (?nale, age range 30-39) had taken three or more online courses before this
one. His first language Was Japanese, but he had studied English for 12 years at achool sinpe
junior high‘school in order to pass different exams. In addition he studied English for iO years
on hisown. He had never lived in a forveign country, but his wife was Canadian and they spoke
English at home. This online graduate program was his first post-graduate degree. He lived
in thé southe'fn part of Japan and taught at a technical high school for ten years. His previous

career was as an electronics circuit designer for the Akey parts of televisions (Tuner, FBT, etc ).
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He had a Bachelor.of Electronics. He used to teach electronics at the high school, buf ndw he
also taught computer-related courses. He had an 8-year-old daughter and a 4-year-old son.
His wife started her own English convérsation school at the beginning of April this year after

- the 11 years of work for high school as an English teacher. His connection to the Internet from
home was through ADSL/cable.

Mitra. Mitra (female, age range 30-39). This was her first online course. She was born in Iran
aﬁd Pefsian was her first Iénguage‘, but she had been using English since sécondary school.

She had lived in North America for fewer than three years. At t'he time of the study she was’
pursuing her MA degree at the university where this study was conducted. She had an
undergraduate degree in Computer Engineering and worked as a web developer for two years
before starting a teaching career. Her research interest was in the area of technology-enhanced
educational cémmunities of practice. Her connection to the Internet from hofne was through
ADSL/cable.

Nancy. Nancy (female, age range 30-39) had taken three or more online qourSes before this one.
She was born in Hong Kong and Chinese (Cantonese) was her first language, but she had. been
using English since secondary school. This online graduate program wasl her first
post.-graduate degree. She came to Canada ten or more years ago. She had taught for six
years at an elerﬁentary school as an ESL teacher, at_eacher-librarian, and a classroom teacher.

She had a Bachelor of Science and a Bachelor of Education and lived with her huéband in

British Columbia. She liked jogging, playing badminton, working in her garden and looking
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for new ‘Fech gadgets. Her connection to the Internet' from home was through ADSL/cable.
Paree. Paree (female, age range 30-39) had taken three or more online courses before this one.
She was born in Iran and Persian was her first lgnguage, but English was her major in
college/university. This online graduate program was her ﬁrSt post-graduate degree. She
came to Canada about 8 years ago. She lived in Vanf:ouver, British Columbia. At the time of
the study, she was a development support specialist at va university. She had been working in
the Instructional Desigﬁ and Research Group for the past five years, during which time she had
constantly upgraded her skills through edu'catio.n and training, as well as personal ekploration.
She designed and developed online courses, and also trained staff and faculties using WebCT
and other programs. She was interested in instructional désign and elearning, and how to
improve the quality and accessibility of online courses.  She liked learning how to make
elearning more interactive and fun and how to integrate technology into the curriculum
eﬁ'cc’tiyely. * She had a 13-year-old daughter and enjoyed speﬁding time with he.r. Her hobbies
were hiking, walking, reading and swimming. Her connection to the Internet from home was
through ADSL/cable.

Ping. Ping (female, age range’ 30-39) had taken three or more online courses before this one.
She was born in China ‘and Chinese (Mandarin) was her first language. . She started to use
English for academic purposes since she came to Canada. This online graduate program was
her second post-graduate degr¢e. She had lived in Canada for up to three years. ~She had been

an instructor in a Radio and TV University in China after she obtained her Master of Computer
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Science degree nine years.ago. She was in Vgncouver with her son during the semester and
went baék toA China the last week of the semester. Her conngctiori to the Internet from home -
was through ADSL/cable. |

Sali. Sali (female, age range‘_20-29) had taken thfee_or more online courses before thié'one.

She was. bprn in the Philippines and she claimed English to be her _ngtive language. ‘AThis
online graduate program was her first post-graduate degree. She came to North America ten or
more yeér\s ago. She worked at UCLA in the Systems Departmeﬁt of Undergra(.iuate.
Admissions as a Technical Writer/Analyst. .She was born 1n Manila, Philippines but moved
around qﬁite alot as achild. She had attended schéols in San Franciscé, Santa Monica, CA,
Richmond, BC, Vancouver, BC and Manila, Philippings. For the last four yeafs, she‘h.a‘d l_i\:{éd
and worked in Los Angeles. In her spare time, she enjoyed reéding, béing outdoors,_ playing '
sports, and doing yoga and Pilates. Her ‘connéction to the Internet from home was through ‘
ADSL/cable.

Steve. Ste've (male, age range 50 plus) had taken thrée or more inine courses before this one.

- English was his native language.  This online graduate program was his first pést-g.radﬁate‘
degree;'He was born and grew up in Caﬁada and the USA. He taughf at an elementary school
built on an isthmué 100 years ago. He had‘taught since 1990, and he was in busiﬂesg :w‘ith'his
 father fof many years béfofe ‘that,. .an'd'before their business venture he'wasl an employee with
Fisheries and Oceans Canada. _Hé was married and his wife was from a Spanish-speal;ing,

country. | His connection to the Internet:frqm home was through ADSL/cable.
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Wendy. Wendy (female, age range 40-49) had taken three or more online courses before this
one. English was her native language. This online graduate program was her first
post-graduate degrée. She was born and grew up in Canada. She was a seéondary Humanities
 teacher who taught English, Social Studies, Law, Psychology, BC First Nation's 12, Career and
Personal Planning and also worked as an ICT Mentor at her school. Her connection to the
Internet from home was through telephone line dial-up service.
4.1.2 Learning Practices Associated with the Participants’ Living Situations

Depending on their living situations, the paﬁicipants engaged with various leaming
j practicés for their online léarﬁing either at home or at their place of employment.
4.1.2.1 Access to Technologies

In this sthdy, most students used broadband to connect to the Internet from Work, home,
or both. I was surprised to learn during the study that some research participants had limited
access to technology, especially the Internet, while others had access to a wide range of
technological devices. For example, Steve had Internet access using a desktop computer,

laptop computer, Palm Pilot, and cell phone. He said:

I use a desktop located in a quiet corner of our kitchen, or a laptop that has wireless. 1
don’t find it interferes with family too much, nor do they interfere with my learning.
I’'m pretty disciplined so that family times are protected and yet I am “available” for
comments and communication while I need to work. I use a Palm Pilot and cell phone,
both Internet-abled, but I choose not to use them for learning. My Palm is limited to
scheduling and addresses, with a couple games for times I am waltmg or stuck with
nothing to do. (Steve; Telephone mterVIew)

The majority of research participants, however, only had Internet access either from
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home or work. Wehdy had access to the course at work, but d1d not have time to engage in
online learning at her workplace. She lived in a rural area in western Canada, and used dial-up
to access the Internet from home. Broadband was not available in her home.location. Each
participant’s living situation was unique; however, fhere was some commoﬁality across both the
temporal and spatial dimensions of their living situations as we.ll as the social relationships that
influenced these dimensions on a regular basis.
4.1.2.2 Study Anytime aﬁd Anywhere

CMC learning environments offered the research participants the convenience of
studying anytime and anywhere. Cathy pointed ouf that she enrolled in the online program
because of the ease of attending class and studying course conteht without having to attend the

university. She was interested in having greater control over certain factors associated with the

" scheduled course time and location. She said,

In this Master's program you can take two courses outside of the program, so my two
elective courses I actually did in a face-to-face environment. It was very stressful for
my family, making sure we had child care, and [ had a car, rlishing here, rushing home,
rushing back, you know, that kind of thing.  So just at this time of my life, it's very
convenient to take an online course. (Cathy; Telephone interview)

Convenience as a motivating factor was also reflected in the comments of other
participants who stated that they appreciated the flexibility of studying the online distance
education course material whenever they had time and wherever they could. Agnes stated,

“The bigge.st challenge is just finding the time to study. 'There's always a time issue with a

family. So that's just the rule of the game.” Agnes viewed time and location as closely




connected with her particular cultural conditions. When I asked her why she enrolled in an

online course she stated,

I had no other options. Unless I win the lotto and I've got a lot of extra cash in my
account and I can eat off of that. 1 need to work. Because I live in [Name of place] it
takes me at least three hours to drive down there [the university], and another three to
drive back, and [ don't have that time. (Agnes; Telephone interview)

Similarly, Paree pointed out that, because of her busy schedule, she studied whenever

" she got time:

For example I study at my breaks and lunchtime at work or when my daughter is
sleep[ing] at home. My study hours start mostly at night after 8 or 9 pm and [ am up
until 1 a.m. most of the days. Working full-time and taking two courses each term have
been really challenging and I just want to finish the program as soon as possible. (Paree;
Email interview) ’

Wendy used multi-tasking as a strategy to cope with the slow uploading and
downloading speed that was caused by her narrow-band Internet connection from home. She

said,

...in a way the dial-up is really painful, but in a lot of ways I think it was helpful, because
[ was trying to multi-task. .. I guess multi-tasking and also organization. I put myself
on not a very flexible schedule. Every day I did computer work for a certain amount of
‘times. Certain days [ did no computer work; I just read, and I use a lot of hard copies.
(Wendy; Telephone interview)

Steve, an elementary school teacher, studied in-between home and at work. He stated,

Most of my learning online occurs between school (about 10-45 minutes a day) and
home (about 30 minutes a day). In general, I prioritize aspects of my life so that
learning comes after family and relationships. If anything, my learning interferes with
them, although my wife is helpful to alert me to that fact. (Steve; Telephone interview)

Steve’s living situation or cultural conditions set the parameters for when and how much

time is available each week for his academic learning. In order to gain some control over these
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factors Steve established time to legm when he is finished with work but before he goes home.
He said, “Most of my online learning relates to my job as a teacher. From time to time I §nj6y
the instant access to knowledge when visiting friends and a question comes up that a quick
Googlg can answer.” (Steve, Email interview) Steve believed that it was acceptable to use time
at work because\ the online course and h'is learning weére closely related to his job as a teacher.
Of course not all} participants recognized time and location (space) as critical factqrs.
Nancy said, “I try to do my work during weekdays, wgek ni’ghts, at home. I do log on ét work

once in a while, but usually just read a discussion or something I needed to read.” But she

added,

For me there's no time issue. I pretty much go to the course website every night. - I
usually spend an hour each night, just to read through the discussions, and I can read
some course materials at work.  Sometimes I spend two hours or so.  So time and
space are not a problem. (Nancy; Face-to-face interview)

4.1.2.3 Study Mostly at Home
Several of the participants discussed the convenience of having computer access at home.

Wendy said,

The online Master’s program and family worked well together. Because I was studying
in my home, I did not need to leave for extended periods of time for ‘campus’
requirements.  Although very busy, and although my family was required to take more
active control over creating meals, housework etc... I was still able to be there. (Wendy;
Telephone interview)

Cathy completed most of her online learning tasks in the comfort of her family room. ‘

Because she did not have access to computers at work, she was limited to studying at home.

She gave a quite detailed description of the physical setting at home where she studied:




Most of the time I work from my desk, which is in the family room. This room is
shared by my children and husband and it is also a pass-through between the front and
the back, meaning there is no door that I can close to shut out the rest of the world. It
contains my desk, my husband’s desk that he uses to login to work if he’s working from
home or if he has to work in the evenings, a table for the children to draw or make things,
a couch, bookshelves, and a stereo. ...I try to do most of my schoolwork during the day
when my children are in school but this doesn’t always work out. When projects and
papers are close to being due, I work as much as I have to, including all the times my
family is home too. 1 have tried as much as possible to limit the influence of my family
life on my studies as well as my studies on my family life. My children understand that
I am sfudying and “doing my homework” but they are only 5 and 8. (Cathy; Telephone-
interview) '

The physical proximity of Cathy’s course study area to her husband and children’s living
space made it more difficult for her to control her study habits, especially when the family was
home. This location worked well for reading or researching, and the asynchronous tasks
a!lowed her to communicate in the discussion forum while her children were around. But it
was hard for her to concentrate when she needed a quiet learning environment to think, when
she engaged in real time chatting with her project groups, or for the weekly synchror;{ous chat

" sessions. Cathy said,

- For most tasks (reading and researching, reading and respondihg to regular forums,
technical stuff), [ am able to work and have them around me at the same time, except for
any “original thinking” or “composing” types of tasks. For those kinds of tasks,
including difficult forum posts and assignments, [ need absolute silence and no
interruptions. Because of the asynchronous format,II am able to participate and be
interrupted constantly by my children at the same time. The only significant difficulty I
have had is when I have had real time chats with groups or a class and my children also
need my attention and my husband isn’t home. Those times are extremely stressful
because of the speed of chat communications and because, unlike f2f, I cannot listen to
what’s going on in the chat at the same time as my kids are speaking to me. Videos of
their favorite films have become a convenient babysitter during those times. (Cathy;

Email interview)




Cathy frankly discusséd the extt;eme stress:on ﬁer family life created by ceﬁain tasks assoéiated »
with sqme CMC tasks (i.e., chats). In this ‘situétion Cathy had to deéide and balance the value
of participating in the required course aésignments at home, while her children needed her
attention. How participants ascribe value to these situations is another important factc}r'to‘
which I will return later.

" Masahiro taught in a priAvate high school in Japaﬁ. Besides a hea;/y workload, he also
had many commitments with different committees at the school and after-school activities for
student interest groups. Most of his online studying took place at home during the eyenihg.

In our conversation, Masahiro described the impact of his cultural conditions on his learning:

the only time I’m able to spend for my study is limited to night time (often from 10:00
pm - 2:00 am), weekends and holidays. I study for about 3-4 hours every night during
“weekdays and 4 to 15 hours during my days off. Of course, the number of hours I

- study depends on the due date for course assignments. [ 'leave for school at seven in the
morning and rarely get home before seven at night because the after-school club doesn’t
finish until 6:00. Once every month, I have a school meeting on Saturday. It is
difficult to make time for my Master’s study during workmg hours. (Masahlro
Telephone interview)

For some participants, their home_s were sanctuaries away from the hustle of daily work
life. Jerry completed most of his online learning in a basement office (Jerry, Email intérvie’w).
Nancy and Sali do not have children and they had quiet places at home where they could do

their online learning tasks. Nancy said,

['usually work on my course materials in the study at home. We have a Shaw Cable
high-speed Internet connection and I usually work on my desktop. The study is usually
quiet and my husband and I share the space. * The room is large enough to hold two

desks so we have plenty of space. I sometimes work at my work place (in - an

elementary school) on networked computers. (Nancy; Email interview)
) \




Sali gave the following description of her workstation at home where she did her online

learning tasks:

I set up a computer station upstairs in my home. [ pfinted out all course outlines and

kept them in binders beside my work station. T also had a bookshelf where all related
materials, texts, pdf’s etc were collected and stored. I do most of my studying in my -
room where [ have my computer set up in the corner. (Sali; Email interview)

Studying at home does not guarantee a safe haven away from distractions in order to use
CMC to learn course content.  As was expected, each participant’s unique lifestyle contributed
to a diverse number of factors associated with their unique cultural conditions. Family size
(number of family members), family composition (adult student, spouse, children’s age range),
and the computer location (private, setﬁi-private, public work spaces) were some of the most-
often cited factors for how one’s cultural conditions might affect learning when using CMC
within any home location to study course information or to participate in online distance
education course assignménts.
4.1.2.4 Family Support

Closely related to studying at home is how well supported research participants were by
their families. While family obligations took a lot of the time and energy of the participants,
family support played a very important role for the success of their online learning. Cathy said,
“My husband is very supportive and we plan weekends around whether or not I will be tied to
the computer. He also tries to keep the kids busy and takes them out so I can have some quiet.”

(Cathy; Telephone interview). A supportive partner made it much easier for some research
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participants to participate in an online learning environment at home. Strong spousal support
and flexibility also offered some participants the reassurance that the time they spent on
completing course assignments would not disrupt their otherwise-steady social relations. Nancy

commented,

We don’t have any children and my husband is quite flexible. He would entertain
himself if I am busy with the course work. I-tend to procrastinate © when I have an
assignment due so all family- activities will be stopped for a couple days before the
assignment due date. I would say there has been little disruption to my family life.
(Nancy; Email interview) ‘ '

Jerry affirmed this point of view stating, “I couldn’t have completed the program without

the support of my wife” (Jerry; Email intervieW). Steve also commented that,

On occasions, I have taken my laptop to do research or work online while family
members have been busy at some activity. Apart from this, as mentioned, social
relationships (especially family) come first. © When under pressure for work, my family
understands and I will limit other social engagements in order to work, but it is the
exception. During these times, I will use the laptop and work somewhere in the home.
(Steve; Email interview)

Wendy thought that engaging in online leafning at home was mutually beneficial for

herself and her teenage children. She said, -

A huge bonus of doing the online program at home was that my teen age children were
able to observe the time and effort required to complete a post secondary program.
Seeing their parent model focused and sustained educational upgrading has had a huge
impact on how they perceive their own educational agendas. I tried to engage my
children as much as possible, both by sharing my studies (often student-centred and
specific to their ages) and asking their opinions on topics under discussion.  As well,
they were of invaluable assistance on many of the technical aspects of computer based
learning. ... The degree was never something isolated and what ‘I’ was doing. It was
treated as a joint effort by everyone in our home. (Wendy; Email interview)

By asking her children for technical support and by modeling for her children the value of
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_ life-long learning, Wendy believed that her cultural conditions did not only affect her learning,
bﬁt her prefer‘réd way of learning (online and in her home) directly influenced her children and
their ways of living.
4.1.2.5 Study at Work

While most people studied at home after work, a few used their work situations to
complete their online learning tasks. The mgjor reason for choosing to study at work v;/as access

to technology and fewer distractions than at home. Karen said,

I study while I am at work, because I am a mother, and there is no way I can study when
my kid is near me. [He is] three years old. I am kind of blessed because I have my™ -
own office and I only teach 6 ninety-minute classes a week, so if I organize myself well,
[ have a good three hours or so a day to study for my online class. (Karen; Telephone
interview)

Masahiro relied on the support of colleagues at his workplace. He said,

Actually I need people's understanding of my situation to make more time, especially
working is difficult to schedule for [the] online course. I work for a high school, and

~ the principal and the colleagues they understand my situation as well. ~So that's really
helpful. (Masahiro; Telephone interview) '

~ On the other hand, Sali said that she heeded to change her work schedule in order to

have enough time to satisfactorily complete all of the course assignments. She said,

I think in the beginning I was really trying to manage my time. Like once I realized
how much time it would take, then I had to change my work schedule a little bit to
accommodate school better.  Originally I thought you know working full-time just
being able to study maybe in the evenings or on the weekends would be enough, but it
was hard because I think a lot of people they just work part-time or they do a lot of
postings like a day so [it’s] hard to keep up. (Sali; Telephone interview)

Jerry echoed the sentiment of many of the research participants when he said, “Since I'm

75




corﬁmittéd to work, I found it almost impossiblé to maximize my:learnjing when I’'m working
fﬁll time” (Jerry, Email interview).

Most of the research particiioants studied‘at h'ome‘and‘not af work becauge of tirﬁe
management issue‘s even though access to technologieé was better at their place of empioyment.
Research particip‘antis were more concerned with their ability to control ‘their oWn daily

schedule.
4.1.3 Learning Practices and Human Social Categories

Besides the location that research participants engaged in CMC learning e.xperiences,
several other cultural ‘conditiqr}s were brought férward in the interviews associated with human
social category systems. Thesé include age, ‘gendef, education, and English language
proﬁciency. While thes‘esocial categofy systems are not representétive of all possil;ilities they
ére also not mutually exclusive. .I will discuss them separately b@iow in order to focus on

‘;‘,peciﬁc relations connected with each and with the iparticibpan.ts’ pref_err@d learning practices. ;.
_ 4.1.3.1 Age

Age played arole ina résearch participanﬁ’s preferred leérning practice. Among the
research participahts, those who had £o strugglé with new forms of feéﬁpolo"gy or ways of,
communication were usually those who were in their 465 or‘older.’ . For example, Steve Was in his
SOS? and although he used new technologies such as the Internet, céll phone and PDA in his .
everyday life, he preférred to commulni(.:ate by telephone‘.b Despitev‘having to pay long disian'c.é

charges, he was prepared to do this, especially when he experienced difficulties in course readings

or assignments and wanted to discuss them with peers. He thought that WebCT was clumsy and
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" were more likely to find:it hard to get accustomed to the use of a constructivist teaching

said that he would prefer to pay $50 for the telephone company to set up a conference call but it

did not work out (Steve, telephone interview). The literature indicates that younger pedple tend

to find online communication more convenient while older people are more likely to choose

traditional techndlogy as é'communication method (Chyi & Lasorsa, 1999; Thayer &‘Ray,
2006). |

Jerry was in his 40s and he thought the synchronous chat was hard fqr "older people" who
"are not MSN or Yahoo Messenger experts", andk"do not know shorthand for chat" (Jerry, | |
telebhone interview). He recalled that once he and some other course members were discussing .
their group project online and fQund it hard to communiqate their ideas. It happened that all of
them lived in the same area, so they made arrangements to meet face-to-face and he thoughf that
was more enjoyable and effective. Kar;:n had taken an online course prior to this. online graduate
prdgram;' she quit after two weeks because she felt the content was not interesting and the

language used for the course material was not appropriate for her age. She said,

it was trying to be kind of like this MTV hip sort of language. You know [ am 39 so |
didn't find it very interesting. [ felt it was like speaking with 18, 19-year olds. I just
found it was not only dull, but kind of dumbed down to the point where it wasn't useful.
(Karen, telephone interview)

‘She also found it hard to use the Shorthand language during chat sessions, so she had to "punch the

keys like mad" (Karen, telephone interview).
Another phenomenon that drew my attention regarding age and learning preference was

that, among those who had their previous education in North America, those in their 40s or older.
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methodology. They preferred and valued a correct answer to a question from the instructors.

Jerry said that,

I prefer to listen to what the professor says, because [ am a very slow reader and struggle
when I read, and I prefer to'learn from professors, not to learn from peers. So. that puts
a lot of conflicts with social constructivism learning approach exp11c1tly taken by {the
university]. (Jerry, telephone interview) ‘

In my review of literature; past researqh shows’that online cémmunicati'on isin sOme. ways
different from traditional wéys of communicafion in tems of the use of langugge, such aé
shorthand, informality, capita.llization, and netiquette. Yoﬁnger people appear to adapi mor\e
easily than older ones to the requivren'ients'and attributes of online communication.

'4.1.3.5 Gender

Rf:search participants were not asked if they had children, but two male and ﬁVe female

participants volunteered that they were married with children, and that their family commitments
increased the difficulties in ﬁnding enough time and a location t§ pefform their onlin¢ learning
tasks. Because of the signiﬁcantly differen‘_c sizes of gender groups (three males and ﬁine
females), and"the relatively small sample size of the study, it would be difﬁcult to draw a
conclusion about gc;nder difference in terms of online learning. However, based on the interview
data, I can séy that female students, especially those with young children, had more challeﬁges

- with performing their online learning tasks at‘ home. _Sofne ‘f‘"emale participants also commeﬁted

that they found it challenging or ovefwhelming to deal with multiple forms of communication
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while trying to study. Conversely, some male participants suggested that they would like to see
more communication channels or multi‘media employed for the delivery of the online course.

_ Data from observation notes showed that the male participants posted more messages in
the socializing/mingling space than their female counterparts. Most of the courSe members’
postings relate.d to the ceurse materials or activities; however, male students much more often
than female students also posted jokes or other messages not closely related to the course content.
Many participants said during the interviews that they vieQed the socializing/mingling space as a
pub or café. The male participants used it as a place to relax (e.g., Jerry posted quite a number of
jokes he fead on the Internet in this space and got responses mostly from other male students in
the class) while female participants visited the site to post information about upcoming
conferences or to seek information that might be related to course activities. For example, Paree
said she did not go to pubs in real life. She preferred not to spend time in the
socializing/mingling space that was not really associated with the course. She only went there to
post information related to her online learning or to share relevant news with the class.
4.1.3.3 Previous Educational Experiences

Participants in this research had a wide variety of previous educational experiences.
Data about the participants’ previous educational experiences provided insight into their
preferred learning practices and an educational context of their cultural conditions. I focused

on whether their previous education was received outside of North America or had occurred

within North America because the course they had enrolled in was offered through a North




American university. [ assumed that their preferred learning would also be affected by

whether they had learning experiences in an online environment or if they had previously

experienced courses that were organized around a constructivist curriculum.

Paree was educated in Iran, India, Canada, and the USA. She found that the major

difference in education systems is that those in North America are more enjoyable, and those in

Iran and India are “harder”. She preferred the North American education system:

We don't have fun in Iran and India, I would say. In teaching and learning, there was
-no fun. It was like this is what you have to learn, and you have to do it. You don't

expect a course to be enjoyable. You don't enjoy. I would say that it's mostly trying
to pass it and get your degree. It was harder, I would say, maybe because of the lack of
fun. (Paree; Telephone interview)

Paree had taken some online training courses before enrolling in this graduate level

online program. She found the online learning community more engaging than a face-to-face

class:

[ found the online course more engaging. [ was feeling that community of learning,

like you feel you are among youf group. Youdon't feel you are doing it on your own
and you are isolated. When I log in to my courses, after knowing a few people, even
when I try to respond to them, if I've seen their pictures I feel 1 can see the person ... it's .
a nice feeling. Especially when I am studying after midnight sometimes that gives you
the hope to continue, to read or respond to their postings, so that would b'e\the difference.
(Paree; Telephone interview)

Jerry received his post secondary education in Canada and he thought the face-to-face

teaching and learning in Canada were similar to what he had experienced in high school in the

Philippines. But his perspective of his online course experiences was different. He said,

The education system I experienced in high school in Philippines, basically you learn
from the teacher. When I came to Canada, it's still the teacher teaches you. So my
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expectation was that the instructor would teach or instruct. I found that the online
courses I took there is too much on social constructivism approach. ...It's good to learn
from each other, but how about the professor [who] has years and years of experience
and learning and the background knowledge we don't have. (Jerry; Telephone interview)

Jerry eduated a constructivist approach to leamingfrorﬁ peers, but also related it to
instructors not sharing their “years of experience” with the students. As students in the course,
the research participants were asked by instructors to take responsibility for their learning.
Agnes had a double rhajor in.Business and English for her Bachelor’s degree. She said that for
her English courses, students were always told on what t(; focus. When she first came to this
online program, shé found it hard to find a focus for her assignments. However, after a few
courses, she got used to this method of learning in which students were provided more freedom

to choose their own fopics that interested them:

Here they give you theoretical material, and it's very, very abstract, very broadly based
theoretical whatever, and then they go “OK, you find your area of interest and you come
back and then you look at the final project.” That's totally different from what you
were previously doing. It's amazing, we have animation, we have film, we have
interviews, we have essays, we have... Sometimes, | mean there's a few that you can tell
what line of thought there was about, but it's just such a vafiety of what people can
actually decide that they're going to focus on. I think that's what constructivism is
about. Yeah, that's what I'm getting used to because I was more used to being told what
has to be based on. (Agnes; Telephone interview)

Cafhy and Nancy both found that in online courses, instructors did not play‘the role c;f
authority; rather, they worked more as facilitators and selddm gave definite answers as what was
right and what was wrong. Cathy and Nancy indicated they were still trying to get used to the
online learning environment, in which instfu_ctors did not give expert answers to student

questions:
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The difference with online learning is that there's always these projects, group projects.

' That was very new to me as a student, even though - was a teacher for 15 years. Asa
learner, [ don't have that much experiénce, and also in almost every single online course,
every single instructor was very much like a facilitator. And also the first thing that
struck me, at the beginning when I took an online course, was that it's like everyone can
talk at the same time.  So that's quite different. I grew up in the kind of education -
system where the teacher is the expert and, it's nice to be told what the right and wrong
answers are, sometimes. I like to know if I am on the right track. (Cathy; Telephone
interview) ‘ '

The difference is the role of instructors. With a traditional lecture-type class, the
instructor, because of the physical presence in the classroom, it established the authority -
in the classroom. But online, people throw out questions, someone just responds.
Usually the instructor comes last. I think the instructor reads all the responses before
making. the final word, or whatever. (Nancy; Face-to-face interview)

Ping got her first Master's degree in Computer Science in China ten years before this
study. She believed the relationship between professors and graduate students was closer in
her previous degree than in the current online program and the topics of graduate students’

conversations were usually related to research rather than social:

I got more advising: from professors than in this online program. The learning
environments are also different. Even when it was out of classroom or lab, the
conversations with pfofessors or other graduate students were rhostly related to research.

" We often talked about newly released technologies or software in the dining hall. In
this online environment, when you are not online, you are on your o_Wn. (Ping;
Telephone interview) S

Masahiro observed that the Japanese and Canadian education systems were quite
different in terms of allowing students to have discussions in class. The Japanese curriculum is
test-driven, and students are supposed to memorize what they learned from the textbook to pass

tests. So when he started taking the online Master’s program offered in Canada, it took him

some time to become familiar with these different ways of teaching and léarning:




[In Japan], because we have the objectives, we want students to pass the qualification
test, or license test. I have to teach the contents, so that they can solve any kind of
questions for those tests.  So [it's] more like pushing knowledge into their brains. Is
there talking, or is there discussing during the class? It's not acceptable in Japan. No
chatting during the class. You know what I mean, silence. Only the instructor's voice
or students' voice if they are asked to answer. (Masahiro; Telephone interview)

Besides school education,-life.experiences in certain areas also affected the participants’
understanding and perspectives of their learning environment. For‘example, when ang first
enrolled in the online program, she was new to Canada.. Ping first tried to contact those with
Chinese names or who “looked Chinese” because she thought it would be easier to
communicate with them. But sile found it hard.to tell someone’s first language or ethnic
heritagg simbly by their name. Some of the participants found this lack of visual

communication to be problematic.

There are problems with the online environment. Because you can’t see each other
face-to-face, people use last names to tell the ethnicity of a person, whether that person
is local or not. People here change their last names for different reasons so it's not
reliable to do that. 1 found that a new thing for me to learn. It's a challenge because
we jump to conclusions. Like a Chinese name doesn't necessarily mean if a person is a
native speaker [of Chinese]. (Nancy; Face-to-face interview) ‘

Nancy had lived in Canada for more than ten years. Her experience living in a city of
diversity told her that it was hard to tell a person’s native language by their look or name. In
an online environfnent making this determination of a person’sf ethnic heritage or native
language is even more difficult. ‘Some of the particiypants who were born outside of North
America and for whom English was a second language, expressed a strong preference to be able

to identify peers with whom they might converse in their native language.
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4.1.3.4 English Language Proficiency

Admission into this graduate program required that students first demonstrate both
verbal and written proficiency in the use of English. Howéver, as mentioned in previous
sections, non-native English speakers, especially those whose written and verbal skills met a
minimal level of proficiency, were apt to think the language barrier prevented them from
posting as many messages as they would like. During their telephone interviews, Ping and
Masahiro expressed difficulties they experienced when learning :through a CMC system. Paree

“had lived in North America for more thgn eight years, and she spoke fluent English. But she

did not feel very confident communicating in English in the online learning environment:

I would like to put my ideas there, so I go with it, but sometimes you may not get the
response you expect, so sometimes you feel bad. People who didn't get what you
wanted to say, you know. It's just that challenge that you have something in your mind
and it's hard to put it into words. What happens is that sometimes I talk with my
friends, and [ say "This is what I wanted to say, so what would be the wording?".

That's the time that they can help me. "Well, you want to say this?" I'd say, "Yeah yeah,
that's exactly what I wanted to say." Looking for [Finding] the right word is sometimes
hard. (Paree; Telephone interview)

Masahiro thought his English was good enough for daily conversations, but reading and
writing in English required a great deal of time. He was also challenged to keep pace with

peers during online chat sessions:

I am actually taking this course in a second language, and my [English] language,
speaking, oral communication is not so bad, but reading and writing, especially writing,
are actually pretty slow. And also I have to write with hand as well as type the words
on computers. And spelling mistakes, sometimes I have to check the spelling and stuff,
so it takes a lot of time. And especially if I'm participating in the chat, those are really
hard.  It's difficult to catch [keep] up with the conversation. (Masahiro; Telephone
interview)
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Like Paree and Masahiro, Ping also experienced language difficulties as a non-native
speaker. However, she thought it easier to communicate in the online learning environment
because compared with face-to-face courses, she did not feel as stressed or embarrassed when

talking to classmates in English:

I feel the online environment is better for ESL students, especially to those [who] are not
at home in English. [In an online course] I can spend more time on reading, and I think
it easier to read than to listen. And after reading threads of discussions I can figure out
what it's about. ...in an online class, you don't have to worry too much about your
English so you are less nervous. ... I feel more relaxed, I can spend more time on it but [
don't have to worry about being embarrassed. (Ping; Telephone interview)

4.1.4 Learning Strategies and CMC
In this section, | examine learninkg strategies participants used in asynchronous and
synchronous discussions and other CMC spaces. These communication spaces were designed
as an important component of the online graduate course. My analysis of the data frém this
study, as described in the following sections, shows that the participantg modified their practices
in different ways to optimize their learning based on parti(ﬁ}lar cultural conditions. They
employed a varjety of learning strategies to deal with the challenges and frustrati;)ns they faced
day-to-day in terms of course requirements, family and work situations, and as they formed
relationship with peérs in the course.
4.1.4.1 Learning Strategies Associated with Participants’ Social and Cultural Conditions
The research participants employed different strategies to modify their cultural

conditions in order to support their learning preferences. Cathy tried to separate her learning
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time and family time so she could concentrate on her studies. She studied mostly while her
young children were not around or in bed and reduced her teaching load at work when she was
enrolled in three online courses one term.  She consciously limited her social activities by not

célling or meeting with friends.  She said,

[ try to separaté as much as possible my learning time from my family time. Ideally, I
try to not do any studying when they are around. ‘But this only seems to last for the

. first two weeks of each course (!). If possible, I try to restrict it to only reading (books,
print-outs, stuff that is portable) when my family is around. 1 get really crabby if I’'m
trying to do something difficult and my kids interrupt me, so I try to avoid the situation
in the first plaée. I also stopped teaching my night class for a term when I was taking 3
courses at the same time. Wori(ing once the kids are in bed works out well as well. I
suppose you could say I modified my social situation by not calling up or meeting my
friends as much as I used to before the start of my program, although I’m not sure how
accurate this is as they are all very busy too. ' '
(Cathy; Email interview)

Participants talked about the difficulties in balancing their studies with family and work
demands.” Some participants reduced their social or family life and some chose to limit their -
course load or workload in order to manage their energy and time. VFor example, Nancy and
Karen decided to take only one course a term and Jerry took an educational leave from work to

complete his online program. Nancy said,

I am taking one course a term so that the workload is manageable. I do find it very
stressful when I have to work on an assignment and write report cards in the same time
period. In some ways | have given part of my social life so that I can focus on my
course work. I have pulled myself away from some church ministries and have not
been as active in church as before. (Naricy; Email interview)

Karen decided to focus on only one course a term so it would be easier to balance work,

family and study:
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[ found that taking only one class really helped me in having a good balance of work,
family and study. Taking two classes meant I had to spend EVERY weekend at work
and this was too much for me, and my family. Now I feel that the time factor only
becomes a big problem when a project deadline approaches. So that is not as daunting
for me or as stressful for my husband. The key was to focus on one class at a time.
(Karen; Email interview)

Jerry took an educational leave to take more courses in one term so as to finish the

degree program sooner:

Because I found it extremely difficult to work and study at the same time, I decided to
take some educational leave in order to complete the program faster and not prolong the
suffering. I practically had no social life and had much less time to do anything else
when I was taking three courses at the same time. In order to cope with the amount of
work and time required for the online program, I had to spend less time with my family.
By taking educational leave, [ was able [to] focus on studying. (Jerry; Email interview)

Wendy modified her online social activities by “trying to maintain an academic tone

within a casual and personal communication strategy”. She said,

Because I began my ‘job’ at noon I could work late into the evening or through the
mornings. While this eliminated much opportunity for local social activities it certainly
enhanced my ability to virtually work through the online Master’s program. ... am a
visual and active learner. The most difficult part of on-line learning was being
stationary at a chair for such long periods of time. Knowing that it was for a specific
time period (I had set my learning strategy and objectives around course completion and
time lines at the outset of the degree) helped me maintain focus and commitment.
(Wendy; Email interview)

Karen also made adjustments with.her teaching and social activities to make time for her
online learning. ~ She said, “I have been less 'social' than in the. past because of my studies. D'ue
to this, I am not well-acquainted with any faculty members here” (Karen, Email interview).

Masahiro felt that in addition to family and work commitments, he also had tolmake

changes to his learning strategies because of his previous educational experiences and the
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expectations of the online graduate program. He said, -

Balancing family, work and study has been a challenge for me. Another enormous
change for me was in learning what is expected as a graduate student in Canada
compared to what is expected in Japan. The Japanese education system is much more
- structured and opinions are rarely expected from students. In taking this master
[Master’s] course in Canada I have come to the realization that not only can [ give my
opinion, it’s expected, as long as it’s well supported. (Masahiro; Email interview)

Agnes expres'sed frustration concerning the difﬁculties‘ she had in modifying her family .
obligations. She séid that even though her family had lived in Canada for a long time, they
maintained certain Asian family values. For example Agnes asserted, sometimes “you can not
say no ... you just can't” (Agnes, telephone interview). Asva daughter and granddaughter she
had many family requirements. Her decision to enroll in the program put her in a position where
she had to struggle with‘her Eastern family values and Western cultural ‘conc.iitions. Agnes

proffered:

To be honest, I have tried to modify my family obligations and their expectations in
order to give myself and my studies priority over those of my family members.
Unfortunately, I have had little success. Maybe it’s because I’m too lazy to try harder.
It’s probably because I’ve surrendered to the notion that I have to continue managing
things and people as they are. (Agnes; Email interview)

4.1.4.2 Learning Strategies Associated with Participa‘nts’ Learning Preferences

Dyring the teléphone and face-to-face interviews, | ésked the research participants about’
their ]eaming preferences. As explained above, learning pfeférences or preferred learning
pfactices are the chosen ways that participants engage in course assignments, activities, and
communication to acquire knowledge. These practices were preferred because the participants

believed that in employing them, the tasks would be more easily or more effectively
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accomplished, or more readily avoided.. Some participants chose a specific time, such as .gt
‘ night or on weekends, to conduct their online leeming. However, sometimes these available
study times were not really a preference, but a practical limitation of their personal
circumstances. Participants explained that they had different learning preferences depending
on their cultural conditrons and the course eurrieulum objectives. .
Paree described her preferred learning >practices as flexible, visual and social. She

modified her learning depending on the course she was taking. Paree stated,

Sometimes I feel I need to see things in order to learn, sometimes just by reading and
sometimes by doing the work. So I would say that my learning style is flexible based
on the subjects. As I said that sometimes | find myself that | need something to see (it)
in order to understand, but sometimes just by reading it, so I don't know what the answer
is, all inclusive maybe. It depends on the content. What I found is that sometimes I
personally like to have the content in simple words. If it is plain language I would just
read it myself and enjoy it. But if it is difficult then I prefer to have like somewhere,
like a discussion to discuss it with my friends to understand, especially if the concept is a
kind of Western concept, which is, more difficult for me to observe since [ have a
different background, so in order to catch up, I need to discuss and find out what they are
really referring to. (Paree; Telephone interview)

Agnes said that as she was easily distracted, she preferred to study alone. She did not
like to do group projects because she thought it took time to coordinate group meetings. The
online graduate course had group projects as assignments but she thought the online course

provided her the flexibility she needed:

I prefer to study alone, because I get very easily distracted. I can't have noise around
me, so I usually study at night because that's when everybody sleeps and I can get my
- work done anyway. The online learning is quite conducive to that except with the
“group project. I actually had one group project where we had a lot of telephone
conferences. I even had a group project, where actually we had to get together over
[area] and meet over the period of three or four months to finish our final project. ...It's
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-always challenging to schedule and find the time. Even the group project, I prefer not
to do group projects, just because it takes so much more time and effort and energy
trying to get organized. That's the difficult part I found. The online learning is good.

_ That is the only way that I was able to study in a Master level program. (Agnes
Telephone 1nterv1ew)

Cathy and Wendy called themselves experiential learners and they would prefer to learn

sofnething by doing:

[ would say that I'm really an experiential learner. I definitely like to get my hands on
whatever it is | am doing. Even with some things, for example, in a lecture style, I get
really impatient, and I want to go and read the book for myself, to try to understand it
myself. And if I had a question or problem, I try to figure it [out] on my own first. . So
that's my learning preference. (Cathy; Telephone interview)

I prefer to learn experientially, it always has been, so I am not good at learning in
isolation not actually doing something, what [ am learning about. So I'd like to do
more hands-on. (Wendy; Telephone interview)

Like Cathy, Nancy said she also liked having the opportunity to first find answers to
questions on her own.  She thought that was what an online learner was supposed to do as this

'was not the environment where a direct answer could be obtained:

‘usually if I have a question, I post it on the forum. .... I do like to find answers on my
own first. This is an online thing; we don't do face-to-face. What I like in a class, we
have discussion time, so we can just throw little questions, in a traditional classroom
setting, (so) if someone has a question and someone else knows the answer, they will
give the answer. Online, [ have to type the question and then wait. If really want to
know an answer, I have to go and find it myself. (Nancy; Face-to-face 'interview)

Masahiro also expressed his preference for figuring out answers on his own, but he said

that in the online environment it is important to share ideas and learn from others.

When I do my face-to-face study, whenever I have difficulties, I always go [to] the
library and just figure it out by myself. By online [it] is different. My own idea is
never complete without sharing ideas and learning from others. The content of the
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course is actually, that's the main focus. And I really think it's impbnant. So I really
need someone else's ideas and someone else's response to my postings. [ learned a lot
from others. (Masahiro; Telephone interview)

Jerry called himself a slow reader and said he did not like to read just text to get
information. He would like to be an active learner and would prefer to listen to instructors to

get information rather than receive it from peers:

I like to be active learning. I like multi-sensory. I am not a good reader, and I really
hate [to] just read text because when I was at university I attended all the lectures and |
got most of my information or learning from the professors. I prefer to listen to what
the professor says, because I am a very slow reader and struggle when I read, and I
prefer to learn from professors, not to learn from peers, so that puts a lot of conflicts with
social constructivism learning approach, explicitly taken by [the university]. (Jerry;
Telephone interview)

Mitra and Steve said they preferred to do their online learning tasks in the morning when
they could concentrate better. Mitra did not have children and Steve did not mention children
as a distraction factor in the interviews, and I assume that they had a space at home that allowed

them to concentrate on their studies in the early morning:

I am a morning person, I should say. 1 do most of my work during the day, at night [ -
can't concentrate. First I go over, I skim through whatever I have, and look at the
questions, or the kind of concerns the instructor or any discussion that you have to pay
attention to, and then I reread what [ have and try to extract those parts that are related to
the questions. I seldom study with others; I prefer to do it myself, and take my time. [
really can't learn in rush. I have to take my time to read and digest, and when I finish,
then I am ready to share with others. (Mitra; Telephone interview) '

I prefer to do my work in the morning, when I can think more clearly. I think my best
work is done in the morning, and I prefer to work where there are not a lot of distractions.
I prefer to work where I have room where I can spread things out. [ prefer to work in a
spot where I can leave my stuff and pack it up after. (Steve; Telephone interview)
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From the above data, | was able to exfrapolate that the participanté’ preff:rred ways of
learning were influenced by both divergent and common attributes associated with their unique
cultural conditions. In particﬁlar, I identified issues of time, space, change, convenience,
flexibility and support, and control as cultural attributes connécted with CMC spaces. These

issues are further analyzed later in this study. In order to manage these changing cultural -

attributes, participants used and modified their preferred learning strategies in order to: 1) feel

comfortable, 2) locate study space, ’3) communicate effectively, 4) work independently and in

community, 5) balance studies with family, cmployrhent, and social responsibilities, and 6) -

build confidence and maintain focus and commitment to actively participate in ax; online CMC
learning environment. These issues will be used to guide my analysis of the second research.
objective below.
4.2 Introduction to Research Objective #2

In this section, I discuss the second research objective by examining how a research
participant’s cultural coﬁditions limited or extended his or her participation in online distance
education courses. Issues of time, space, change, convenienge, flexibility and support, and
control were identified as participants engaged in CMC online activities. These issues played a
role in limiting or extending their preferred learning practices.

In this section, I examine the research participants’ involvement, CMC practices, and
how they shared ideas and negotiated meaning. 1 also discuss the participan‘ts’ cultural

conditions associated with their preferred learning practices within CMC spaces. The literature
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I reviewed emphasized that active participation in online distance education courses is
extremely important for learners, especially for adult learners. However, how learners’ cultural
conditions affect their ability to participate in a CMC space has not been adequately studied. |
am particularly iﬁteresﬁed in the different ways in which peoples’ learning through a CMC space
was extended or limited through their particular ways of living. I used the following
sub-_questiions to help. collect research data and as a means to analyze this research objective:

e What was the frequency of use of the course CMC spaces by research participants?

0  - What were the participatory and communicative dynamics_ of participant§ as they

shared ideas and negotiated meaning through the course CMC spaces?

¢ How was participants’ involvement in CMC spaées limited or extended by their

cultural conditions and preferred learning practices?

Below, I analyze data about the frequency, participatory and communicative dynamics of
the research participants i'n the course in order to determine how their preferred learning
practices were limited or extended by their cultﬁral conditions.

4.2.1 Frequency and Use of CMC Spaces

In this 'study, research participants visited virtual locations over the Internet to con\./erse,
socialize, and study with peers and to learn thve' course content.  As participants interacted with
peers in these CMC spaces their interactions wefe also éffected by their immediate physical,
social; and cultural conditions.  These conditions were mostly taken for granted while they

used both synchronous and asynchronous CMC spaces to mediate encounters with their peers
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and the course co-instructors.

As discussed earlier, CMC spaces are produced using social software [i.e., email, listserv,
discussion forum (bulletin board), chat, etc.) connected with course managemént systems, such
as WebCT. Each of these virtual CMC spaces was accessed by participants through a wired or
wireless connection using certain hardware and software. The course used both synchronous
and asynthonoué spaces to facilitate active, participatory communicatibn. The cburse
objectives stated that student participation was required for the successful completion of the
course. Below‘l examine the frequency and use of these CMC spaces.
4.2.1.»1 Synchronous CMC Spaces (Chat Sessions)

Synchrohous CMC spaces, such as online chats, are designed for participants to use in
real time. From week one to week eleven (except week eight) there were weekly scheduled
chat sessions conducted twice a day on Thursdays ;<1t 9:00 a.m. — 10:00 a.m. and 6:00 p;m. -
7:00 p.m. local time. As participation in these sessions was required, most of the course
members ldgged in using their home or work computers. At the beginning of the chét sessions,
the instructors would post approximately four questions for discussion.  The frequency of
session parficipation and number of passéges posted during the synchronéus chat sessions by
research participants is represented in Table 4.2. A “passage” is a word, phrase, sentence, or
lpa’ragraph that immediately follows a user name on the transcript of a chat session.

Among ’the synchronous chat sessions, two participants in this study attended all ten df

them, while two attended none. One person attended only three and the rest attended most (7,
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9) of the chat sessions.

I learned during the interyiews that even though participation was required for the
synchronous component of the course, the following issues: time zone differences, language
proficiency, and the perceived unfriendly design of the WebCT chat space, contributed to many

“of the participants’ concerns and lack of involvement and communication within this CMC

space.

Table 4.1 Chat Session Participation

Name ' Number of Sessions Number of Passages
Agnes - 9 239
Cathy : 9 ' 435
Jerry ' , 10 | 300
Karen 7, . . 197
Masahiro 0 0
Mitra 7 282
Nancy _ 8 142
Paree 10 277
Ping 3 18
Sali 0 0
Steve 9 177
9 307

Wendy

Ping said the chat sessions were scheduled at times that were difficult for her to attend
and that kept her from attending as many chat sessions as she had hoped to do. Masahiro
commented that the time zone difference was a major obstacle that excluded him completely

from attending the synchronous chat sessions. He stated,

One major restriction I have found in doing this online course is the time difference
between Japan and Canada. There is a 17-hour time difference, so for me to participate
in chats, I would have to be up in the middle of the night. (Masahiro; Telephone
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interview)

Karen also lived in Japan and managed to attend seven chat sessions. However, she did

not think the synchronous chats were helpful for discussing course content. She stated, '

- when we had chats, it was like throwing spelling and grammar out of the window
because you just want to rush in to get your silly point across. So speedy that I couldn't
really spell, which is for an English teacher, a hard thing, very difficult to not worry
aboutit. So some people were cutting and pasting but I didn't have that kind of
discipline, I just punch the keys like mad. Actually. I didn't find the chat very useful as
far as discussing subject matter. It was good for socializing more, in a sense of people's -
personalities. (Karen; Telephone interview) ‘

Agnes also said she believed that the'synchronous CMC space showed léss potentiél for
learning the course content.

In weekly chats, participants were pressed for time and many were unable to discuss all
of the questions posted at the beginning of the session by the instructors. Mitra attended most
(7 of 10) of the synchronous chat sessions, and she thought these CMC experiences were “feally

stressful” and did not believe she learned much during this time:

1 didn't learn much from those chat sessions, because we were always in a hurry. We
had a few minutes of kind of group work, and when you are typing something, two

- people typing at the same time, and you don't know which one to read first, and then you
have to go back and report, and sometimes what you report is totally different from what
you are speaking ...For me, it was really stressful, I mean, from 9:00 - 10:00 or 9:30 -
10:30, five minutes of chatting and hello and how are you, and then posting questions.
(Mitra; Face-to-face interview)

But some of the participants said they enjoyed the chat sessions because of the social
networking provided through this communication medium. ~Agnes especially liked the fact that

she sensed the presence of other people while usiflg the CMC chat space. Ping felt that the

online chat offered her a feeling of community. So it seems that the synchronous chat sessions
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were perceived more as a mechanism fork community building rather than course content
discussion.
4.2.1.2 Asynchronous CMC Spaces (Discussion Forums)

The most used CMC space for this online céufse was the discussion forum that included
seventeen (N = 17) different threads (topicbs) such as: Admin Updates, Course Innovation, Cyber
Groups, ePortfolio, Tech Difficulties, and those labelled by week numbers or group names. By
the end of the course a total number of 2736 messages were posted on the discﬁssion bdard.

AlthoUgh specific threads were created by the instructors, mény messages Were not
posted according to these threads. For example, some course members posted their questions
regarding technical difficulties in the thread of course material discussion while others discussed
course material in the technical difﬁculties thread. In my analysis, instead of looking at the
number of postings according to the threads, I counted the total numbef of pqstings by each
research participant. Table 4.3 shows the number of postings related to the dis_cussion of
cogrse materials or assignments.

Table 4.3 Total Number of Postings from Participants

Name Total Number of Messages Posted
Agnes ‘ : 21

Cathy 76

Jerry : 193

Karen , ' 114

Masahiro : 35

Mitra ) ' ' 81

Nancy 50

Paree 60
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Ping 30

‘Sali 36
Steve ’ ' 113

Wendy A 165

There was a huge range in the number of postings (from 21 to 193) by different
participants in the discussion forum area.

Jerry posted 44 messages in the Tech Difﬁculties thread, trying to help those who were
experiencing probvlems with broken links in their projects.

The reasons for the number of postings varied, and some 6f the issues related to: 1)
language proficiency, 2) pérception of the value of these onling discussions, and 3) strategies
employed for modifying learning conditions.

Ping and Masahiro were among the participants in this study who posted fewer messages
than many others. They were both- noﬁ—native speakers of English and fn the interviews they
expressed thgir }anguage difficulties in Writing discﬁssion messages. A Agnes did not have
difficulties with English and claimed to have good writing skills, but she posted the least
number of messages améng the participants in this study. Her explanatioh was she did not feel
she had anything to céntribute. S‘he said that most of the class waé talking about teaching and,

not being a teacher she had little to add.” She did not want to post superficial messages just for

the sake of the number of postings:

‘there are a lot of teachers in this program, and I am not a teacher, and I certainly don't
want to be a teacher. A lot of discussions are about their teaching experiences, what
methodology works best, what methodology doesn't work. 1 just cannot relate to that.
There's ndthing I can contribute to, unfortunately. (Agnes; Telephone interview)
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4.2.1.3 Asynchronous Communication Spaces (Socializing/Mingling)

The instructors for the course established a discussion forum thread called
“socializing/mingling”. This CMC space was for course members to post messages that they
thought were nof directly related to course material discussions or assignments.- Similar CMC
spaces such as, Cyber_ Café, Lounge, or Coffee Hduse have been used in other online courses.
The goal of offering this kind of space is to provide a virtual location for course members to get
to know one another in a less academic setting.

The review of the number of postings by the research participants in this
socializing/mingling space indicated that most of them did not make regular use of this virtual
location. (Jerry was the one exception.). Table 4.4 shows the 'number of postjngs from the
participapts.

Table 4.4 Postings in Socializing/Mingling Space *

Name Number of Passages Posted
Agnes.
Cathy
Jerry
Karen
Masahiro
Mitra
Nancy
Paree
Ping

Sali
Steve
Wendy

AbhooOoETNOoOW—E L~
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Th¢ participants had different perspectives of how and why a socializing/mingling space
should be used for an online graduate course. Jerry posted forty messages, which was the
highes;c number among the whole class. The average posing number from thé research
participants is six.  Jerry believed having some fun through such a space was very important

for his learning. He said,

I think it's an important part, because it adds a human touch to the learning experience.
I don't want to be so serious, because learning needs humour. ... however, in online
learning, how can you use humour? How can you, the proféssor, use humour? How
can you make learners think, “oh it's ) funny,” to lower the aspect of the filter, so
socializing and chat to share a joke with each other. I think such a space is helpful for
my learning. I was the one posting most of the time.  Yeah, there needs to be an
element to let us have fun a little bit. If all the talk is just about the course material it
gets too dry to talk about, so there needs something different. (Jerry; Telephone
interview)

Agnes only posted one message in this space, but she also thought such a space was

helpful for learning. During our intérview, Agnes said,

I think that learning, no matter what your learning style or yoﬁr learning preferences
would be, it's never done in isolation. Learning happens as you interact with others.
So I think that social component is very important whether you do it online or
face-to-face. And I would definitely say such a space needs to be there. (Agnes;
Telephone interview)

I asked her, “So even if you prefer to work on your own to completeé a project, you still

think that a social space is necessary?”. Agnes emphatically responded,

Absolutely. When I prefer to work alone, I mean I need silence in order to get
information into my brain and be able to comprehend. But I always feel that the
interaction you have with your classmates and your instructor, especially is extremely
important, probably the most important thing for a student. (Agnes; Telephone
‘interview)

Paree posted 14 messages, the second highest number in the group.  She also thought it
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was necessary to have a space for socializing on the course website, a place for people to go and
have some fun when they had time. However, she preferred it to be used for postings about
upcoming conferences, or for local people to make arrangements to meet face-to-face. She did

not see the value of this kind of space for ieaming:

It's good just to go and talk sometimes if you have time, make a joke or something,
sharing your happiness, but I don't see it's something to help learning. (Paree; Telephone
interview) ' S

Cathy shared Paree’s perspective of the value of a socializing/mingling space being a

place where participants go to find postings about conferences or articles. She said,

I looked there to see what was posted there but I didn't really go there. I think people,
myself included, you come across something you feel you'll be interested in, and it
relates, sort of, to the coufse, but not in ariy of the proper sections. So such a space can
be used to post “Oh, by the way, there's a conference or an interesting article.” So it's
for people to share or introduce without messing up the discussion forum. (Cathy;
Telephone interview) :

Cathy, like many others, did not believe a socializing space was helpful for learning.
Instead she understood the CMC spaces as a virtual location to form an online community. She.

pointed out,

I don't know if it's helpful for learning. I think it's helpful to build a community online.
Because you know you want to communicate with people, and it gives you an outlet for

that, that needs to share with other people. But in terms of learning the course material,
I don't know. Maybe indirect help, because it keeps me involved in the course. Some
people say funny things there, so I think it helps them to get together. (Cathy; Telephone
interview)

Karen, Sali, and Ping did not use the socializing/mingling space, because they did not
think it was useful for their learning or for socializing. Karen did not use the space much
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because she believed such a space was for people who were physically iocated in the same area

to make arrangements to meet face-to-face. She said,

Well, in the class I am taking now, it's almost never been used. And I haven't used it.
I think I've read like two messages in there, and that's it. ... so usually I noticed that
those tended to be used by people who would actually like to meet face-to-face. It
wasn't really a cyber social place. It was a social place to decide where they would
meet. (Karen; Telephone interview) ‘

Ping said that she went to the chializing/mingling space to look for useful links.
While there she read the peer postings, but she did not think such a space was useful for
socialization. She felt it was “too virtual”, which could be interpreted as meaning that an
online co'n%munication space that connects people by text is not really useful for socializing.

She said,

I seldom use it.  You see my learning style is assignment-driven, so even | go‘ there, it's
because [ want to find links to resources for the course. As for social, I think it's too
virtual, so I don't really go there often. I read almost all the postings in the discussion
forums, though. (Ping; Telephone interview)

Most participants did not post many messages in this space. Nevertheless, during the
interviews they told me that it was important to have such a space for course members on the
website. While this seems like a contradiction, most said they wantéd a space to contact their
-peers and ask questions that did not fit into any of the other discussion topiés. ‘Masahiro said
such a space on the course website made him more-comfortable to post “stupid” questions that
he would hesitate to post in the discussion forum. He thought a social space might be even
better if students were able to post their messages there anonymf)usly. He acknowledged that

then there might be a risk that someone might post a flaming message. He said,
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‘To me it's really important. Of course I didn't participate in that mingling space much,
but when I needed it, it's really comfortable and it's really easy for me to post "stupid"
questions. ['would like to have such a space like social or cafe that is anonymous, but
of course there's risk, because some people may post mean things, too. (Masahiro; '
Telephone interview)

The frequency with which CMC spaces were used by participants in this research
depended on their cultl;ral conditions and their perspectives of the necessity and value of
participating in such spaces.

4.2.2 Participation and Communication Sharing Ideas and Negotiating Meaning

Participants used the online CMC spaces to share ideas and negotiate meanings about the
course content. Their active and passive barticipétion and communication was mediated
through digital technologies, but they were also influenced by attributes of their cultural
conditions (i.e., time, location, convenience, flexibility, control) and their preferred ways of
learning.

Participation and communication for participants were not arbitrary decisions. For
example, some participants preferred to read or respond to postings from specific peers based on
the length of the message posted or the perceived value of previous peer participation. Mitra
chose to read the messages she thought were from “key people” because of their active

participation. She stated,

I tried to recognize some names, and read their postings first, because they are kind of
key peop‘le. ...They were the first people who responded to questions, and they had
those big essays, so the essence of what others would say was really, I think, in their
messages, and the kind of discussion that they had related to each other. ... When I saw a
very small message, [ knew that it must be a compliment or something, and I didn't
really read them. (Mitra; Face-to-face interview) '
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Similarly, Ping first read the messages posted by active participants or by people she

knew,

I would first read the postings by those who I know. Also I would read the postings
from those who are very active in responding to others’ postings. I would first read the
postings related to assignments. Those topics draw my attention first. My priority
also goes to those postings asking questions. They might have the same questions as I
did. (Ping; Telephone interview)

Paree also chose to first read the postings that she believed to be interesting and
important. ~She also searched threaded messages to identify the passages that received a
response from an instructor. From Paree’s view, the instructor validated the value of a passage

by merely selecting it.  She said,

Normally for the first two courses, I was just reading all the postings. Later on, I could
find out the postings I am more interested [in]. So I would read those first and then if |
had more time I was going to read others, but my priority is to get what they are saying.
And again, sometimes I look and see that where the instructor's response to the postings
I'll read that thread. It must have been interesting that the discussion is going on and it
caught the instructor's attention. ...But sometimes when you are new to a class, you don't
know many people. So most might go to the thread that had a lot of postings and there
are more responses, so | thought'thét must be interesting, so I go. (Paree; Telephone
interview) -

Key people were peers who enhanced the value of the online experience for the
participant. Because time, location, and convenienge were so important, given the participants’
specific cultural conditions, they looked for ways to manage and control these attributes
associated with theif particular ways of living. Reading “postings related to. the assignments,”
postings that “caught the instructors’ attention,” and postings that captured the “essence of what

others would say” provided participants the opportunity to cut through the large volume of
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passages and focus the little time they had on their studies.

Participants’ active or passive involvement and communication were also shaped by the
amount of time requireci to read and compose messages as a result of their more limited English
'proﬁciency. | Those participants for Whom English was a non-native language spent
considerably more time composing passages to post in the CMC spaces. For example,
Masahiro used email with a spell check function and was diligent about proofreading his
conﬁmunication texts before posting. He relayed to me that he was worried that his peers might
refuse to work with him in group activities if they judged his English‘proﬁciency as poor.

Masabhiro stated,

Actually I usually use email that has spellv checker. Idon't write down my postings
real-time. [ always use those spell check editor, and then copy and paste, so it takes
more time. Sometimes I ask my wife to check the grammatical stuff, but when I don't
have time, I directly write. I always worry about my English writing. My writing is
not so good so other people might don't [not] want to work with me, especially for group
assignments. (Masahiro; Telephone interview)

Masahiro’s concern was confirmed by Jerry in our interview, when he said,

I've noticed that a lot is that the ESL students who take the courses, their postings are
often short. Truly, they don't contribute much, and they basically ask questions instead
of contribute ideas. That is my impression. You know, when you see their names,
you are not excited about reading their postings. (Jerry; Telephone interview).

Jerry’s comment strongly represents a perception that English proficiency can define
one’s intellectual worth as a valuable member of the course. It is worth noting here how
Jerry’s comments also switch from first person “I’ve noticed” to second person “you are not

excited about” as the tone of the passage becomes pointed and judgemental:

Previous education or work experiences also played a role in influencing the way the




. participants communicated wifh their peers and the instructors. For example, Ping and
Masahiro were reluctant to argue with either fheir peers or the instructors becéuse of their pribr
educational experienceg and societal sets of cultural conditions. In the review of literature, I -
mentioned that in many Asian countries (e.g., Bates & Poole, 2003) the educational systems
reflect a hierarchical authoritative structure of pedagogy. Ping and Masahiro had received their
previous education in China and J apan respectively where a transmission approach to teaching
and learning is still widely used and valued by teachers (Pratt, et al, 1999).

Working experiences also iﬁﬂuenced participants’ attitudes toward participating and
communicating with beers. While some studepts tended to ignore postings of passages that
were not structurally well written in English (Jerry, telephone interview), some participants with
experiences working or living with speakers of non-English languages were more understanding.
Cathy was an ESL teacher and her previous experiences with non-native English students taught
her patience and enhanced her understanding of language use and difficulties of non-native

English speakers. When asked about the postings of non-native speakers, she said,

Because I've read so much in my life that I usually can get the point anyhow, first of all.
Second of all, even native English speakers, I make a lot of mistakes in writing. When
I make mistakes I feel very embarrassed. [ could tell, actually I'm thinking about one
person, who I worked with quite a bit in different courses. Because I knew what her
first language was, and because of the way she wrote, it was kind of I could hear her
speaking, because she was making the same mistakes everybody does in that language.
But it makes me hear her speaking. (Cathy; Telephone interview)

Some participants prioritized reading or responding to postings in the discussion forums
according to their interests. For example, Nancy did not want to read all the postings. She
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first read the thread title to decide whether the topic was interesting to her before she opened

~ and read a posting:

[ look at the thread title, the thread topics. In [course number] it was craZy, people type
one line and they pick on one message straight away. They might follow a thread. At
the beginning someone posts a topic. If I am interested in that topic, I'll follow that
thread. Or I try to choose and read two thirds of all the discussions. (Nancy; Telephone
interview)

Agnes said that when she was new to the online program, she read all the postings, but
later she developed strategies to choose postings that seemed of interest. When responding to
postings, she selected topics with which sﬁe was confident enough to share her opinion. She
made a conscious effort to avoid any poteﬁtial embarrassment if she felt she did not have

enough knowledge of a certain topic. Agnes shared,

When I first started I read everything. [ mean I read the instructions, the technology
forums, whatever was there because I was a new student. And if there was a class that
was divided into section A B C, I would even read the other [sections]. . I don't do that
any more. ButI do tend to read everything. I don't skim the titles or anything like
that. ... how I choose to participate is, if it’s not a topic [ am interested in, then I don't
participate. [As for responding to postings, ['would respond to] anything I can have
something to say without souhding I'm like a complete idiot. If I knew what the topic
was and was being discussed sure 1 would be happy to participate. (Agnes; Telephone
interview) ‘

Masahiro first looked for postings related to his own post. He read a few lines of the

passage and used this preview to identify if he would read more. He said,

On display it just says the topic and the person's name. I have to check out the first few
lines before I figure out what they are saying, so it's pretty difficult for me to go to all the
postings. So I always figure out first the postings related to my postings. . And if there
are no postings related to my posting, I always pick the persons who are really ‘smart’.
And those people's [postings] stay in my head easily. ... I go thfough all of them, but I
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only read the first couple of lines, and if it's not interesting, I just skip it. But
sometimes it's really important and interests me, I read completely. (Masahiro;
Telephone interview) '

Like Masahiro, Steve looked for postings that were of interest to him to read first. He

also checked what others said before making comments to the CMC space. Steve said,

I look for threads that fit with what I was interested in. I was looking for something |
wanted. [ was trying to build a comment on myself. I would look and see what other
people have said about it, or the project I was working on, and I would like to see what
other students put in that might be in the same content, so I would search for that type of
content. (Steve; Telephone interview)

Jerry called himself a slow reader, but he read all the postings of his group and then

some of those posted by peers in other groups as well. He was also an ESL teacher and
thought that postings of non-native speakers should be read even though some of them did not
really make much of a_contribution to the discuésion topics. When I asked Jerry how he

selected which posts to read first, he said,

I didn't select. [read them all. Basically if there was too much I would read my own
section postings first because that's my obligation. I mean comment first, and reply
first to my own section. And then I would read other sections' postings. Online

“learning environment is an equalizer is a fallacy because we are not equal actually online.

Certain people get read or get responses more than other people, and there are some
people seldom get responses. (Jerry; Telephone interview)

Karen professed that she read all the postings on the discussion board, although she

prioritized which postings to read first. As a writing teacher and a writer, her interests were in
sharing conversations with peers about the course content and in identifying how personalities

are represented through written form.  She shared,
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[ am a perfectionist so I read all of them, but I don’t reply to all. 1 only reply to the

ones I think I have something to say, either add or to contradict. If I agree with them,

then I usually don't bother posting. If someone says something I don't agree [with] then

most likely I respond to them. ... of course I am looking forward to the postings of some
- people more than others, especially if [ am probably misreading someone who is very

they have a posting, but I'll still read it. It's very interesting how personalities are
carried across in the writing. (Karen; Telephone interview)

Wendy said she read most of the forum passages in the chronological order in which

they were posted.  She said:

i
|
‘ conservative or, shall we say narrow-minded. Then I might kind of ‘cringe’ to see if
I read chronologically, and I read about eighty per cent of the forums. There were really
some interesting discussions, so I'd like to debrief everything. Lots of times [ would
look through conversations for specific forums because I use a lot of that in the papers

~ that I wrote. (Wendy; Telephone interview)

Participants negotiated meaning through their communications in the CMC spaces.
They raised issues and argued for particular points of view. The negotiation of ideas was a
struggle over meanings and values. In the exampl‘e below, Cathy and Mitra deliberate over

their interpretation of “culture and cultural practices.”

Me&sage no. 274 [Branch from no. 265]

Posted by Cathy on Thursday, May 12, 2005 10:37
Subject Re: What is.Culture?

Hi [Student name]

I had pretty much the same reaction you did: I cannot strip communication away from
culture. ' ' '

I think of culture as informing cultural practices. The kind of stuff Eno refers to, all
that we do not have to do, to me, represents cultural practices, not culture .

perse. And because we live in groups, cultural practices are engagements with others.
Communication is the conduit. As soon as communication occur‘é, cultural

practices are activated (Hanna & de Nooy, 2003).
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What are cultural practices? Just like what you said: commuhicating our name, our
hobbies, how we look - all the thousands of decisions we make about how we
communicate, these are cultural practices (in this case, a genre). Inour intros, do we
| start with personal information or with professional information? Do we talk -
| about our kids.or even show their pictures? Or do we keep it strictly professional?

that shape our practices and the artifacts we create.
all the best,
Cathy

I'm interested in digging deep, discovering what informs those thousands of decisions

| Message no. 669 [Branch from no. 274]
Posted by Mitra on Tuesday, May 17, 2005 14:06

Subject Re: What is Culture?
Hi Cathy,
‘because we live in groups, cultural practices are engagements with others.” I'm

' interested in how yorelate [sic] communication to culture. As you put it, cultural
practices that [ have known about are all practiced by groups of people. This is the
sharing of ideas and points of views that initiates a common ground, which might lead to
a cultiral [sic] practice. When I read your message for the first time I thought that there

| are some cultural practices that are individually pursued (like arts). But then I realized

’ - that if artists did not commuinicate [sic] about their craft their tradition would perish
after their death. It is through training novice artists and showing their work to others
that they keep their crafts alive. [ hope some time during this term we can think about
how different comminiation [sic] media affects our cultural practices. '
Mitra

Cathy and Mitra engaged in a brief discussion around their own understanding of culture
and cultural practices drawing on some of the course readings and adding their own perspectives.
When responding to a peer’s posting, students usually first indicated if they were in agreement

with a passage before elaborating on the topic. However, when they did not agree or if they

wanted to address a slightly different or related topic, they seldom directly stated their

disagreement. For example, Wendy posted the following message to express her thoughts




about a peer’s posting;:

' Message no. 591[Branch from no. 549]
Posted by Wendy on Monday, May 16, 2005 18:16
Subject Re: What is Culture?
|
|

hi [Student name],

I find it interesting that Brian Eno is quoted. Has anyone listened to his music? Some
of the albums I remember, ‘Another Green World’, and ‘Taking Tiger

Mountain’ come to mind. He is quite counter culture himself and was considered
‘alternative’ in my listening days. In fact, at University weekend shindigs when we
wanted people to go home, we would put Eno on. It never failed to clear the room. 1
love his stuff, but he was never top ten.

You wrote, ‘If we look at the Underground Railroad, we realize that the medium for the
ability to survive (rﬁeet those basic core needs) was through the culture

that the slaves had developed (Song, messages, etc).” This made me consider the
conversations about youth culture in the discussion forums we are having. [am
somewhat concerned about how negative our collective interpretation of youth ‘tech’
culture is sounding. The mainstream society of the day was not at all in favour of the
Underground Railroad. Is it to[o] big of a stretch to wonder if our own views are
perhaps biased in favor of the mediums and cultural norms of our generation?

While donald [sic] Tapscott's ideas in ‘Growing Up Digital’ may be overly optimistic
and idealistic they hold water. [ think there is a lot of generalizing going on about
youth. They aren't all that intolerant, impolite, etc...

Cheers
Wendy

v

Participants also posted messages on the CMC discussion board when they wanted
feedback on their ideas and when they were not sure about their understanding of the course
content. The following excerpt demonstrated how they negotiated meanings during their

interactions on the CMC spaces.

Message no. 1257
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Posted by Steve on Thursday, May 26, 2005 17:56
Subject: understanding [author] Benjamin

I thought I would throw this out for feedback in my section to see if anyone else is using
the post-test question about Benjamin's article and mp3 music.

Let me express what I think [ understand.  All the diatribe seems clear the role of
Marx/capitalism/the proletariat/and art, and his expressed view that a good amount of
time needed to pass to see the results of capitalism's self-destruction over allowing
duplication of art. My question is really whether music, like the original art that
provides authenticity, loses something to the same degree as a Van Gogh, for example.
An artist who produces a great song, digitally, has the original. Or, do we say the
original is, in the purist sense, existing only when the music is performed live? I'm
asking this because it can determine how we answer the mp3 issue.

Appreciate comments,

Steve

Message no. 1479[Branch from no. 1388]

Posted by Cathy on Monday, May 30, 2005 15:34
Subject Re: understanding Benjamin

Hi Steve and everyone,

I agree with [Name of student] that digitally mastered music has aura and is authentic
and 1 agree with this sentence from [Name of student]: ‘one could argue the MP3
distribution technologies may have disrupted existing power relations within the music
industry, in that unknown artists can record and distribute their materials to the same
audience without relying on recording companies.’

I understand aura in how it's tied to existing power relations (ritualistic aspects from the
past or the marketplace of today) and I'm not sure I understand aura beyond that. It's a
culture that invests into art its uniqueness; mechanic reproduction challenges this
assumption. Note how Benjamin calls it the ‘concept of authenticity’ - meaning that it
is a concept, not a truth.

To me, he's more interested in'what's going on in the transaction betwe'ebn artifact and the
consumer: ‘Above all, it (the reproduction) enables the original to meet
the beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph record.’
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What I sense many of us are getting tied up in is the notion of what B. calls the ‘theology
of art” where we look at art for its own sake, divorcing art from any social function it
may have been created for.

Looking at MP3 technology and music in terms of social functions, to me, there is an
essential question: is the music for the people or not? If not, then MP3 represents a
dangerous threat to status quo power relations. If yes, then MP3 is beside the point -
it's just another way for the péople to "get" the music.

Read Lewis Hyde's <A HREF="http://www.southerncrossreview.org/4/schwartz.html" '
>The Gift:Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property.</A> ("a work of art is a gift, not

a commodity™) and check out this zaniness: Being authentic: Practice

Walter Benjamin's term "Verfall der Aura" (loss of aura)

http://www transordinator.de/benjamin/Verlust_der Aura.html
from http://www transordinator.de/edition/

all the best, Cathy .

Message no. 1494[Branch from no. 1479]
Posted by Steve on Monday, May 30, 2005 20:50
Subject Re: understanding Benjamin

A fascinating journey, Cathy! I experienced the fall of aura!

Thanks for your thoughtful comments about Benjamin's statements and ideas. I think
I'm changing my views a little because of the input you and others are providing. So
many musicians:are using digital tools to create their own music --- in studios or at home
--- that it has to be authentic. I agree, I think! There may also be the necessary ‘aura” if
we, the listening public, assign it. 1 really do think, as you do, that the culture is the
determining factor for it. Think about the following concept and provide some
feedback if you have some. You wrote:

‘It's a culture that invests into art its uniqueness; mechanic reproduction challenges this
assumption. Note how Benjamin calls it the 'concept of authenticity' - meaning that it

is a concept, not a truth.’

The way mechanical reproduction challenges the assumption has a lot to do with mass
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merchandising. Like clothing or the latest children’s toys, music is not immune to
clever music promoters who want to flood the market with a name they see potential -
dollars in. The commodification of culture is what it is all about. As a result of the
commodification, unfortunately, our culture ascribes the "aura" and the "authenticity".
1 listened to the Beatles digitally mastered music the other day. I don't know...it seemed
to lack the "aura" of the original "albums" with their noisy analog recordings.

Just some thoughts...old, Beatle-loving Steve

Participants shared ideas and negotiated meanings in the online CMVC spaces based on
different sets of priorities such as time, English language proficiencies, personal qnd
professional interests, key people, active an'di‘passive participation, and information value.
They prioritized their participation and communiéation with peers when sharing ideas by
deliberatiﬂg hbw their previous educatioﬁ, work experienées or written communication skills
would be perceived by peers and the instructérs.

4.2.3 Limits and Exfensions of Participants" Préferred Learning Practices

The participants’ preferred learning practices in the online learning environment of the
course were limited and extended in various ways by their cultural conditions and the use of
CMC spaces. In this section, I discuss some of the issues that émerged from the collected data
concerning attributes of culture associated with Engvlish language proficiency and with time :
spent in the CMC spaces.
4.2.3.1 English Léngu_age Proficiency

Non-native vEnglish speakers required considerable more time and effort to regd the

course materials and to deliberate on the posted messages in the CMC spaces of the online

| learning environment. The majority of students in the course were from North America. The
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CMC spaces were not designed to facilitate discussions based on the cultural differences of the
p“articipants. Unfortunately, the local knowledge of hon-native English speakers outside of
North America especially was viewed as less valuable than the knowledge of other course
members.  This perception also increased the time demand on some participénts to actively
participate and to deliberate on the discussion board postings. Ping talked about her
difﬁculties understanding the passages from peers, especially the colloquial expressions.  She

stated,

As a second-language student who lived in an English-speaking environment no more -
than a year, language difficulties restricted my ability to learn. The difficulties I faced
to were my slow reading and writing speed and had difficulties in understanding the
slang and idioms in other’s posts as well as the meaning behind their posts. These
difficulties made me busied [busy] in reading materials and my peers’ posts so that |
seldom responded to other’s posts even if [ had read them and had some ideas in my
mind. (Ping; Email interview) '

Mitra had confidence in her command of English but stated she still had difficulties
communicating with peers on the discussion board about certain topics. A general familiarity
with art, film, and other forms of commercial media was insufficient for her to understand some

of the specific cultural conditions associated with particular concepts.  She said,

I couldn't make sense of the kind of conversation they are having. Yes, when they were
talking about Star Wars, for example, for me, Star Wars is just a movie with lots of, |
don't know, digital animations, but for them it's something related to their life. So I had
problem communicating to them.” (Mitra; Face-to-face interview)

Mitra’s difficulty indicates that language, culture, and learning are inextricably

connected with the ways participants can participate and communicate in CMC spaces. Their

use of CMC spaces was not a linear process of communication where a sender sendsa message
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across the Internet and é receiver receives the message sent. The cbmplexity of these processes
was conditioned and mediated through how these CMC spaces were used by the participants
and by the differing experiences they brougﬁt to these acts of communication.

4.2.3.2 Use of CMC Spaces

All participants brought their unique preferred learning practices to the online learning
environment. The participants’ cultural conditions affected their own learning and
subsequently the learning of their peers. 1 interviewed participants to learn more about how
the use of CMC spaces and their cultural conditions limited or extended their preferred learning
practices. Time and work load were the two major issues mentioned by many participants that
challenged and frustrated them in their use of the CMC spaces.

Some participants (for example,. Nancy) claimed they spent eight to twelve.hours per
week on course-related activities which lwas the number of hours suggested f.or an online
graduate course. Many participants profeésed to spend considerably more time. As
non-traditional graduate students, most of them also had full-time jobs and family commitments.
Time management was an issue that could either limit or extend a participant’s learning as

he/she struggled to learn using CMC spaces.

[ work full-time and also there are family responsibilities. It was hard to find time to be
able to learn as much as possible from the courses as well as being to do the rest of the
things properly. So I would say that time is a big challenge. 1 was able to manage it.
But you know, it was kind of stressful and difficult to do this. (Paree; Telephone
interview)

Karen concentrated best in her office at work. She decided to study regularly in her
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office and on weekends to complete course assignments.  She said,

[ spend between two to three hours a day, five times a week, on my online course work
and an additional seven to ten hours for the readings, research, and note-taking; yet
during the time a project is due, new technologies need to be learned, or a paper deadline
approaches I have had to spend additional time at my office on weekends, about eight
additional hours at such times. (Karen; Email interview) ‘

Even though she needed to work away from home, the CMC space provided Karen a
méans to study course content when she made the time. Her ability to control this particular
cultural condition of her life (when, where, and how) was an important attribute of the way she
preferred to learn at this time.

In the online learning environment, communication took place via CMC among the
instructors and course members and among course members themselves. - With asynchronous
discussions, participants usually waited for a response to their postings. For some non-native
English speakers, these communication delays produced nervousness, adding to their sense of
apprehension in their own ability to contribute in a meaningful way to the course. Some
assumed that if their posting did not get a response, then it might mean they did not express
themselves clearly or the message was interpreted as offensive (Paree, Telephone interview).
There was a sense of anxiety associated with using a CMC space for non-English language
speakers. The challenge of using a CMC space meant that all participants had “to understand
the diversity in the student populations and be prepared for unfamiliar social practices such as
netiquette and oﬁline lingo” (Nancy, Email inferview).

The need for time managemenf required participants to have a high degree of
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self-discipline and motivation to actively participate and communicate online. For some this

meant changing their attitude in the ways that they used the CMC spaces. Nancy said,

I guess there was a gradual change in my attitude from the beginning [of] the first course
and now, like I'm half Way through it. [ think one of the challenges still I have is that I
have to really make an effort to participéte in diséus_sion forums. 1 need to push myself
really hard to be active in the course. It's mandatory to participate. That's why I guess
there are participation marks for all the courses. ...I think that's the major challenge, be
active and to participate. Especially if one is new in a course, like if | know nobody
face-to-face. For example, I had met a classmate in a previous class, so we kind of in
discussions I saw his name then I wanted to read his topics. But if there is no one to
relate to, have that person in relationship with, it's hard, so I had to push myself to do it,
to respond to some strangers, no matter who they are or wherever they are. (Nancy;
Face-to-face interview)

In CMC spaces, participants do not occupy a physical location with other course
members. Subsequently, some participants said that they experienced a feeling of being alone
and a serisé of frustration as a result of this disembodied experience. Mitra felt isolated when
she first joined the class. When using the CMC spaces, it was apparent that many of her peers
had taken qther courses together prior to this one. vShe found it difﬁcuit to engage in
communication because she had not identified someone or a group with whom to establish a

social relationship or bond. She said,

I think a moderator, someone you could turn into when you feel lost, could help me a lot. -
Or if I could find someone to talk about weekly assignments in another context rathér
than public discussion-forums, [ would be more self confident. (Mitra; Email interview)

Both the hardware and software technical infrastructure played a role in how participants
used the CMC spaces as a part of the larger course management systém (i.e., WebCT).- The

- course management system had different layers of administration and content areas within the
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onliﬁe course and learning environment. Navigating these spaces was challenging for some
participants to not only locate course materials, but to download files onto their computer

through thei; local area Internet service provider. Wendy had access to only a phone line

dial-up connection to the Internet that made downloading files time consuming. She

elaborated,

I think the biggest challenge was managing some of the mechanical aspects using the
computers; that is, the technology, downloading the files. [ am on dial-up up here, and
you know the graphics and video programs are really time-consuming. Operating
programs, reading all of that, moving through all the different layers of administrators'
stages, the [University] library, and then the student services, it's kind of a big elaborate
‘of other stuff behind what you are really doing. (Wendy; Telephone interview)

Even some participants with online learning experiences did not feel comfortable
communicating with peers in the CMC spaces. Their lack of confidence or insecurity
manifested itself in their passive participation with peers in chat sessions or discussion forums.

- Karen commented,

The biggest challenge for me is not being able to see people's faces and, attempting to
response debate without being able to read people's reactions or responses, or even their
motives because there is no emotional concept except for, of course, the emoticons like
smiling face put in text. [ feel kind of uncomfortable arguing points because I didn't
know if I was being perceived as combative or opinionated or, so worried not only that I
was misreading but I was misread. (Karen; Telephone interview) .

Steve said he liked joking with peers so that learning was more enjoyable. However, in
CMC spaces there was always an uncertainty that peers did not understand the humor. He

explained,

The contact in text, well, there isn't the sort of relationship built. Normally it's a kind of
~  nervous relationship because you are not sure that they understand the jokes when they
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say something, you know, all those sorts of things. So there is a human element that's
missing with the online course postings. (Steve; Telephone interview) '

Mitra also expressed uneasiness about using CMC spaces, saying,

...the kind of communication you can have face-to-face when you look into someone’s
eyes and talk to them, it’s very much different because when you are talking to people
you can see the kind of the reaction, see if they are supportive or not. But in online
setting, you say something, either you get some responses and you don't know what are
the emotions behind it, or you do not get any response... we had this [sic] weekly chats,
and [ really felt insecure in those chats. When you are chatting face-to-face, within the
class, the group, you have the time to kind of convey what you want to mean. You have
the time; you have more means than just the written text; you can change your tone; you
can ask questions. Facial expression is very important, so | sometimes decided to have
less contributions, because I was scared... I couldn't find that rich interaction and
support that we have in face-to-face in online environment. (Mitra; Face-to-face
interview) A

When asked to compare their online learning experiences and those in traditional
face-to-face settings, the participants expressed mixed reactions. Some participants preferred
using CMC spaces, while others found too many limitations for these online learning

environments. Jerry professed,

[ would still much prefer attending a face-to-face class, over a 100% online class.
Blended courses are the best. When you have a question, you don't have to wait, just
go to the class and ask the professor and they give you the answer. Online sometimes
you ask a question and the professor doesn't answer, but in class, if I ask a question you
cannot avoid me, you have to answer it. So I appreciate the immediate feedback in a.
face-to-face class. If it's online, the response has to be within 24 hours, because that's
what is expected if you teach online.- I don't expect a one-hour response, but at least it
should be within 24 hours. ~ So that's the big difference, I think. You want to feel that

| actually you have contact with a prof, in some courses I don't feel I have contact with a
professor. There are many advantages of online learning. 1am a shy person so I feel
easier express myself online. 1 am more active in an online classroom. (Jerry;
Telephone interview)

Cathy, an adult educator, believed that CMC spaces benefited adult learners. Her




studies in the onliné- program were meanf to not only obtain an academic degree, but to
experience online learning fbr herself. Cathy said, “I am an adult educétor, and I believe in
adult education. I see the ability of online courses ...as a way of expanding opportunities for
adult learners” (Cathy, face-to-face interview).

For some participants, on_liné CMC spaces extended their ability to enroll in-a graduate
program that was otherwise unavailable due to their physical geographic locations. For some it
was simply more convenient than having to leave théir full-time‘ job eairly or to commute to a
| distant university campus to study. For example, some participants were locgted in countries _
outside of Canada and the online learning environment made it possible for them to overcome
geographic and time zone limitations.

Ping viewed CMC spaces as a more supportive learning environment than face-to-face

classes. She commented,

The good thing is in this current program I have received a lot of help I had not expected
before. Before this program, I never thought much about the situations of students with
difficulties and their needs. = So I have very positive impressions of this multi-cultural
communication environment. Instead of learning a different culture, you are exposed to
different cultures. (Ping; Telephone interview)

Summary
Among the cultural conditions examined in this study, age, gender, language, and
previous education, language was the most significant with regards to learning preferences and

the use of CMC spaces in online learning environments. Similarly, concerning participation

and communication, language was also the most significant cultural condition that limited or




extended the preferred learning 'p.ractices of panicipants. Most of the non-English speaking
participants commented on how their previous éducational and life experiences outside North
America limited their ability to“ participate and communicate online in this course. The
non-native speakers of English also had learning preferences that were different from native
English speakers, but these did not impede their usé of CMC spaces as significantly as did the
language issue.

Course members used the online CMC spaceé to share ideas and negovtia.te meanings
about the course content. Their active and passive participation and communication were
affected by culitu‘ral conditions (i.e., time, location, convenience, flexibility, control). These
cultural attributes are intercbnnected with the participants’ pfeferred ways of legrﬁing.
Participants struggled to manage their time and gain some control over how, when and where

they used CMC spaces to support their preferred learning practices. For some the ability to

v

control these conditions meant finding a location either at home or at work to study. For others

the convenience of studying undisturbed was achieved by becoming more flexible with regards.

to family or work responsibilities or giving in to the inconvenience of studying late at night.
‘more thorough analysis and interpretation of these concepts will be the subject of the next

chapter.

A
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CHAPTER 5
INTERPRETATION OF RESEARCH DATA
This study investigated the relationships between graduate research parﬁcipants’ cultural
conditions and their preferred learning practices as they engaged in computer mediated

communication (CMC) spaces within an online distance education course. 1 was interested in

~ knowing how a research participant’s cultural conditions limit or extend his or her participation in

an online distance education course. In this chapter, I focus on interpreting the two research
objectives by discussing their relationships with some of the learning concepts reviewed in
Chapter 2. Then.I will interpret thése research relationships in terms of online distance
education. Next the limitations of the study will be addressed and I conclude with some
suggestions for future research.
5.1 Interpretation of Data

| Interpreting research data is somewhat like marking a blank surface for the first time.
The mark, as well as the physical act of makiﬁg the mark and selecting where the marking
should be placed can both limit and extend the meanings and valués associated with the mark as
a form of communication. This is why, I believe, Bhabha (1994) argued that the translation of
culture could be only partially uaderstood. Communicating about ‘culture énd interpreting it
lies in the human articulation of discourses in between social divisions as complex forms of
language. The very act of communicating about culture simultaneously riimits and extends

these meanings and values. In order to map these moments of complex relationships (i.e.,
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social and cultural meanings and values) I drew froxﬁ conceptual research that articulated a
circuit of culture (d;J Gay et al, 1997). Iinterwove ‘some of these ideas below as they apply to
interpreting the participants’ cultural conditions and preferred ways of learning in CMC spaces.
5.1.1 Circuif(s) of Culture

Any circuit of culture is part of more complex systems of human relations. »Stuart Hall
(1980) called for pluralizing cultural studies to include people’s ways of life. He adapted
Ray.mond Wiiliams_’ conception of culture, which "refers to social practices" and "the study of
relationships between elements in a whole way of life" (p. 60). In other words, threaded
through culture are social practices, which are the "sum of their inter-relationships" (p. 60).
Culture is "the sum of the available descriptions through which societies make sense of and
reflect their common experiences"” (p. 59). du Gay et al ( 1997) reconceptualized the dynamic
‘conditions of culture\by introducing a “circuit of culture” that is articqlated through the
identification of moments in time and space associated with representation, identity, production,
consumption, and regulation. The effect of any moment necessarily affects each of the other
moments in this cultural circuit. The strengtﬁ of this conceptual system is fhat it can help focus .
one’s analysis, ‘not on'ly on tvhese “moments” where power and culture meet, allowing meaning
to be shared, but also on the links in between “moments”, where culture i_s mediated. | will
argue that it is not only a circuit of culture but multiple cultural circuits that influence people’s.

daily ways of living.  Circuits of culture should be understood as complex systems.

For example, in the analysis in Chapter 4, [ discussed how Cathy and Steve’s online
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~ conversation extended their understanding of Benjamin’s concept of authenticity in one of their

CMC exchanges. Cathy wrote:

I agree with [Name of student] that digitally mastered music has aura and is authentic
and I agree with this sentence from [Name of student]: ‘one could argue the MP3
distribution technologies may have disrupted existing power relations within the music
industry, in that unknown artists can record and distribute their materials to the same:
audience without relying on recording companies.’

I understand aura in how it's tied to existing power relations (ritualistic aspects from the
past or the marketplace of today) and I'm not sure I understand aura beyond that. It's a
culture that invests into art its uniqueness; mechanic reproduction challenges this

assumption. Note how Benjamin calls it the ‘concept of authenticity’ - meaning that it
is a concept, not a truth.

Steve answered Cathy’s posting about culture, art and Benjamin's notion of aura. He

wrote back saying,

Thanks for your thoughtful comments about Benjamin's statements and ideas. I think
I'm changing my views a little because of the input you and others are providing.... |
really do think, as you do, that the culture is the determining factor for it.

During this study many of the research participants used the CMC spaces to negotiate
meanings, raise issues, and argue over particular points of view. Their participation and
communication were not a linear form of communication. Rather, the negotiation of these
ideas was a mediated cultural précess in which a struggle over meanings aﬁd values (politics)
took place within continually evolving circuits of culture. .

The interplay of parti_cipétion and communication within these circuits of culture was

identifiable in how some participants were deemed to be “key people” because they enhanced

the value of the online expcriehc’e for other participants. However, participation and




communication were also regulated by time constraints that prompted participants to first read -
“postings relatéd to the assignments,” postings that “caught the instructors’ attention,” and
postings that captured the “essence of what othérs would say”. Language was by far the most
enabling condition of culture for native English speakers and restricting condition espﬁcially for
participants for whom English was a non-native language. Most of these research participants
spent considerably more time than their English-speaking peers composing messages to post ip
the CMC spaces. | 4 .

These acts of communication were also connected within other ci.rcuits of culture. For
example, Masahiro equated his own sense of identity and productivity with his ability to use the
Eﬁglish language proficiently enough to communicate w‘ith his peers in the course.  He wrote,
“My writing is not so good so other people mighf don't [not] want to work with me.” His
statement indicated that he upderstood that his use of ths English language partially represehted
who he was to peers in the context of the CMC spaces. His written messages (textual
~ representations) ascribed meanings and values to him as a graduate studen:t and peer perceptions
had the potential to regulgte (limit or extend) his aB‘ility to be productive in the course.

By analyzing relationships from this study, I identified space, time, flexibility and
cont_rol, convenience, personal and 'social interest, previous educational experience, and
“language proficiency as seven attributes of culture that had a direct influence on how and why
particiqpants preferred to engage in partiéular learning and life experiences in the online cdurse.

In order to manége these changing cultural attributes, participants in this study used and
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“modified their preferred learning strategies in order to. 1) feel comfortable, 2) Vl‘ocate study space,
3) communicate effectively, 4) work independently and in community, 5) balance studies with
fam>ily, employmenf, and social responsibilities, and 6) build confidence and maintain focus and
commitment to actively participate in an online CMC learning environment.. [ do not believe,
howev¢r, that these are isolated concepts associated with only CMC systems or onling learning
environmeﬁts. Instead, these attributes of culture emerged from the possibilitvies presented
when people’s ways of living were challgnged by the introduction of graduate studies and the
use of CMC spaces as learning environments: It is the interactions of th'ebse various educational,
cultural, technological, and political forces that provided the contextualAconditions for these
attributes of culture to form and become visible and identifiable. In the section below, I will
discuss these attributes of culture in greater detail and indicate why I believe they are important
for instructional designgrs and instructors to consider when designing and teaching within
online distance education CMC spaces.

5.1.2 Cultural Conditions and Preferred Learning Practices

The research participants enrolled in the online céurse needed to find ways to maintain a
balance betweeﬁ their study and work while juggling their commitments with fami'ly, social lifg
and online leérning. They used different strategies, or preferred learning practices, to deal with
thé challenges they faced in their online learning experiences and made adjustments to their
learning conditions to optimize their learning. Loning back at the findings in the previous

chapter, below [ offer my interpretation of these findings regarding the two research objectives.
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Space. In thi‘s study, most participants chose to study at home, although Steve was able
to complete his online learning tasks anywhere by accessing the Internet. A.few studied at
work because that was where they had access to the Internet, or the time and space they could
use to concentrate. For example, Karen did most of her online learning tasks at work becau;e
she had to devote time to her son and husband while at home. She had an office where she
couid concentrate and where her work schedule allowed her to study for a certain number of
hours.  Steve also stgdied at work because he thought the post-graduate studies were related to
his teaching job. Masahiro had a very busy work Schedule, so he decided to study at home,
when the rest of the family ‘was asleep. All of the participants selected locations‘where they
could concentrate on their learning tasks. ‘In order to balance their studies with family,
employment, and social responsibilities, research participants arranged to find the time and
location that best fit their own social living situations.

Time. Time is integrally connected with people’s rhythms of everyday life. Itisa
dynamic multidimensional condition that intersects cuiture, learning, and CMC spaces. However,

participants interpreted concepts of time in many different ways. Menzies (2005) writes,

The standardization of time didn’t just happen as a deterministic consequence of
invention. Rather, being on time - standardized clock time, that is - took hold because
it fit with the general constellation of developments that came to be known as modernity.
These ranged from ideas, techniques and teéhnologies associated with modern science to
the ideals of efficiency and rationality. .These, in turn, harmonized with and jelled into
a philosophy of progress as expansion, speed and material wealth, not just for nation
states but for nations defined as aggregates of individuals free to maximize their upward
mobility year after year. Physicist Isaac Newton’s notions of time, as both separate
from space and a measure of motion or duration, lent legitimacy and even privileged
authority to the clock.  Similarly, the clock helped to advance new sciences such as it
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offered a medium for managing abstract laws like supply and demand through
production and delivery plans. (p. 23) '

The research participants held different qdnceptions of how time limited or provided
opportlinities for them to manage their course studies in a graduate program. Most participants
actively sought ways to ‘manage time by adjusting their cultural conditions so as to optimize
their learning.  Some employed specific strategies to reduce challenges or overcome
difficulties. Many believed that online CMC spaces were learning environments that provided
equal opportunities for all course members to share their ideaé. But in practice, a participant’s
cultural conditions influenced how, where, and when he/she céuld usé CMC spaces. For
example, those who did not have fluent English language proficiency struggled toi‘read the
assignments and make sense of the learning tasks. In the discussion forums, they also-
struggled to compose their wriften contributions, read peér contributions, and respond to peers
and the instructors. Their participation and communication were also more often perceived as
» less valuable, and many of their postings were ignored or received very few responses.  Agnes,
Rqua, Ping and Sali just wanted to use their available time to get the course assignments done,
.while Jerry and Steve enjdyed socializing.

For most people, I assume, time is an obvious condition of culture, learning, and CMC
spaces. But its importance should n’ot be minimized in this context since it is so “harmonized
with and jelled into a philosophy of progress as expansion, speed and material wealth” (Menzies,
2005, p. 23). Harvey (1996) wrote, with the compression of time and space, “Tﬁe central value

system . . . is dematerialized and shifting, time horizons are collapsing, and it is hard to tell
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exactly what space we are in when it comes to assessing causes and effects, meanings or values”
(p. 298).

The production and use of online digital technologies in education generally have
produced a compression of time and space. In other words, the pace of life sometimes seems
to collapse inwards upon itself, because these information and communication technologies
appear to make it so easy to overcome tremendous geographic spatial barriers (Harvey, 1996).
For example, Agnes and Ping whb both lived in Canada, enjoyed the presence of bther people
. while using the synchronbus CMC chat and felt it offered a feeling of community. But
Masahiro, who resided in Japan,saw the seventeen-hour time zone difference as a major obstacle
that excluded him completely from atténding chat sessions; Yet the general perception of the
research participants was that the CMC space provided an equalizing learning environment for

all course members. 1 cannot help but agree with Menzies (2005) when she stated,

With e-mail, cellphones and the Internet, staying in touch, staying involved, dropping in
to check something out, to make new deals, is suddenly so conveniently at one’s
fingertips.  Yet all this contact can quickly be fragmented, becoming mere moments of
connection, bits of involvement here, there, and everywhere, leaving us with only a
vague sense of coherence” (pp. 1-2). ‘

An important future research objective will be how the compression of time and space -
influences one’s preferred learning practices and conditions of culture within CMC spaces.

Flexibility and Control. While CMC spaces provided research pérticipants the flexibility
to adjust their family, work, and sociél schéduleé in order to meet academic and professional
interests and values, many of the research participants indicated that they wanted more control

over when, where and how they participated in an online course in order to manage their
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changing cultural conditions and in relationship to the ways that they preferred to learn. Agnes

stated, “The biggest challenge is just finding the time to study. There’s always a time issue

i

with a family. So that's just the rule of the game.” Paree pointed out, “Working full-time and

‘taking two courses each term have been really challenging and I just want to finish the program

as soon as possible.” Participants wanted flexibility and control over their learning situation -
primarily to maintain their family and social relationships. These were some of the most

frequently cited conditions during interviews that affected participants’ online learning. Their

commitment to earning a graduafe degree took a lot of time away from their family obligations

and responsibilities. These commitments extend beyond some participants’ immediate
children or spouses to parents and even grandparents. Receiving the understanding and
support of family members provided some participants with the much-needed support for them
to focus on their learnin‘g. Some research participants did not only receive support from their
families, but they also involved their ghildren in their online learning process. Wendy beliéved
her studies could also be ‘mutually beneficial aca\demically and emotionally for both herself and
her children.

Convenience. Some participanis chose certain ways to learn because it was more
convenienf or efficient given thgir living situations. They also selected communication
methods (i.é., chat, discussion forum) and certain pepple to talk with about asAsignments based

on the ease of learning something new or being able to access them at a particular time. Some

participants chose to print the course materials rather than read them on the computer screen.




This provided them a means to read the text anywhere and anytime rather than having to be
connected to the Internet. Some participants believed they studied more efficiently in the

“morning, while others chose to work late at night. A few participants found ft difficult to
schedule any quiet time while their families were awake Although it was not their preferred
time, these people studied late at night, which was the only time available.

Personal and Social Int‘erest’s. Some participants; preferred learning practices were
related to their personal and social interests. There were those who called thems'elves
“experiential learners” who enjoyed solving problems (e.g., using software package they had
never used before) by themselves before they communicated with peers or before asking for
help. One panicipént called herself a “morning person™. She completed her online learning
tasks in the early morning when she was better able to Concentrate. This individual did not
have family obligations or commitments (i.e., taking care of small children) so she was able to
go to bed or rise early or late if she preferred.

For this research, the male and female sample size was too small to be significant in
reiationship to age or gender. However, it is interesting to note that some male participants
suggested“that more formats of multimédia should be used for the course content delivery, and
there should be more CMC spaces available for student-to-student communications, while some .-
female barticipapts stated that they were overwhelmed With too many CMC spaces employed in

the course. Cathy expressed that one of the biggest challenges for her was that there were too

many forms of communication used in the course.




Previous Educational Experiences. Previous educational experiences often influenced
how participants engaged in certain preferred learning practices. Thpse who had posiﬁive
experiences in socializing online tended to be rhore inferested in using CMC spaceé than those
who had not used them much or héd not found them useful for their learning. Both Ping and
Masahiro had negative attitudes toward using the socializing/mingling communication area
because it was not closely related to the course content they wanted to learn. Ping had studied
for her first Master’s degree in a face-to-face setting, and she felt a closer relationship to peers in
that venue. She was not accustomed to socializiﬁg online and thought that a learning space
was not a social space. Masahiro said the socializing space was important even though he did
not make much use of it. He preferred to use anonymous postings beéause he was afraid that
his postings might sound “stupid®. Masahiro lacked confidence and did not feel comfortable
sharing his pe?sonal life with his peers. Both Masahiro and Ping also stated that in their
previous educational experiences if they agreed with a peer’s opinion they were not motivated to
respond. Both were also reluctant to ‘argue with peers in a public forum if they did not agree
with somebody’s opinion. Biesenbach-Lucas (2003) observes that “non-na{tive speakers,
particularly students from Asian countries, consider it far less appropriate to. challenge and
criticize ideas, and in addition, they may not know how to express disagreement appropriately in
English” (p. 37). This research supports Biesenbach-Lucas’ assertion.

Depending on their access to the Internet and the availability of technologies, some

participants found the socializing space of the course website and synchronous conferencing
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more uséful than others. Interests in using such components of the course also depended on
participants’ previoﬁs experiences and personal preferences. Those who had had positive
experiences in online chatting and socializing tended to be more interested in using them than
those who had not used them much or had not'fougd them useful in the past for their learning.
Language Proficiency. English language proficiency was one c;f the most important
cultural condit;o_ns rel_ated to the participants’ preferred learning practices. Those who were
not very confident of their English proﬂcienc? preferred to read others’ postings ﬂrsf, instead of
initiating a messagé about the assigned readings. Some preferred to have somebody proofread
their drafts before they were posted on the bulletin board. For example, as Masahiro believed
he was a slow reader, to save time he preferred to read short postings in the discussion forum. |
But in order to »communicate, one of the stra';egies he used was to write a long response to one
or more postings from others and ask someone (wife or colleague) to proofread the draft before
he posted it. While some research participants preferred to si(ip or postpone the reading of
poorly-written posts, those who had experiences living or working with non-native English
speakers were more understanding or ﬁexible. Among native English speakers, those whé had
experiences teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) tended to be more patient with the
| non-native English speakers. Synchronous chat sessions provided oppqrtunities for
participants to share their opinions in real time. But some non-native English speakers |

expressed their preference for using the asynchronous discussion forums as it gave them more

time to think about the discussion topics or to figure out the meaning of others’ postings. This
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CMC space was preferred because of the convenience it provided to the participants and the
control to manage their represented identity. The fact that non-native English speakers were
less activ¢ in 'synchronous and asynchronous CMC spaces suggests that language proficiency
affected their participation and communication in course discussions. Language limited
opportunities for them to fully engage in the online learning environment. If CMC spaces use
only the language of the host institution then these learning environments will remain unequal
for all. participants. The democratic dimensions of CMC spaces, learning, and culture will be
an objective of future research.

Guided by social constructivist learﬁing theofies, this oqline course included
collaborative as§ignments that required participants to work in small groups of three or four and
engage in discussions on more than one project. Althoqgh participants acknowledged the
impbrtaﬁce of collaborative learning during the research interviews, some participants,
especially non-native English speakers, did not participate in topic discussions as actively as
their native English-speaking peers. [ believe that the formers’ communication and learning
practices were conditioned by their previous educational experiences and English language
proficiency. Persoﬁal interestsvmight be an explanation for some participants’ passive
participation in course CMC spaces, but for non-native English speakers the degree of their
activity was based on their language proficiency and abilify to control)their communication
practices in the online learning environment.

~ Research participants with different cultural conditions perceived collaborative learning
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differently. The participants who had limited North American educational experiences tended
to think that other coursé members were more knowledgeable. This belief inhibited their
confidence to freely express their thoughts in English. Most were unwilling to engage in CMC
spéces and negotiate course issues with other group members.

5.1.3 Ways a Research Participant’s Cultural Conditions Limited or Extended His or |
Her Participation in Online Distance Educatiqn Course CMC Spaces

In thi’s section, I interpret the findings around some of the ways that the research
participants’ cultural conditions limited or extended their participation in an online distance
education course. In particular I examine some of the attributes of culture that had a direct
influence on how and why participants engaéed in the onliné course CMC spaces. 1 will
discuss these attributes of culture in relationship to social presence, cognitive presence, and
teaching presence.

According to Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000), educational experiences can be
enhanced through computer mediated communication (CMC) within a community of ihquiry
‘constitu’.ted by three domains of human interactions: social presence, cognitive presence, and
teaching présence. These interactions are further influenced by the social relationships
developed in the online distance education setting, the selection of course content, and how
discourses support the participan_tsf engagement and communication.  Briefly, social presence
is the ability of learners to project their personal characteristics into the community of inquiry.

Cognitive presence is the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a
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community of inquiry are able to construct meaning vthrougﬁ sustained communication.
Teaching presence includes the.design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive gnd social
processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally WonhWhile
learning outcomes. In this research, | argued that conceptions of social presence, cognitive
presence, and teaching presence need to be understood as part of the contexts of the participants’
cultural conditions-.

Social Presence. When examining the social presence of participants in CMC spaces, |
identified and described the representational moments of personal connections they brought to
their l‘earning. At the beginning of the tefm, all members of the course were asked to complete
a biography page in order to introduce themselves to one another. Because there were no
required face-to-face meetings, they were only,able to establish a social presence in the course
by participating and commiunicating within the CMC spaces. The participants’ social
presences were fqrmed as they used various media to represent their self-identities and social
identities.

In an online distance education learning environment, it is perhaps easier for a course
member to maintain a greater degreev of anonymity than in a face-to-face course. However, the

.course designers and the instructors created the CMC spaces as a way to encourage course
members to participate and communicate with one another. For ex;ample, the
socializing/mingling space was supposed to be used by course members to share information or

ideas that were not closely related to course content. Many research participants said it was
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necessary but they seldom used the space. Male participants visited it more frequently to share
jokes, While females basically ﬁsed it to share conference information or seek information that
might be us.eful for learning course content.. Séme research participants said they decided not
to use it because they did not have the time to visit such places virtually or in real life.

For some of the research paﬁicipants this was their first educational experience in a
course in the online program. These participants indicated that they s;truggled to communicate
with peers during the ﬁrst‘ few weeks. Some of the par‘ticipants had already taken other online
courses in the program and knew some of their peers. Course members who knew each other
had a tendency to dominate the discussions in the CMC spaces.

Some participants had previpus educational experiences outside of a North American
region and found the expectation of creating an online social presence to be personally troubling.
Some of the non-native English speaking pérticipants said that théy were reluctant to engage
with other course members in the socializing/mingling space because they could not figure out
what the others were talking about. Most of these participants only minimally engaged in
 CMC spaces to negotiate course issues with other group members. Some of these participants
were more often than ﬁot “invisible” online or “lurkeré”, who did not seem to be participating as
often as others. Beaudoin (2002) be‘lieved that these students “feel they are still learning and
benefiting from this .low-profile approach to their online studies” (p. 147). 1 suspeét that their
previous cultural conditions “nurtured” therﬁ to be listeners rather than active speakers.in class.

Active listening in CMC spaces is not a course requirement or a measure of participation.
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Cognitive Presence. The cultural éonditions of the research participants had a direct
influence on their cognitive. presence in CMC spaces of the course. During the terrh, the |
participants were required to wori( together in small groups of three or four and communicate
through CMC spaces about course topics. The purposc; of this collaborative group work was to
~ enable course members to construct meaning through sustained communication.

Althqugh participants acknowledged the importance of collaborativé learning during the
research interviews, the non-native English speakers did not participate as actively in these
discussion forums as their native English-speaking peers. The research indicated that their
communication and leaming practices were conditioned by their previous educational
éxperienceé aﬁd English language proficiency. Personal interests also might account for the
passive participation of some participants in the course CMC spaces. Non-native English
speakers’ engagement was directly related tp their ability to control their communication
practices in the online learning environment.

Time restricted most of the particibants from engaging in meaningful group work or
collaborative assignments. Each of the research participants talked about the benefits of -
having peers tq work with and to ask questions about 'éssignments. But the amount of time
required to organize a group meeting added anovther responsibility onto an already packed
schedule for most course members.

The notion of cognitive presence is predicated on collective learning experiences

- through a community of inquiry. CMC spaces provide a convenient online environment for
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supportingv these kinds of human interactions. However, tHe use of these spaces is complicated
- by the conditions of culture associated with the participants’ éveryday lives and by their
preferred ways of learning.

Teaching Presence. This online course used a learner-centered design.  The instructors
acted as facilitators; the teaching presence inciuded collaborative assignments gﬁided by social
constructivist learning theories. Some participants who were new to this constructivist
learning environment struggled with understanding the purpose of self-directed learning.

These research participants who mostly had prior educational experiences outside of North

America continued to rely on and sought the instructors’ guidance whep they had a question.

| The‘majority of the research participants attended most of the chat sessions. This CMC

space was perceived as vaiuable for building a sense of cormectedness.with peers because it
indirectly provided(motivat'ion for learning. However, only some of them thought participation in
this space really helped their learning. | Participants gaid that the format of this CMC space made it .
_hard to type while simultanedusly reading peer bostings. The synchronous communication did not
allow enough time for thinking and reflecting.

Theré was also a space called “Tech Difficulties” created by the instructors on the course
website for course members to get help with technical troubles. Beside instrﬁctors, some
course members with technical expertise provided extensive assistance for help seekers. Even
though this space was availéble for problems related to technical difficulties, some research

participants did not make use of it. Instead, they posted their questions about technical
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difficulties in the discussion forums for course content discussions.

In a face-to-face class, instructors usually distribute fhe course syllabus or coufse outline
during the first session. They also offer to answer questions about the course requirements,
~ outline, and grading. In an online course, hqwever,'course members rely on the syllabus
posted on the course website. If they have questions, they must contact the instructor by email
or post questions in the discussion forum for clarification. In order to create a climate of trust
that supports social constructivism and self-directed learning in an online course, the course
syllabus needs to provide sufficient detail to minimize ambiguity. Course information on the
website should create a climate where course participants not only understand what, why, and
how they will be learning, but also see the benefits of taking risks and solving problems lthrough
collective engagement and self—directed learning.

Most of the research participants were studying part-time and often had to juggle
" commitments between their st/udies and a full-time job and/or' family. Most thought the
instructor should provide detailed instructions for course assignments so they could efﬁciéntly
use their time to learn. They did not value having the “flexibility” to select from multiple
assignments because it meant spending too much time and energy in the decision-making
process. They suggested that a combinatioﬁ of structured procedures and flexible learning was
preferable. They appreciated course procedures that guided them even-if they were more
accuAs.tomedv to a transmission approach to learning,

Early in the term it became evident that teaching presence was negatively affected by the
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large class size and contributed to some confusion for course members. Additionally, the large
course population meant members had to spend a lot of time reading the postings.  The
instructors decided to divide the course members into groups o.f fewer than twenty as a way to
~ alleviate some of the pressure to actively participéte, i.e, read such a large number of messages.
Consequently, participants were only required to read and respond to the postings in the
discussion forum from their own group members. Those who chose to read and respond‘to
postings in the others groups could, but that was an option rather thén a requirement.
5.2 Implications

In this study, the research participants had different perspectives of cours.e content
(Driscoll, 2000; Gayeski, et al., 2002; Moshinskie, 2001), and different learning preférences
(Smith, 2001). The CMC spaces/in the online distance education course were not designed -
Speciﬁcally to serve course members’ divérse cultural conditions. In this section I reccommend
that distance education course designers and'in‘structors address cultural differences in course
: design and delivery. l.anticipate that the findings of this study will help provvide some direction
in the design and delivery of online courses to effectively serve onliné distance education course
users with different learning preferences a‘nd different cultural conditions.
5.2.1 Time / Workload

Research on workload of online teaching and learning indicates that online courses
require mofe time than face-to-face courses, but these studies mostly focused on the workload of

instructors rather than learners (e.g., Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Ragan & Terheggen, 2003; Sheridan,
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2006). Participation and communication in this online graduate course was affected by
participant;’ cultural conditions. Most of them had daily commitments to family, children and
- career. Time and workload were among the most commonly mentioned cultural attributes that
challenged the research participants’ daily living situations, because the time needed to
participate and communicate was much heavier than they expected. Research participants
stated that they had to spend much more time on their online learning tasks than they had
thought prior to coming to the course.

Some measures can be taken to help course members manage time in an online course.
For some course members accessing files from the course website Was time-consuming because
of their Internet connections.  The development and distribution of media need to address both
broadband and narrowband connections. Many pérticipapts stated that they spent a lot of time
reading and responding to a large number of postings in the discussioﬁ forums. Participants
were required to post a specific number of messages in the discussion forums to meet the graded
participation requiremenf. They als o had to schedule time for group projects. Course
member interactions need to be managed by creating small collaborative groups for course
discussions to reduce the number of postings to read and respond to by course members. It is
4 ‘4p'ossible to design an online course and manage the teaching presence so that assignments and
procedures do not become a burden on the usér or stifle the flexibility Within the course CMC

spaces.
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5.2.2 Language Proficiency

English langu.age proficiency was one of the most important cultural attributes that
limited or extended course members’ participation within the CMC spaces. Adinission into
graduate studies at the university requires all non-native English speakers to score 550 or above
oii th;: TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language). | In the past, the TOEFL was used to
indicate if prbspective students would be able to handle the language requirements of attending
a face-to-face course. However, this minimum TOEFL score might not be appropriate for
admission of students to online distance education programs. In this study, some of the
research participants who met only the minimum TOEFL score found it difficult to complete
and maintain a minimum level of participation. ‘For example Masahiro’s TOEFL score was
580 and he said his Canadian wife helped him with reading and writing English.  But he still
had difficulties completiiig the course assignments and engaging comfortably with online
discussions. I believe that raising the English language proficiency requirement for graduate
admissions into online programs might be in order béi:ause the text-based communication in a
CMC space rc;,quires interpreting messages Withi)ut non-verbal cues.
523 Flexibility

Flexibility has been cited in research as one major advantage of online distance
education (e.g., Burée, 1994; Everiiart, 2000; Jacobson, et eil., 1996). Online distance
education courses are siipposed to allowileaming anytime and anywhere. McLoughlin and

Oliver (2000) stated that flexibility was a significant devsign principle for developing culturally
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inclusive online distance education environment. Three of their ten design principles referred
to some aspect of flexibility.

In this study participants reported that their cultural conditions sometimes restricted their
ability to make choices for participating and communicating within the course CMC spaces.

F oi example, the synchronous communication was not very useful for participarits in different
time zones. Some research participants stated that it was difficult to managé their work
schedules to meet the different schedules of peers. They generally perceived their chat session
experiences as being of low value for learning.

Some of the research participants said they preferred to have the course coritent in
‘multiple forms of media. They enjoyed having the option of learning through audio, textual,
and video formats when possible. Online CMC spaces can incorporate various kinds of
multimedia. Jerry and Masahifo stated that tiley enjoyed the opportunities to employ a variety
of ways to read, write, and complete course assignments using alternative formats. That is to
say, some research participants preferred completing assignments in alternative formats other
than only writing papers.  Flexibility does not riécessarily mean more. More choices for a
course member can also be’restiicting when the course participants are trying to manage their
studies in the context of very busy life obligations and responsibilitiés. On the other hand,
providing course members with the choice of studying in their native language would be a

" welcome change. This'technology cannot be developéd fast enough to meet the growing

demand for online distance education.
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5.2.4 Sharing Experiences

In this study the course members resided in different geographic locations. A porﬁon
of the population lived in £he area where the course-offering institution was located. [ believe
that in order to strengthen the social presence among the course members it may be helpful for
local course members' to meet for an orientation at the beginning of the term. Those who
cannot attend the face-to-face orientation the instructor can contact individually by personal
email or by telephone as a way to expand his/her teaching presence and invite theﬁ to
participate and comfnunicate within a community of inquiry. When I was teaching an online
course a few yearé ago, some course members commented in telephoné conversations that they
felt they knew me better after hearing my voice. They said that later in the term they felt more
comfortable communicating with me by email and in the CMC spaces.

A research participant who was new to the program found it intimidating communicating
with their peers when they ﬁrStjoined the course Because others had already taken an online
course in the program. It was also evident that these continuing course members tended to
dominate discussiuon’s in the CMC spaces. During‘the': interviev'v,vMitra, who was new to the
graduate program, recalled the frustration she experienced in the first two weeks of the course.

She d’id not know what they were talking about in some of the CMC spaces and felt like an

~outsider because most.of the course members had met each other online in previous courses.

- Some research participants mentioned that they were encouraged to include a

photograph in their self-introduction. Most of them uploaded one or more photographs of
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themselves and of their families. They said these picitures helped them get to know each other
more easily. | Some i)f the iesearch participants said that they were more likely to have
conversations with those whose pictures they had seen.

The research literature I reviewed indicated that course members need to share personal
experiencés in order to enhance their motii/ation to participate and learn. But the formation of
social relationships can function either to include or exclude course members from a group.
| The course climate needs to be monitored by the instructors to insure that all participants have
an equal opportunity for learning. Coursia members should also be informed as to the purpose
of particular course assignments meant to strengthen the social presence of their participation
and communication.

5.2.5 Previous Educational Experience

This research generally indicated that the CMC spaces of this online learning
environment were contested educational landscapes. Virtual spaces are connected to real life
cultural éonditions of the enrolled cour\se members. Some research participants were reluctant
to engage in course discussions because they were not sure what they could contribute. They
were not from North America and lacked certain baf:kgroimd knowledge. They understood
that their textiial communications partially represented who they were. One research
participant in particular was afraid that his peers and the instructors would perceivev him as

“stupid” based on his English language proficiency. The course members with strong English

~ language proficiencies tended to dominate the discussion forums. Knowing that an online




course can enroll members from different parts of the worldk with diffeiréﬁt educational life
experiences, course dpsigners and instructors have a responsibility to develop course content
and mediate CMC spaces to. accommodate the cultural conditions and preferred learning
practices of these diverse populations.

5.3 Limitations of the Study

When [ was granted access to the course website, the instructors assigned my role as a
Teaching Assistan;c, which was a function of the WebCT course mahagement system. Even’
though I was not involved in any teaching or grading in the course_; it was still possible that
some participants’ responses were inﬂuenced as a result of this designation during the
interviews. I did not encounter any evidence to indicate that this possible perception among
the research participants created any undesirable consequences in their be};avior Or responses .
(Bryman, 1990).

Additionally, this study was designed as exploratory research and involved only twelve
participanté. Therefore, I want to caution readers ’n(')t to over-generalize the results. The
descriptions and interpretations of the participants’ cultural conditions and preferred learning
practices are offered here to guide perceptions, rather than formally forecasting future affairs
(Eisner, 1991), to prqviae additional informatiori of these issues beyond that ih the existing
.literature. The expgctation is that future research will develop further these insights into the
interactions between cultural conditions and preferred learning practices.

Social aspects of culture such as age and gender play roles in the development of one’s
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learning preference (Pinheiro, Campbell, Hirst & Krupa, 2006), but because of the imbalance of
the number of male (N = 3) and female (N =9) participénts, and the small sample size, the |
analysis of issues related to age and gender was by no méans adequate in this study. In the
future, I hope to conduct a st'udy with a more balanced number of male and female participants
so as to investigate how occupational and leisure time activities affect learning expectations,
perspectives and preferences in an online learning environment.
5.4 Suggestions for Future Research

This study examined the cultural conditions and preferred learning practices of a group
of adult participants in an online graduate prdgram. Palloff & Pratt (1999) suggested that
online education “also attracts students in residence on campusés who may also be attending
traditional face-to-face classes. They are younger and may be attracted to these classes for
very different reasons” (p. 164;). I was unable to look at these issues in this study and suspect
that these students’ cultural co.nditions may be qufte different for how they affect the
participants’ preferred ways of learning. I suggest that future research should examine K-12
and undergraduaté students who are enrolled in 'online distance education courses or programs.

The focus of this study was on how cultural conditions affected participants’ preferred
learning practices in an online learning environment. During the research analysis, I grew to
appreciate the complexity involved in looking at the relaﬁonships between the research

participants’ cultural conditions and their preferred learning practices. It was also clear that

CMC spaces do not necessarily make a learning environment that is equal for everybody. |
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was challenged by the findings that cultural conditions had such a strong influence on the
research participants’ learning within CMC spaces. I have come to believe that in such spaces,
diverse populations continue to struggle for a voice. Democratic processes should be designed
into the teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence of online learning
environments and mediated so that they are not taken for granted. [ antici.pate that the
democratic dimensions of culture and CMC spaces will be the topic of some of my future

research studies.
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APPENDIX A

Online Survey
Please answer the foliowing questions and then hit the "Submit" button:

1. Name:

2. Gender

o Female

C Male

3. Age range: A

E 20-29
B 3039
€ 40-49

E 50+
4. Online learning experience

c This is my first online course
c This is my second online course
E2 | have taken three or more online courses before this one
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5. English language proficiency

o English is my native language

C Engliéh is not my first lénguage but I've been using English since secondéry school
E> English is not‘my first language, but it was my major in college/university

£ [ started to use English for academic purposes since I came to Canada (or another

English-speaking country)

C Other. Please explain:

6. Education background

E This MET pfogram is my first Master's program
L Thisis my second Master's pfogram
£ I'm enrolled in this course just for credits for another program

£ Other. Please explain:

7. Life experience in North America




E' [ was born and grew up in Canada / USA
L | came to Canada / USA ten or more years ago
E' I've lived in Canada / USA for three or less than three years

E Other. Please explain:

8. Internet access from home

> Dia-up
£ ADSL/Cable

E No access from home
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APPENDIX B
Erﬁéil Interview Questions

1. Describe your learning in an online environment. Please include the following: physical
setting, amount of and use of time, influence of family life, work, or other aspects of your social .
situations. In particular describe how these social conditions enhance or restrict your ability to

learn.

2. Describe ways that you modify your social situations to enhance your preferred ways of
learning in an online environment. Please take into consideration the same social conditions

mentioned above.
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APPENDIX C

Sample Telephone / Face-to-face Interview Questions

1. Preferred learning Practices »
a) What was the biggest challenge for you in this online course? Why?
b) What strategies did you use to deal with the challenge? ,
c) How would you describe your learning style (preferred learning practice)?
d) How did you select which postings to read first? Why?

2. Relationship of Cultural Background to Preferred Learning Practices

a) Describe differences do you notice between the education system you had and that you'
had in the online course you were enrolled.

b) Describe how your MET online experiences were similar and or dlfferent from your
past educational experiences.

¢) What do you think of the socializing/mingling space on the course websne" Do you
think such a space is helpful for your learning?

d) Can you tell me why you chose to study in the online program?

3. What:suggestions would you like to give for an online course (design and delivery)?
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APPENDIX D
~Request.letter for Data Collection
January 25,2005
Dear [Program Coordinatqr],

I am a Ph.D candidate with the Department of Curriculum Studies and [ am writing to ask for -
permission to collect data from a course in the [Online graduate] program for my dissertation
research. v

Details of the request are:

Time: Jan 4, 2005 to December 31, 2005
Course: [Course Names and Numbers]
Sections and Instructors: instructors who are interested

I would like to have full access to these course sections for the data collection, which includes
the privilege of reading course content, student bios (self-introductions), and instructor and
student postings to the discussion board. When the access is granted from the [Online graduate
program] administration, I will contact the instructors in person and show them the details |
include in my ethics review application form. The instructors who agree to work with me will
send out an email message to their students to ask for permissidn.' The instructors who get
permission from their students will send out a letter on my behalf asking those students who
would like to participate in the study to contact me by email.

The data collected from the course sections will be kept confidential and I will share my
research findings with the instructors and participants upon request.

Thank you very much!

Sincerely,

Zuochen Zhang




APPENDIX E

Contact Letter

An Inquiry of How Students' Cultural Diversity Influences Their Preferred Learning
Practices in an Online Distance Education Environment

May 11, 2005
Dear Colleagues,

With the globalization of learning, online distance education courses are experiencing increasing
enrolments of students from diverse backgrounds. T o better understand the learning of diverse
student populations, I am examining the relationship between students’ preferred learning,
communication practices, and the social and cultural contexts related to online distance education.
The purpose of this study is to better understand these social and cultural contextual conditions of
online learning environments. This research is for a Ph.D. dissertation, and the implications for
the research are to enhance the design of online courses to serve diverse learners more
satisfactorily.

The information collected for this study will be used to explore the relationship between
forms of online learning and the cultural contexts that influence student learning in online
environments.

The data collection will include the use of questionnaire, monitoring postings on the discussion
board, email interviews, and telephone or face-to-face interviews.

As a participant in this study you will be asked to provide a written reply to a series of questions
in advance of a recorded interview where you will be encouraged to elaborate on your statements.
A synthesis of your responses to the questions and statements made during the interview will be
made available to you to read, change and omit information collected. The initial interview
question review and response should take you no longer that 60 minutes, the interview will be
limited to 90 minutes, and your review of interview data should take no more than 60 minutes for
a total commitment of approximately 2 - 3 hours on your part.

Should you wish to participate in this study, please respond by email and I will send a participant
consent form. My email address is: Zuochen Zhang

As a participant in this study, you will have an opportunity to contribute to this examination of how
the cultural diversity influences a student’s preferred learning practices in online distance education.
Itis hop.ed that through your participation you will also benefit from the opportunity to reflect on
the emergence of online distance education. You will be informed of the dissertation when it is
completed and provided with a summary of the study.

Please contact me at +if you have any questions
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about this letter. I look forward to hearing back from you.
Regards,

Zuochen Zhang
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| APPENDIX F
Letter of Clarification
Dear colleagues:

Thank you very much to those who volunteered to participate in my study, which aims to
improve online courses for students with diverse cultural backgrounds. I am looking for 10
more participants, especially L2 students, and I am afraid some of you didn’t volunteer becagse
I didn’t make it clear enough in the Contact Letter that Steve and Franc sent to you on my behalf
about the procedure of participation. I received some email messages asking me to clarify

some statements. Here are a few things I am writing to make clear:

1. The questionnaire is designed to get demographic and infrastructure information. It
includes one fill-in and 7 multiple choice questions. The questionnaire is hosted at a secure
site and [ will send the URL to participants in early July;

2. The first interview will be done by email. [ will start sending out questions to individual
participants towards the end of the course and I hope you can get back to me within a week;

3. The second interview will be carried out by phone or in person a week or two after this
course is over, which will start in mid August. If you live outside of Lower Mainland of
British Columbia, we will arrange a time convenient to you for me to call you on the phone.
If you live in the Lower Mainland area, then we can arrange a time to meet in person for the
interview. Of course, if you live in Lower Mainland but still prefer to be interviewed over
the phone, we can also do that.

Please send your mailing address to me at . _by the end of

June and I will send you the consent form to get your signature. Thank you.

Regards,

Zuochen Zhang
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