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Introduction


Distance education is available globally.  In the United States online education seems to appeal more to women who work full time and who have previous educational experience.  Also in the United States technology barriers exist for the poor and in rural areas.  In other countries distance education is delivered to disadvantaged populations in preparation for higher education.  In the corporate training world global internet connections make instructional materials available anytime, anywhere.  Because distance education has grown so quickly through technology, the challenges associated with a global learner audience have grown as well (Zintel, 2002).  Multicultural instructional design, therefore, becomes more and more important.  This paper will review some of the literature, as well as, providing examples and references related to instructional design for multiple cultures.   

Features of Instructional Design


Models of instructional design vary somewhat.  However, the 4D model, the ADDIE model and others include analysis (needs assessment), design, development, implementation, and evaluation (Picciano, 2001; Simonson et al, 2000).  The process of instructional design is a continuous improvement process where what is learned at one stage is implemented in the next.  Applying to instructional design cultural considerations has been shown to improve the relevance of instructional materials for distance education, both at the macro- and micro- level (McLoughlin, 1999), where the micro-level relates to classroom issues and the macro-level refers to societal issues beyond the classroom.  Designing distance educational experiences in concert with the learner audience will most likely result in the most effective and relevant delivery.

Cultural and Cross-Cultural Issues

Technology may be perceived differently both within and across cultural norms.  In the United States where time and space are commodities that can be bought and sold, speeding up processes in a given day is viewed as progress.  Access to technology, however, may serve as a barrier to distance education opportunities in the United States, as well as, globally.  However, assuming that the access to technology barrier can be overcome, there are issues of inclusion and equity within the electronic classroom (McLoughlin, 1999; McLoughlin, 2000; Wiley, 2001; Zhang, 2001).  Likewise, distance education may open the door to culturally responsive learning and teaching (Chen et al, 1999; McLoughlin, 1999; McLoughlin, 2000).  Preparing for technical problems, practicing culturally responsive communication, implementing group work, and designing interactive and visually effective instructional materials are specific challenges facing the distance educator mastering instructional design.

Impact of Culture on Instructional Design

Distance education delivery, if not appropriately planned and developed, can be disastrous for those with reduced technical backgrounds, narrow learning styles, and poor communication skills.  Add to this mix a culturally diverse learner audience, and the difficulty level rises.  Americans of European descent tend to be 

· chatty and expressive; attuned to specifics and details

· time conscious and production-oriented; competitive; individualistic

· confrontational and low in uncertainty avoidance (Wiley 2001).

This cultural mix is perfect for e-mail and chat -- for discussion, debate, and dialogue – the current tools of electronic communication in the distance education environment.  Americans of European descent may have difficulty with group work and interactivity, while learners from more collectivist cultures, where the good of the group is more important than the individual’s good, may collaborate more readily.  McLoughlin (1999, 2000) applied to Indigenous Australian learners a context of multiple cultures instructional design where inclusivity and cultural pluralism might be practiced that

· reflects the multicultural realities of society

· includes multiple cultural ways of learning and teaching, and

· promotes equity of learning outcomes (McLoughlin, 2000, p. 234).

A “Motivational Framework” for culturally responsive teaching is proposed in Wiley (2000).  This framework includes establishing inclusion (through collaborative learning), developing attitude (using relevant learning goals), enhancing meaning (by critical questioning and predicting) and engendering competence (through self-assessment) (p. 218).  Many resources are available on the World Wide Web for multicultural classroom activities (Center for Teaching and Learning, 2001; Gorski, 2000; Gorski, 2003) and strong research results are available demonstrating multicultural effectiveness in the distance education classroom (Chen et al, 1999; McLoughlin, 1999; McLoughlin, 2000; Zintel, 2002).

Impact of Instructional Design on Culture

Skilled content organization, relevant study guides and assignments, and effective distance communication have the potential to influence the culture of any given distance education experience.  Enhancing the educational opportunities of disadvantaged minorities and making distance education relevant within the cultural mix of a country may also dynamically influence the literacy level, participation in self government, and self esteem of a country’s citizens.

Indigenous learning is defined as “learning linked with a culture” and “refers to processes and structure people within particular societies have used to learn about their culture throughout their history” (Wiley, 2001, p. 204).  In the Native American culture learning is both formal and informal; informal as in the living of daily life; and formal as in the transfer of sacred knowledge.  When methods of indigenous learning are used in a classroom or educational venue, such as storytelling, dreaming, tutoring, or artistic creation, a part of the cultural life of the learner audience is enhanced and enriched.  

Indigenous Australian learners have traditionally been taught by missionaries that the minority European-dominant culture is “better” somehow than the native ways of living.  Education for remote Indigenous learners in Australia suffered from a “deficit model of delivery” (McLoughlin, 2000, p. 230).  Moving away from the deficit model has meant developing a “community of inquiry” as follows:

· Learning is situated and contextualised in action and everyday situations.

· Knowledge is acquired through active participation.

· Learning is a process of social action and engagement involving ways of thinking, doing and communicating.

· Learning can be assisted by experts or supportive others and through apprenticeship.

· Learning is a form of participation in a social environment (McLoughlin, 2000, p. 235-236).

The activities above create a theoretical framework for equity and gives the learner ownership of their learning and leads to cultural maintenance where the entire community is involved in the educational process.

Criterion for Evaluation

The instructional design process includes analysis, design, development, implementation, evaluation and continuous process improvement.  Zhang (2001) suggests ten criterion for evaluating a good culturally balanced educational program.  Some of these may have to be specifically adapted to distance education delivery, but they serve as a touchstone.

1. Materials are respectful of cultural, ethnic, sexual, and/or religious diversity.

2. A balance of historical perspectives is represented that recognizes the complexity underlying historical events, especially wars, and politics.

3. Gender inclusiveness is evident.

4. A balanced perspective on the values and contributions of diverse cultures is represented.

5. Images and icons are sensitive to cultural taboos and customs.

6. An ethical perspective is presented that maintains that cultural practices should be respected unless they violate principles of basic humanity.

7. Ethnic groups are represented in ways that reflect the diversity within these groups.

8. A balance of different cultures and societies is represented in images or texts.

9. Ethnic groups are represented in ways that reflect accurately their overall contributions to society.

10. Ethnic pluralism based upon respect for differences are held forth as the ideal approach to societal development (Zhang, 2001, p. 305).

These criterion blend together the influences of culture upon instructional design while acknowledging the influence of instructional design upon culture and society.

Conclusion

Multicultural instructional design within distance education may be considered too complex.  However, as education and business merge more fully within the Information Age, the necessity of effective communication and cross-cultural training becomes more and more a priority (Zintel, 2002).  Developing a global mindset is essential for successful communication in the distance education venue as technology reduces even more the isolation between cultures.  Successful application of the principles of inclusion and equity, demonstrating respect and engendering connectedness will pave the way for effective design of multicultural instruction.
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