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An effective online learning community requires the development of social presence,
as this helps learners to project themselves online and feel a sense of community. A
literature review found that cultural preferences are important in developing
relationships online, which may explain why some learners in international contexts
may not participate in the learning community, with an unsuccessful online
experience as a result. The effect of culture in the development of a learning
community was investigated using a design-based research approach, in two fully
online courses for faculty at a university in the Sultanate of Oman. It was found that
the participants, all from an Arabic cultural background, preferred to develop
responsible relationships before they went online, and preferred to use tools such as
synchronous chat that gave increased immediacy to the learning context.

Introduction

Blogs, wikis, forums, social bookmarks and other social and collaborative tools have
pushed the social nature of learning to the forefront. Development of an online
community is an important aspect of social learning, as the community provides the
place where learners can develop trust in others, share their new knowledge, and learn
from and with each other. However, there is also research that suggests that cultural
values affect the way people learn, and may determine success or failure in learning
(Gunawardena, Nolla, Wilson & Lopez-Islas, 2001; Holmes, 2004; Tu, 2001; Yildiz &
Bichelmeyer, 2003). If cultural preferences do affect how learners become part of, and
interact in an online community, then these factors must be considered in the way a
course is designed, to enable all students to have equal opportunity for successful
learning. Most cultural values are subconscious (Zaharna, 1995), and therefore cultural
differences between teachers and students may not be noticed, or the other’s
perspectives may be seen as unacceptable. This means that if cultural values have a
significant role in learning, they need to be identified and accounted for in the design
of courses.

The key factor in developing an effective online community is social presence
(Polhemus, Shih, Swan & Richardson, 2000; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer,
2001). The term social presence describes the ability to comfortably and effectively
communicate through a technical medium. The Social Presence Theory was first
proposed by Short, Williams and Christie (1976) and defined as “the degree of salience
of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal
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relationships” (p. 64). Rourke et al. (2001) redefined the construct for an online
environment as “the ability to project socially and affectively into a community of
inquirers” (p. 1). Short et al. (1976) explain that social presence is a characteristic of the
medium, and also subjective, as people’s perceptions vary as to the amount of
presence they need. If social presence is low, then people tend to see the medium as
cold and impersonal; when social presence is high the medium is perceived as warm,
inviting and responsive.

There are two factors that are important in developing social presence: immediacy and
intimacy (Swan, 2002b). As illustrated in Figure 1, immediacy behaviours provide the
sense of being physically close, whereas intimacy behaviours are verbal behaviours of
self disclosure. Learners may perceive different levels of intimacy and immediacy, but
there must be sufficient in both to create the warmth and feeling of belonging that is
characteristic of a learning community, where learners willingly participate and
contribute. For example, Columns a and b in Figure 1 both represent learners who
have achieved sufficient levels of social presence, whereas the learner represented in
Column c has not, as the low level of immediacy is not compensated by increased
levels of intimacy.

  a b  c

Intimacy

Immediacy

Amount of social
presence required
to develop a sense
of community

Figure 1: Intimacy and immediacy in social presence, adapted from Swan (2002b, p. 5)

Different online tools support different levels of immediacy, as perceived by the
learners, for example, some learners perceive emails and synchronous chats to have
more immediacy than asynchronous forums (Tu, 2002), It is clear then that an
investigation into the factors that support the development of a learning community
should focus strongly on learners’ preferences for developing a sense of social
presence. This research investigated how learners from an Arabic cultural context
prefer to develop social presence.

Social presence and the development of online community

A learning community is “a sense that members have a belonging, members matter to
one another and to the group and a shared faith that member’s needs will be met
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through their commitment to be together’ (McMillan & Chavis, 1986 p. 9). McMillan
and Chavis describe four elements found in learning communities, comprising: a
feeling of belonging, the ability to influence the group, fulfillment of needs through
shared values and goals, and a shared connection with others in the group. These
elements need to be present within the technological environment of online courses if a
sense of community is to be developed. Research by Fontainha and Gannon-Leary
(2008) identified eight critical success factors including the ability to build trust online,
developing a sense of belonging with consideration given to culture, and inclusive
communication skills. Many of the factors they identify relate to how participants
communicate and bond together online, as is supported by the work of Rovai (2002).
He found several key issues including the need to overcome the psychological and
communications space, work in groups to build connections, maintaining group
relationships, and ensuring groups are a suitable size to encourage good connections
between the learners. These descriptions highlight the necessity for participants to be
able to develop strong committed relationships with one another, so that there is trust,
identity and the ability to share personally with others. The technology environment
can be a barrier for participants in the ability to build these types of relationships, and
the ability to overcome this barrier is identified as social presence.

As social presence is a key factor in the development of a successful learning
community, an analysis of such presence helps to explain how learners from different
contexts, such as those from the Arab world, can develop a successful learning
community, as is the focus of this study. The literature will be examined to identify
factors that promote social presence and the significance of learners’ cultural values in
online communication. Arabic cultural values will also be discussed to highlight the
need to investigate how to promote social presence for effective learning communities
in the Arab world.

Research on online learners

A literature review and analysis of research was conducted to investigate how social
presence can be promoted. Some studies have suggested that classroom social
networks have a significant impact on the development of social presence (Wegerif,
1998). Sufficient interaction is necessary to promote social presence, otherwise learners
inevitably find the environment unsupportive and uninviting. However, it is not only
the amount of interaction that is important, it is the type of interaction. Self disclosure
and the use of affective language are necessary, as they are indicators of the intimacy
and immediacy needed in technological environments. Research also shows that social
presence should be nurtured throughout the course to maintain the sense of
community (Swan, 2002a), and to create trust and a social identity for working
collaboratively in online courses (Rogers & Lea, 2005; Shen, Khalifa & Yu, 2006).

Teachers also have a role in the development of social presence, through teacher
presence and immediacy. Some studies have found that teacher presence, through the
design, facilitation and administration of learning, is an important factor to reinforce
social presence (Rourke et al., 2001). Ke (2010) found that teaching presence should be
developed first, as a catalyst to enable the development of the community. This is
supported by the work of Rogers and Lea (2005) who found that social presence was
developed as participants worked collaboratively on courses tasks. Teacher immediacy
is also important. Immediacy behaviours such as personal emails, feedback or
responses in forums increase the sense of presence because they help decrease the
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psychological distance in the online environment (Bozkaya & Aydin, 2008; Liu, Gomez
& Yen, 2009; Richardson & Swan, 2003).

Thus, the considerable research in this area has found that the social presence required
for the development of community may be promoted by a variety of factors. These
include teacher immediacy and collaborative tasks, as well as the way the learners
respond; including the way they use affective language and self disclosure to develop
an online social identity. However, it is also important to identify the role of culture in
the development of social presence.

Research involving learners in other cultural contexts

A literature review of research with learners from different cultures found that
students’ communication patterns were culturally dependent. LeBaron, Pulkkinen and
Scollin (2000) found that Finnish students in their study communicated less frequently
online than did American students. The Chinese graduate students in online courses in
Tu’s study (2001) also initiated and participated in fewer discussions compared to the
Americans in the course. Without the active encouragement of the facilitator, their
participation would have been minimal and they would have been “left out of the
online community” (p. 52). Perceptions of what constitutes a positive learning
community were generally different for the Chinese people in Tu’s (2001) study. Tu
found that Chinese students interpreted minimal concern in their well-being as “a
warm and friendly” atmosphere. They tended not to become actively involved in
discussions but would be content to simply observe other students’ interactions and
contributions. Both LeBaron et al.’s and Tu’s study have contributed to understanding
of cultural learning characteristics, but questions on social presence remain
unanswered, particularly about the nature and extent of online interaction required for
the development of social presence, and the role of the facilitator in creating a
democratic and inclusive learning environment.

The issue of ‘saving face’ (i.e. maintaining prestige and honour in social interactions)
was also found to be an important construct in the consideration of social presence. Tu
(2001) noted the caution required to save face in the way learners in his study
composed their discussion contributions. Studies on online learning by Ku and Lohr
(2003) and by Morse (2003) with students from several different cultures, showed
much difference in their need for community online, in their level of interest to learn
more about others in their courses, and whether or not they wanted to participate in
face to face meetings. In another study, Mexican and American graduate students in an
online course were found to have significant differences in the nature and frequency of
their responses to the tutor, and in the amount of support they gave to each other in
the group (Gunawardena et al., 2001). It could also be argued that cultural values may
affect a learner’s responses to the tutor’s immediacy behaviours. This may be the
reason for one student being offended by a tutor’s comments on an assignment in a
multicultural online business course: “Assessment feedback was too direct, a little
offensive”; or another student’s indifference to a tutor’s attempt to create casual, off-
task conversation: “I really don’t care that the tutor is a world-class surfer” (Dunn &
Marinetti, 2005 p. 3). A Chinese postgraduate student studying in an online course in
America commented:

I received an e-mail from the instructor. The text was all in red. I almost passed out. I
guessed I might have done or said something wrong or offensive to the teacher,
otherwise, the teacher wouldn’t written to me this way. (Tu, 2001, p. 52)
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Tu (2001) commented that the tutor had used this colour for emphasis only, unaware
that in the Chinese culture, red is used for warning and correction, and the response of
the tutor had promoted anxiety and stress in the student instead of the encouragement
and guidance intended. The efforts of the tutors in these examples were either
misunderstood or were not appropriate, indicating that an understanding of the
learners’ cultural background is important in developing social presence and a sense of
community.

The need for identifying Arabic cultural preferences that affect social presence

Most Omanis are Arabs and share cultural values with other Arab societies in the
Middle East. Some Omanis are non-Arab, some have grown up in the West, and some
are those who historically have settled in Oman or expatriates who have recently
gained citizenship. For the purposes of this research, this paper describes the values of
those in Oman who culturally identify with the Arabic society.

The Arab society is collectivist and has oral cultural values (Hofstede, 2003; Ong, 1982;
Zaharna, 1995; Pollack, 1998). Collectivist cultures emphasise group goals over
individual ones, and relationships have a high priority. Close relationships result in
commitment and responsibility to others more than to one’s own individual needs or
opinions, and thus the group provides support, goals and expectations, and expects
loyalty (Shkodriani & Gibbons, 1995; Wu & Rubin, 2000). People from a collectivist
society such as this are motivated by extrinsic, not intrinsic factors. For example, in an
individualistic society, self discipline is valued, but in a collectivist society, extrinsic
factors such as rules and rewards are more likely to provide motivation. Oral and
collectivist cultural values are evident in an Omani society today, in that there is strong
loyalty to the wider family, respect for the older people in the community, and
motivation through family expectations.

As an oral culture, Arabs value their language as a spoken language in appreciation of
its pleasure to the ear, and in the value placed on memorisation and recitation of the
Qur’an. Ong (1982) proposed that the way a language is used affects the way people
think, because this would determine how knowledge, skills and traditions are
transmitted within the society. These values are evident in the society with preferences
for communication characteristics that resemble an oral culture, such as rhetoric,
exaggeration and a preference for imagery over accuracy (Zaharna, 1995). Knowledge
in an oral culture is not abstract but more human related, as traditionally culture and
history were held in stories that were told in exaggerated metaphorical ways to aid
learning. Consistent with other oral societies, Arabs tend to use very visual methods of
learning. Zaharna (1995) explains that this is because they are more people or event
oriented and not time or information oriented, and knowledge is less abstract and seen
within its natural context. The Arab culture is also described as a ‘high context’ culture
(Hofstede, 2003; Al-Harthi, 2005), that is, communication is more indirect, as the
listeners relate to the speaker and thus implicitly know the context or background of
the information. The goal of speaking indirectly is to save face and providing
harmony, but can provide conflict when communicating with others who are not from
that community or culture.

Research on Gulf Arab university students in the United States (Al-Harthi, 2005)
identified several learning challenges during their distance learning courses. Al-Harthi
aligned these to previously identified national cultural characteristics (Hofstede, 2003).
She found that the online environment enabled the students to feel less embarrassed
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about sharing when compared to the classroom, which she related to a cultural value
of shame. Her participants also explained they felt the decreased structure of learning
online made them feel lazy, which may have related to the cultural value of requiring
more structure and extrinsic motivators. Her survey participants also commented on
the necessity to avoid conflict, for example, in relation to clarifying course grades with
their teachers. Al-Harthi commented that this may have related to either
embarrassment or saving face issues, but other non-cultural possibilities were also
proposed.

It can be seen that the Arab society has different values from the West, and the work of
Al-Harthi indicates that their cultural values can impact their online learning
experience. This means it can be assumed that factors in the development of a learning
community will also be culturally sensitive, and that courses need to be designed with
this in mind. This study sought to investigate to what extent Arabic cultural
preferences can be met in the design of the learning, with a particular emphasis on
social presence and ability to learn in an online community.

The research approach and method

The development of a learning community is important in online courses that seek to
provide a collaborative networked approach to learning. Research has indicated that
social presence is a culturally sensitive concept, and learning may be compromised if
learners’ cultural preferences are not considered in the design of the course. As little is
available on how learners from an Arabic cultural background prefer to learn, or learn
in a community, the research was necessary to help the development of an effective
learning community. The research was guided by two key questions:

1. How do learners from an Arabic cultural context prefer to develop social presence?
2. In what ways can online courses be designed to facilitate the development of social

presence within a learning community?

The research was conducted in the Sultanate of Oman in two three-month courses. A
design-based research approach was selected for the study (Collins, Joseph & Bielaczyc,
2004; The Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). It has a cyclic approach, in that
empirical research findings can be applied to the theoretical design and then to the
practical design, resulting in continuous modifications of both theory and practice, as
is shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Design-based research (Reeves, 2006, p. 59)
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Within this approach, a case study strategy was used for data collection and analysis.
Case studies are used to respond to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions and the data can be
used to modify and improve the research context (Soy, 1997; Yin, 2003). This enables a
continuing cycle of change and analysis to identify key issues in the most effective or
preferred design solutions. Yin (2003), also comments that this strategy is used when a
study focuses on a “contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 13).

Context

The research was carried out on two fully online professional development courses for
university faculty on how to teach online, using Moodle, which is a secure virtual
learning environment. The courses were designed by the researcher who was also the
course facilitator and who had several years experience in designing and
implementing online courses. A socio-cultural strategy was used, where interactive
work was an integral part of the course design and had an authentic project as the
focus of the course (cf. Herrington, Reeves & Oliver, 2010). The courses were in English
and were designed to take eight weeks, with five hours study per week, but most
participants took about 12 weeks. No release time or incentives were given, and
participants worked on the course mainly during the day in their offices.

There were approximately 12 participants on each course from various cultural
backgrounds, The research participants were all the participants from an Arabic
cultural background who were willing to participate in the research, and were of
different ages, gender, years of teaching experience and from different disciplines, as
shown in Table 1. Pseudonyms have been used to protect the participants’ identities.

Table 1: Research participant data
Online course 1 Online course 2

Case 1
Amal

Case 2
Badar

Case 3
Dawood

Case 4
Faiza

Case 5
Issa

Case 6
Majid

Case 7
Nasser

Case 8
Salim

Case 9
Talib

Gender F M M F M M M M M
Age 52 40 35 26 42 50 48 45 37
Years teaching 25 12 2 1 15 19 15 14 8

Both Badar and Faiza had previously studied online but only Majid and Salim knew
each other before the course started. All participants except for Salim were proficient
in English and taught in English.

Procedure

While course participants worked on the course, the data were collected and analysed.
The analysis informed the modification of the course both theoretically and practically.
With each cycle of research, the course was refined to increasingly reflect the
preferences and learning needs of the learners. The research tools included participant
observation (Hancock, 2002; Hoepfl, 1997; Mertens, 1998), interviews, and analyses of
learners’ online responses.

During the second online course, a social presence analysis tool, developed by Rourke
et al. (2001) was also used. This tool measures three categories of communicative
responses that contribute to social presence: affective, interactive and cohesive responses.
Rourke et al. (2001) developed the tool to measure social presence density, but in this
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research it was used to identify any missing elements in social presence from the
research in the first online course.

Results
The first online course

Analysis of the first online course found that the three participants showed little sense
of belonging to a learning community. Their interaction with the course materials and
other participants was very low, as indicated by statistics provided in the Moodle
learning management system, and they had all commented in their interviews that
they felt they were working alone.

I feel alone and on my own. This is a good for me but for students at a young age, if it
is the same feeling it will be bad or maybe isolated. [Interview with Amal]

At the moment I feel am working alone. I need to start doing it [interact] otherwise I'll
miss the train,… the course train. [Interview with Badar]

I feel alone so far but in a day or two I feel I will be getting into the community. I
know I should read more to get into the family of the course. [Interview with Dawood]

The emails and welcome notes from the facilitator did not appear to contribute greatly
to a sense of belonging. Nevertheless, all the research participants suggested that there
should be more chats and email messages from the facilitator; and these were added to
the course.

If we had a certain hour for all students to be online together - this could be better. It is
the touching between emails and the mails from the Moodle itself. I feel you [the
facilitator] always are there. [Interview with Amal]

I think if you could contact them to ask how they are keeping would give some
motivation to contribute and interact more. I think have a time agreed by all to meet
on is very good idea, for structure that will enhance the communication. [Interview
with Badar]

Two chat sessions per week were initiated by the facilitator, based on the times
participants would be available, to help them discuss how they would complete the
stages in their projects. Additional weekly email messages were also sent by the
teacher to support appropriate activities in Weeks 2-6 of the course. However, analysis
of Moodle interaction statistics during the following three weeks revealed that the
extra chats and emails from the facilitator appeared not to facilitate increased
interaction and that a sense of community was not evident:

I start to read the postings and then I wander around the course. And therefore,
there’s a kind of disorientation. Learning alone. [Interview with Badar]

To be honest, I feel the course is a bit dry. I told you that in the beginning because
there is less contact between the participants. Everyone is like on a different island.
[Interview with Dawood]

Participants did suggest that this lack of interaction and sense of community related to
commitment:
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I am actually motivated and like the course very much. I want to do it but yet it comes
in number five on my list. Obligation might accompany dedication where this has to
reach number one priority. [Interview with Dawood]

I think once I make an arrangement with someone to meet on a specific time [online]
that will make me feel obliged to be there and we both need to carry the weight to
progress. [Interview with Badar]

All three participants continued to comment on the importance of the face to face, and
their desire to be able to share at a more personal level which would make “barriers
disappear” (Dawood) and provide the “human factor” (Amal) they felt the course
lacked.

Further changes to the course included the redesign of some tasks to enable
participants to work more responsibly and inclusively with each other. However, this
did not help increase a sense of community, and two of the three participants did not
complete the course.

In summary, an analysis of the first course found that although there was a desire to
learn and complete the course, only one research participant was able to do so.
Interaction was low and learning was compromised for all as they did not complete all
course tasks. They all had problems with a lack of the human touch in the course, lack
of a sufficient face to face element, and no sense of community.  Although more
support, a mid-term, face to face meeting, and more opportunities for developing
responsibility to others were provided, these did not improve participant engagement
in the course. Further investigation was required.

The second online course

In this course, there were six cases and two research cycles. The first cycle was
completed immediately after the first unit of this course, and the second after the
course completion. The course started with a face to face orientation unit where
participants could meet others and learn in groups to get to know each other. Not
everyone stayed for the whole session, and as the location of the laboratory setting was
not conducive to face to face socialising, group interaction was not very effective, with
some not meeting other group members in this session. Interaction continued to be
poor.

In my state of mind, I feel I am working alone. It is probably there [the community]
but I didn’t look at it, the forums, but I didn’t notice them. [Interview with Majid]

I feel I am alone. I try to contact with others but no others are online to chat with for
discussion something about the course. Many times I enter the course but I cannot find
others online so I close the computer. [Interview with Salim]

As a result of the first cycle of research in this course, more group chats were designed
into the course, and participants were encouraged to participate. Participation
increased in the chats but not the forums, and participants continued to express a lack
of sense of community.

In the chat, it’s seldom that you get someone to chat with you … So it’s like working
alone. [Interview with Talib]
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As represented in Table 2, participant comments in the forums and chats were
analysed for social presence indicators, using affective, cohesive and interactive tools,
(Rourke et al., 2001, and as further defined in the Table 2 key).

Table 2: Social presence indicators

Forums Chat
Affective Cohesive Interactive Affective Cohesive Interactive

Faiza 8 11 11 1 10 28
Issa 0 0 0 0 3 6
Majid 0 1 1 No participation
Nasser No participation No participation
Salim 0 0 0 No participation

1st cycle

Talib No participation No participation
Faiza 7 11 10 8 13 94
Issa No participation 0 2 34
Majid No participation 0 12 38
Nasser No participation 0 3 28
Salim No participation 0 6 20

2nd cycle

Talib 0 0 0 0 0 14
Key: Affective response: words showing emotions, feelings or mood, such as using humour

and self disclosure.
Cohesive responses: words that build a sense of group commitment such as using “we”,
“our” or “us”.
Interactive responses: Evidence of attending to others responses, by replying directly to
their comments.

As can be seen in Table 2, there was a strong preference for chats, compared to forums.
In the second part of the course, all participants were involved in the chat, but only
two in the forums. Everyone commented on their preference for using chat, because it
was less formal and had more immediacy:

Using the chat is much more easy for discussing. You come fresh from the reading and
you don’t have anything in your mind. You start chatting with each other and you
help each other come out with certain ideas or certain thinking or something like that.
[Interview with Talib]

I think I find it easier to write in chat than in forum. The forum is a learning process,
exchanging ideas… [it] is new so it needs some time. And the other thing the way we
are taught in Oman, is just sitting in the class, right, listening to the teacher; at the end
of it just get out and go back home. We don’t have this kind of discussion. [Interview
with Issa]

Chats, it’s more lively than forums. You may say something and then receive no
response. But in the chat you are sure to get someone to say something. So I felt, you
know where we have communication I felt comfortable [Interview with Faiza]

However, apart from Faiza, there was still only a limited participation in the chat
activities suggesting that online interaction was not the preferred place to develop a
sense of community for most cases.

Comments from the interviews suggest that face to face time at the beginning of the
course is the best time to develop a sense of community. During the interviews,
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participants commented on the necessity of feeling a sense of commitment to each
other, that this must be present before they would interact.

The thing with this course is that everything is done remotely, that type of relationship
is not built. It is most likely built only in the face to face situation. If the first part of the
course will be in a class, even not a class, a group meeting. From my group I know
only one who I knew from before the course. You know there was no commitment
made for the course. [Interview with Talib]

Maybe it will enhance the commitment to the course if you have a direct [face to face]
relation with the class [at the beginning]. [Interview with Nasser]

I think if we want, to make people feel more part of the group, before beginning the
course, we must, should have taught us as a group in your lab. I think, if you want if
you want to make a successful group in the course, make the social group before the
beginning. [Interview with Salim]

One participant commented on the importance of face to face in developing
responsibility:

Actually I definitely feel guilty toward my group that a part of the web that’s
definitely lacking not contributing. But since it’s online, I probably don’t meet them so
I don’t feel embarrassed. If you get them to know each other at the beginning and get
them to have face to face on lab chat and talk, personally, I think they will have more
obligation to be online later in the course or throughout the course. [Interview with
Majid]

This suggests that face to face orientation is crucial in enabling most learners to get to
know each other and feel a sense of responsibility toward each other, and then
interaction and a sense of community could develop.

As evident in Table 2, there was virtually no self disclosure in the communication.
There was only one participant using affective social presence indicators, and she was
the only one who felt a sense of community and responsibility to others from the
beginning. She commented that she felt comfortable in developing relationships online
and felt a sense of responsibility to her group members. The other five cases expressed
157 social presence indicators in their chats in the final research cycle. Of these, none
were affective responses, 15% were cohesive and 85% were interactive. These results
are compared with data gathered from other research studies (Stacey, 2000; Swan,
2002b; Yildiz, 2009) in Table 3.

Table 3: Comparing social presence indicators in research examples
Sample Affective Cohesive Interactive Source

Post graduate distance course in Australia 25% 31% 43% (Stacey, 2000)
Post graduate education course in USA 49% 17% 34% (Swan, 2002b)
Post graduate language course in USA 24% 17% 59% (Yildiz, 2009)
This course in Oman 0% 15% 85%

Participants in the first three courses shown in Table 3 worked as an online community
or group, but participants in this research did not. The figures presented in Table 2
suggest that the lack of affective responses for five out of the six participants in this
course is a significantly different result, and indicates the lack of affective responses
meant there were no intimacy behaviours that were needed to provide the social
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presence to develop or maintain a learning community. Participants commented on
the difficulty in sharing where they did not know others well:

When you know people, you are more open with them. You keep out your private life
when you don’t know how they will react to it. [Interview with Majid]

We don’t feel it’s right to discuss some things of your private life with people you
don’t know. I like sharing some of my private life with someone I have a relationship
with. [Interview with Talib]

This was noted in the first online course, which Badar related to the values of his
society:

A lot of people didn’t really like to humiliate themselves in the way they think they
are. I actually appreciate it when people say ‘I don’t understand this’ [or] ‘well this
doesn’t work’. And you are in a society where opinion matters. So a word could make
the person higher up and another word could send him down. [Interview with Badar]

This suggests that the orientation must not only help build responsible relationships, it
should also help participants know each other sufficiently to overcome barriers for
sharing at a personal level.

Discussion

This research found that the participants from an Arabic cultural background found it
difficult to feel part of a learning community in the online course that they were
involved in. They strongly preferred to start the course with a face to face component
and work in groups. The face to face component would provide them with the
opportunity to get to know others in their group well enough to be able to share at a
more personal level, that is, to provide the intimacy needed to compensate the lack of
immediacy of the online environment (Swan, 2002b). It was also found that
responsibility to others was important. This is consistent with the values of collectivist
cultures such as the Arabic society where relationships are paramount (Hofstede, 2003;
Zaharna, 1995). The face to face component at the start of the course may reflect the
preference of the human element of oral societies and its visual learning tools. This is
affirmed in students’ lack of interaction online, especially in the forums. Participants
showed reluctance to share personally with those they did not know well and as a
result, the learning community did not develop.

Participants’ preference for chats over forums suggests they liked the instant
responses, and the feeling that others are online at the same time. However, it may
have related also to how knowledge is developed using these two tools. With
asynchronous forums, a person’s opinion is clearly stated; but in a synchronous chat,
opinions can be developed as a group through ongoing discussion. There was a strong
reluctance to use the forum, possibly because its asynchronous nature means that what
is written is an opinion, and it may stand as ‘published’ for many days before others
comment. A post is an individual’s contribution, not the teacher’s, and students take a
risk in putting their opinions ‘out there’ to be judged, perhaps with a loss of face (Al
Harthi, 2005). One participant expressed surprise at another young Omani in the
course giving opinions in front of others in the forum, describing it as very ‘modern’.
Another respondent, commenting on forum posts noted that ‘opinions matter’. On the
other hand, a chat happens in real time, and what evolves over a short space of time is
a group opinion, even in its evolution. Because it is collaborative, students are not
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setting themselves up as equal with the teacher, and this form of communication is
more acceptable in collectivist cultures (Shkodriani & Gibbons, 1995; Wu & Rubin,
2000).

Collectivist societies prefer a group opinion over the individual (Wu & Robbins, 2000),
and this may be an alternative reason for the reluctance to use the forums. As these
cultural preferences all relate to the initial part of the course in developing
relationships, it suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the design of the
initial part of the course. It should enable participants to first build relationships so
they may feel responsible towards others in the course, to be able to share more
personally, and to use the type of communication that builds a learning community
through effective social presence.

The findings from this research suggest that in developing a learning community, an
online course should start where possible with a face to face component or its
electronic equivalent (such as video conferencing, video chats, and visual
communication technologies). Course tasks should be addressed mainly to groups and
use a group leader who can encourage responsibility amongst the members.
Participants should be given the opportunity to get to know group members well
enough in the face to face meeting to develop responsibility and commitment to each
other, and to enable them to feel comfortable in sharing more personally with each
other using additional immediacy tools for communication, as well as those that are
available within the course. Regular, group face to face meetings should also be
encouraged, to support social presence, and groups should be selected where possible
on a geographical basis to encourage group meetings. If courses do not have the
opportunity to start in a face to face situation, visual communication tools should be
used in a way that best supports learners’ visual immediacy learning preferences. As
technology advances, such tools are becoming less intrusive and more natural and
seamless in their use.

This research identified how learners from an Arabic culture preferred to develop
social presence for learning as a community. The research was with adult learners;
arguably there may be different preferences with younger learners such as in their
ability to form relationships and interact in the online environment. This means that
the suggestions for developing learning communities for learners from Arabic contexts
may need to be modified for different groups of learners. Further research is necessary
to help ensure the learning design accommodates how the participants prefer to
develop a learning community.

Conclusion

The online environment presents a technological barrier that must be overcome before
learners may participate as part of a community of learners. Learners must be able to
develop a sense of social presence — the ability to project oneself in the online medium
— before they can become part of a learning community. However, the development
of social presence is culturally imbued, and online courses need to be designed in a
way that considers learners’ cultural values.

The first aim of the research was to identify how learners from an Arabic cultural
context prefer to learn. This research found that learners from an Arabic cultural
context prefer to develop relationships within groups and in a face to face
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environment, especially at the beginning of a course. Sufficient time is required for
learners to feel responsible and committed to each other in the group, as this will then
enable them to share at a more personal level, and therefore help provide the level of
intimacy needed for developing an online community. It was also found that e-
learning tools that enable higher immediacy behaviours, such as chat and email, are
preferred.

The second aim of this research was to propose how courses can be designed for
learners from this cultural context. The findings suggest that where possible, online
courses should start in a face to face situation that enables participant socialisation
sufficient to enable responsibility to each other and sharing at a personal level.
Participants should also be encouraged to communicate with each other using any
immediacy tools available, as well as regular face to face meetings with those in the
same geographical location. Where learners cannot meet others from the course, visual
communication tools should be sought and used in a way that best supports learners’
visual immediacy preferences.

The influence of culture on the development of a learning community is significant,
and must be considered in the design of learning if every student is to have an equal
opportunity for success.
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