Designing Cross- Cultural Collaborative Online Learning Tool-Kit for SUNY Faculty
A State University of New York 2016 IITG Tier 1 Round 5 Grant






Final Project Report









Project (“Core”) Team:

Dr. Alex Kumi-Yeboah, Principal Investigator
University at Albany - SUNY
























University at Albany – State University of New York, January 2018
Designing Cross-Cultural Collaborative Online Learning Tool-Kit for SUNY Faculty
Final Project Report


Project Description
Designing a cross-cultural collaborative online learning tool-kit for SUNY faculty is aimed at helping instructors who teach online courses to understand the cultural knowledge of students and providing resources for teaching diverse students in online learning environments. This tool kit also provides instructional strategies that increase faculty awareness about cross-cultural online collaboration and skills of connecting with the increasing diverse student population in the online learning environments. The project is focused on how SUNY faculty who teach online courses can incorporate strategies of culturally responsive pedagogies to promote cross-cultural collaboration in online learning environments to meet students’ diverse cultural, social, and academic needs. The project developed a tool-kit for faculty on how to address multicultural issues in online learning environments, such as addressing cultural sensitivity issues, dealing with asynchronous and synchronous communication, language and cultural issues, and promoting effective interaction with students from diverse backgrounds.

Project Team:
Dr. Alex Kumi-Yeboah, Assistant Professor, University at Albany-SUNY,
Principal Investigator.

Dr. Alex Kumi-Yeboah is currently an Assistant Professor at the University at Albany (SUNY) – School of Education, Department of Educational Theory and Practice. Prior to University at Albany – SUNY, he worked as an Assistant Professor of Education at Dalton State College in Georgia where he taught courses in multicultural education, immigrant education, teacher education, as well as professional seminars.
 
His research interests include examining mediating cross-cultural factors (educational, social, psychological, socio-linguistic) impact on the educational advancement of immigrant students in U.S. schools. He also studies cross-cultural collaboration and diversity contexts of immigrant and minority students in online learning to include comparing and contrasting the schooling experiences of youth of color from a global perspective. An active researcher, he has been the first or contributing author on 22 peer-reviewed journal articles, 16 book chapters, one co-authored edited book, and about 20, largely refereed, research conference presentations since July 2009.

The Rationale for the Project

Online education has now become an integral part of the educational landscape in the United States and around the world, where it serves as the main source of enrollment growth in higher education (Allen & Seaman, 2017). The rising student population in online learning mandates instructors and instructional designers to be aware of the importance of cultural factors that influence students’ learning experiences and academic performance in the online environments (Gómez-Rey, Barberà, & Fernández-Navarro, 2016). There are wide variations in participation levels between students (Strjbos & de Laat, 2010; Wise, Perera, Hsiao, Speer, & Marbouti, 2012) in online learning as a result of the cultural differences which impede their collaborative experiences. In addition, the increasing student population has led to globalization of online learning where instructors and students cross boundaries of countries and cultures. Globalization of online learning has benefits for both instructors and students in sharing and constructing knowledge and information. However, online learning of students from multiple cultures poses challenges for both instructors and students because of the cultural differences (Author 1 et al., 2017; St Amant, 2007; Yang, Olesova, & Richardson, 2010) due to language, communication style, social interaction style, and educational experiences (Pagan, 2005). Several studies (Angeli & Schwartz, 2016; Stahl, Maznesvski, Voigt, & Jonsen, 2010) contend that barriers to successful communication in online learning are common when students are from diverse backgrounds. Ashong and Commander (2012) argued that most programs in online learning are designed on a one-size-fits-all model for students with different backgrounds, with little or no attention to cultural diversity.

Yet, few empirical studies have investigated instructors’ perspectives on cultural diversity and instructional strategies that promote multicultural content in online classrooms (Adeoye, & Wentling, 2007; Gunawardena, Layne, & Frechette, 2012; Gómez-Rey, Barbera, & Fernández-Navarro, 2016; Mittelmeier, Rienties, Tempelaar, Hillaire, Whitelock, 2018); that is, specifically, instructional strategies that instructors use to address and promote cultural diversity in online classrooms (Gu, Wang, & Mason, 2017; Hsieh, 2010). The main rationale in choosing online instructors as the research participants in the present study is based on the following considerations: First, in response to the increasing diverse student populations in online learning (Gunawardena et al., 2014), it is essential to study to understand the perspectives of online instructors regarding cultural diversity in the online learning environment via the lens of multicultural research that addresses cultural issues and how it influences the teaching and learning process. Second, there is limited literature about cultural diversity in online learning, thus the present study will help broaden instructors’ understanding and promote cross-cultural collaboration in online teaching, and provide instructors with instructional strategies to help meet the needs of diverse student population (Ashong & Commander, 2012; Du, Zhou, Xu, & Lei, 2016; Okwumabua et al., 2011). The primary goal of this project is to understand in situ the attitudes, responses, and expectations of faculty towards online learning. Second, it will critically assess how online learning courses relate to cultural responsiveness, multicultural expectations, challenges, and achievement for faculty at the various SUNY campuses. This proposal addresses the impact of cross-cultural collaboration in online learning in SUNY campuses and development of cross-cultural tool-kit for SUNT faculty. 

Learning objectives

Research Questions
The following three research questions were the focus of this study:
(a) What are instructors’ perceptions of cultural diversity in online learning environments? 
(b) What instructional strategies do instructors use to promote cultural diversity in in online learning environments? and 
(c) What are the challenges and or barriers instructors encounter in online learning environments? 

Project Timeline (Initially proposed and factual) 

	1) Contacted potential participants for the study (August – September 2016)
a. Recruitment of participants;

	This part was conducted as planned, but decided to increase the number of participants and number of SUNY campus. 

	2) Schedule date and time with participants to conduct interviews (September – December 2016)
a. Establish evaluation framework and design instruments, consent letters;
b. Finalize IRB approval (multi campus);
c. Prepare data analysis tools and procedures;
d. Conduct interviews (September 2016-May 2017).
	This part of conducted as planned, but because of the delay and time conflicts with some of the participants, I had to extend interviews with participants (interviews was moved to January – May 2017).

	3) Online Course Observations (February – May 2017)

	Observed 10 online courses in five SUNY campuses.

	4) Assessment meeting to analyze results (July – August 2017)
a. Analysis data;
b. Tabulation and analysis of data
	This part was completed -- 

	5) Results and development of the cross-cultural tool-kit (September 2017 – January 2018)

	Development of the online cross-cultural teaching tool-kit for SUNY faculty
at:
https://crossculturalonlineteachingandlearning.wordpress.com
 See above link for tool-kit

	7) Preparation of reports and recommendations.
	See below under Assessment

	8) Communication, dissemination (continuous, starting in November, 2017).

	A large program of communication and dissemination was performed which included presentations at AERA 2018 conference, OLC-Accelerate 2018 conference.



Findings
The following themes emerged from the interview and online classroom observations -Perceptions of cultural diversity in online learning, Cultural diversity depends on the academic discipline you teach, Instructional strategies that promote cultural diversity in online learning, Collaborative online learning activities, Addressing the impact of multicultural education, and Challenges of cultural diversity in online learning.
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Discussion

[bookmark: _GoBack]This study presents college instructors’ perspectives on cultural diversity, instructional strategies to promote cultural diversity and challenges in online learning. Bennett’s (2001) multicultural research was employed as a lens to guide the study, which was based on several studies (Du, Zhou, Xu, & Lei, 2016; Gunawardena, 2014; Mittelmeier, Rienties, Tempelaar, Hillaire, Whitelock, 2018) recommendations that future studies must explore instructors’ perceptions and challenges of cultural diversity in online learning. Overall, this study found six themes (perceptions of cultural diversity in online learning, cultural diversity depends on academic discipline you teach, instructional strategies that promote cultural diversity, collaborative online learning activities, addressing the impact of multicultural education, and challenges of cultural diversity in online learning). This study sought to extend our understanding of college instructors’ perspectives of cultural diversity inclusion in online learning, and the challenges they face in their efforts to promote cultural diversity in the online learning environments. Overall, the results indicate that instructors’ perspectives and understandings of cultural diversity in online learning varied depending on their subject areas or disciplines. Instructors in education, humanities, and social sciences seem to have a better understanding of cultural diversity and the need for them to provide support and institute equity pedagogy to help diverse students. On the contrary, science instructors assert that there is no significant association between cultural diversity and academic success of diverse learners in online learning.
Recommendations
The present study provides insight into the way in which cultural diversity affects instructional practices of college instructors, and how to incorporate diversity into instructional strategies to help diverse students succeed. This study opens the door for additional research on instructors’ perspectives and understandings of cultural diversity to help them facilitate cultural response pedagogy to support diverse learners in online learning environments. At a broader level, the study provides an opportunity for instructors and instructional designers who teach online courses to design and implement collaborative learning activities to help diverse students, including students with learning disabilities to achieve higher in the online learning environments. 
Several recommendations resulted from the findings of the study. First, we recommend that instructors assign students to diverse groups and ask them to discuss their cultural and educational backgrounds at the early stage of the course to promote cultural understanding. Thus, learning about the cultural heritage and the essence of cultures in online learning could serve as a starting point to enhance cross-cultural collaborative activities in the online environment (Du, Ge, & Xu, 2015). In addition, instructors could employ instructional strategies such as creation of safe and conducive learning environments, and collaborative learning activities to help them engage, share ideas, and interact with students to better understand them. Given the findings that some of the instructors lack the ability to design instructional activities to meet the learning needs of all students, we suggest that instructors create online courses with flexibility to allow students to choose among learning activities that reflect different ways of processing information, communicating, interacting, and to help them adjust to different teaching styles and experiences of instruction (Gunawardena, 2014). 

Implications for Practice
It is important for college instructors to recognize the multiple cultures students bring to the online learning environment and how cultures can shape their cognitive, social, and academic development. It is, therefore, important for instructors and instructional designers to be cognizant of the need to incorporate multicultural resources in their curriculum to help diverse students including those with learning disabilities when designing and developing instructional activities for online learning. A related implication of the study is the comprehensive knowledge and understanding of diversity in online learning on the part of instructors in order to avoid the assumption that students in online courses are from one ethnic group with same cultural backgrounds.
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