
Acculturation into a Collaborative Online Learning Environment 
 

Iryna V. Ashby, MSEd 
Purdue University 

100 N. University St.,  
West Lafayette, IN 47907 

iashby@purdue.edu 
 

Victoria L. Walker, PhD 
Purdue University 

100 N. University St.,  
West Lafayette, IN 47907  

vlwalker@purdue.edu 
 

Descriptors: culture in online learning environment, acculturation, culture, community, self-identity, peer feedback, 
scaffolding, collaboration 
 

In both research and teaching contexts, culture is often viewed in terms of ethnic and national diversity. 
While important on its own, such an approach neglects other crucial factors that along with their upbringing impact 
their acculturation into a group, namely, views and perceptions of self and others, educational and professional 
background, and interests (Hewling, 2006; Scollon & Wong-Scollong, 2001). Yet, these vary constituents are the 
one that allow or prevent acculturation into an environment.   

Culture is an integrated system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors, customs, and experiences created and 
shared by members of a specific group (Gunawardena, 2003). Thus, having a particular heritage into which group 
members were born is no longer a singular aspect of what they are. Individual group members are stakeholders. 
They have the power to actively create, moderate, or simply adopt cultural norms of a specific environment, whether 
it is a community, a workplace, or an online course. Group members bring their individual characteristics, 
knowledge, and skills that impact interactions and collaboration among peers and with the instructor; language or 
professional jargon used, all in the framework of the class environment specified in the curriculum and scaffolded 
by the pedagogy and technology used (Goodfellow & Lamy, 2009). The clash between their own existing 
knowledge and skills and the acceptance of knowledge and skills possessed by other group members, as well as 
overall adoption of and adaptation to the forming culture requires constant re-negotiation of roles, styles, and 
expectations from all group members (Goodfellow & Lamy, 2009), which, in turn, is mediated by perceived social 
and knowledge capacity, boundaries of self-regulated learning skills, as well as interpersonal skills (Oliveira, 
Tinoca, & Pereira, 2011). For example, an atmosphere in an online class for instructional designers would differ 
from one for engineers not only in the technical content, but the culture of learning and communication as well. 
Should these two groups come together, they would create their own unique culture that would be viable for that 
new class. However, once students leave the class for a period of time or forever, they would leave most of that 
culture behind, while possibly maintaining only some or even a version of some of those behaviors used in that 
unique culture. 

Yet, challenges may emerge when group members do not want to engage or do not possess the skills and 
knowledge to be an active and involved participant. As such, the pedagogy and scaffolding used can help structure 
the acculturation process and ongoing involvement in an online course, while supporting the individuality of group 
members.  

In this paper, we will investigate psychosocial characteristics of learners in an online learning environment, 
their perception of self and others, interaction patterns, as well as the effectiveness of strategies and supports that 
were offered to learners to scaffold participation and learning. 

 
Context: Course Redesign 

 
An online graduate program in Learning Design and Technology (LDT) program was launched in 2011 at a 

Mid-Western University. The program is fast-paced, where students complete two eight week classes each semester. 
Courses from the online program are also available for traditional face-to-face students. It targets professionals 
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interested in the instructional design field from across the United States, who come with their own experiences, but 
do not necessarily have a background in learning design and strategies. As a result, it is salient for these learners to 
gain deep understanding of complex topics and evidence-based practices and apply their knowledge within a short 
time frame.  

Introduction to e-learning class is one of the required courses, usually taken closer to the end of the LDT 
program. It focuses on the development of instructional design skills for online course development. During the 
course, students need to develop an e-learning module based on the topic of their choice. Throughout the eight 
weeks, students participate in a number of discussion activities based on weekly readings; complete three project 
phases (proposal, paper prototype, and final e-learning module), and also submit their final reflection or self-
assessment on the process, what they have learned and how they generalized knowledge from previous classes and 
applied to this project and process. Students are also asked to provide peer feedback on three items: objectives, 
assessment piece, and paper prototype. 

 
While students liked the course as gathered from course evaluations and from speaking with individual 

students and course instructors, many students experienced a number of challenges:  
- Students could use an instructional design (ID) model of their choice. However, the fast pace of the class 

and an ongoing iterative process did not align well with some ID models used, resulting in confusion and 
frustration.  

- Time management skills were also a frequent challenge for the learners. Often, this was rooted in the fact 
that students did not realize the scope of the project or the time needed to get comfortable with the 
authoring tool or learning management system, thus, leaving a large portion of project development until 
the end of the course. 

- They felt that they were on their own with the design, because the three feedback opportunities offered 
during the course were not sufficient to receive peer feedback to help them with creating a strong e-learning 
module.  

- Students felt course discussions based on readings tended to be more general in focus and did not 
necessarily support project development phases.  

- Finally, students were at different levels of readiness to design and create an e-learning module, therefore 
many students felt that their individual needs were not met.  
 
To scaffold their design and development process and also help students create a community with a 

supportive learning culture, the course was modified and piloted in Summer 2015. The following changes were 
introduced: 

- Use of rapid prototyping as an instructional design model to acquaint students with an ongoing revision and 
feedback process while they work on individual components of their project.  

- A compilation of reading materials on general e-learning development principles, project management, 
peer critique, and self-regulation skills for an e-learning field (e.g., goal setting, planning, time 
management). Such readings included both peer reviewed articles and professional publications. The 
selection of professional publications allowed students to see best practices in action. The selection of 
topics for reading was based on experience with prior students and frequently voiced out concerns, as well 
as unofficial observations in the field and personal experience.  

- Weekly peer feedback opportunities for each step of project development. In addition to improving 
students’ project, the goal of peer feedback opportunities was to increase prosocial behaviors and 
communication among students to hone their skills, and create multiple opportunities for students to start 
discussions on topics that are personally meaningful, learn from each other, and thus create a stronger bond 
that would unite students within the classroom. After all, when in the field, instructional designers need to 
effectively communicate their designs at any stage of its inception and development. 

 
Methods 

 
Participants  

Forty three graduate students enrolled across four sections of the Summer 2015 eight-week course that 
introduces students to principles and practices of developing an eLearning project. From them, 28 students (pre-test, 
included demographic questions) and 33 (post-test). Two students are from the traditional on-campus Master’s 
program.  
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Based on the pre-test, the majority of students (82.14%) were working towards their first Master’s degree. 
The majority of students were females (78.57%). The ethnic composition was as follows: African American (1 
person); Latino/Hispanic (2); White (20); other/mixed (2); and preferred not to answer (1). 
Students’ professional background was as follows: 

• Educators: 57.14% (39.29% from K-12) 
• Business sector: 25.0% 
• Unemployed: 7.14% 
• Other: 10.71% 

 
Finally, 60.71% of students reported that they had no prior e-learning experience, while 28.57% had limited 

e-learning experience through their workplace. 
 

Instruments and Procedures 
Interviews: Individual student and faculty semi-structured interviews were conducted over the phone after 

the end of the semester. The use of interviews allowed the researchers to gain a more robust understanding of 
perceptions about the class, progress made, and challenges experiences. Participants could also provide additional 
information or experiences they felt were important but may not have been specifically requested by the interviewer.  

Surveys: Online surveys were administered in the beginning and end of the courses. Survey instruments 
included Likert-scale and open-ended questions to clarify and provide in-depth opinions about a range of topics 
covered in the course, acculturation processes, as well as self-reported level of self-efficacy, self-regulated 
behaviors, self-motivation, sense of community and the culture within, as well as experience with feedback were 
assessed both at the beginning and at the end of the course. Due the scope of the larger research study, the survey 
instrument included questions aimed to investigate a range of opinions and skills.  

Artifacts: Student artifacts, namely the end-of-class final assignment reflection paper as well as reflections 
shared on the discussion board were reviewed to gain a contextual understanding of student experiences. 
Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize closed-ended survey data. In addition, qualitative data from 
interviews with students and instructors and open-ended survey items were reviewed using a descriptive coding 
approach to discover topics or themes related to the use of badges in students’ learning experience. The themes were 
then analyzed and grouped under categories (Saldana, 2009). 
 

Findings 
 

The analysis of the artifacts, surveys, and interviews revealed the following three major categories that may 
impact student acculturation: 

- Establishing self: self-identity and group membership 
- Building relationships: peer-to-peer and peer-to-instructor interactions and collaboration 
- Course environment: course features, structure, and scaffolding. 

  
Establishing self: self-identity and group membership: 

Acculturation into a new environment creates the basis for ongoing negotiation of learner’s self-identity 
and roles (something that they already possess), as well as group membership both within the program (e.g., cohort 
system) and outside (e.g., employment) against others in attempt to create the learning culture of a new course. As 
such, they try to project that self-identity to impact opinions of others about themselves and how they do in 
comparison with peers. All in all, they engage in role negotiation within the emerging learning culture and 
community, in particular. Survey responses showed that 63.6% consider discussions/feedback as a way to establish 
their expertise within the group. 

I would respectfully disagree …Here's a sampling of some different e-learning courses I have worked 
on… 
Some of my peers in this course seemed to lack quality and experience in instructional design. Therefore, 
it was hard to "rely" on their feedback or input. 
I want be that student that people can look up to and ask questions if they have questions or whatever. 
I was intimidated by classmates who appeared to be much more knowledgeable than I was. 
Additionally, learners seemed to be more proactive in their collaboration efforts with their “in-group” 

peers. 
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You have your same people that you've been in other classes with and you kind of develop a rapport. 
Those seem to be the ones you get the greater response from. 
 
The inability to claim group membership often created the feeling of unease, tension, and signs of low self-

confidence. 
A student who had to miss a semester for personal reasons, started this class with a different cohort and 
initially struggled while getting to know them. She was successful at the end, but claiming a new group 
membership was a challenge at first: That was a little difficult at first. They don't know me. They're not 
used to me yet and now I'm getting to know them. 
Because I'm not working outside of the house right now. I work in my house. So I don't have the same 
experience as these other people do. I'm not an instructional designer. I'm going to school to be one, but a 
lot of the people in class are instructional designers. 
My challenge with providing peer feedback, is that I worry about writing the wrong thing, or something 
that they will not agree with. I worry that sometimes if I offer the feedback I might hurt their feelings. 
 
Others may be quite open to new experiences and ideas and learn from each other. However, one may 

wonder whether it were a true excitement or a way to balance the unease with a more positive outlook. 
Because everyone comes from various backgrounds, with the discussion boards, you get to share that. You 
get to share everyone's experience with this one [discussion – auth.] question. 

 
Building relationships: peer-to-peer and peer-to-instructor interactions and collaboration: 

In the process of acculturation, active interactions with peers, particularly, who are not in their current “in-
group,” helped with adaptation in the class by reducing the feeling of inadequacy or being lost, as well as ongoing 
encouragement to keep up and stay on track. Based on the survey response at the end of the course, 81.8% felt that 
online discussions helped them stay connected with peers. 

I think the feedback really helped with that [building a community – auth.]. Being able to provide feedback 
and actually building relationships that way. 
The interaction with classmates through discussion boards was vital to reaching my project goals. Some of 
the interactions continued through email exchanges where my classmates offered support, feedback and 
even a word of encouragement. 
Some students start forming new relationships based on misgivings, like struggling with the same topic.  
Another part of their feedback that became very significant to me in this process was their honesty with 
the problems they were experiencing as well.  
I had a few people we commiserated all of our experiences so we bit off a little bit more than we could 
chew from the start... It was like, oh, thank God, you too, not just me. So I think it helps the way that the 
sessions were structured, it really helps to get to know people and to build those relationships. 
 
Learners tend to be more comfortable and less intimidated by learning from peers creating the supportive 

network and creating avenues to learn from each other. 
For me, it's easier to ask my peers before I ask my teacher. I don't mind if my peers might think it's a 
stupid question, but it would bother me more if my professor thought it was a stupid question. 
 
Yet, some preferred creating new closed “in-groups” or staying with the existing ones from previous 

classes, separating themselves from the rest of the peers: 
So one thing about this class that I really liked is that we were allowed to partner. And so my partner and I 
have had several classes together, so it was a really good fit for both of us. My partner and I are very 
experienced instructional designers. 
 
Instructor’s presence and support did not seem to dominate their perception of the class. Students tended to 

appreciate help when they asked for it and for encouraging reaching out to other students. However, for students 
who perceived themselves as the ones not having peers, an instructor would become the main contribute into the 
project design. 

[M]y instructor was a valuable resource for me during this project.  When I felt as if I had gone astray or 
had lost my focus, I would reach out for feedback. 
I've found that my willingness to reach out depends on the instructor and how welcoming they make the 
class feel. 
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My partner and I are very experienced instructional designers, so honestly, it was [instructor]'s feedback 
that was the most important to us. 
Asynchronous class and inability to communicate face-to-face may have inhibited relationship building: 
I tend to do my work during the week and most people tend to post on the weekend.  It makes it hard to 
stay in the conversation. 
[…] written feedback is never as detailed or creates as much of an impact as face-to-face feedback. 
Oftentimes, more can be communicated in a five-minute meaningful conversation with another than in a 
multiple-paragraph discussion post 

 
Course environment: course features, structure, and scaffolding 

The additional tools and strategies that were added to the course to support their project development and 
further acculturate into their program, as well as a career of choice were strongly appreciated by the majority of 
students.  

Peer feedback process was found helpful by 95% students: 
Peer feedback has been the most valuable part of this course.  With peer feedback at almost every step of 
our development and as we worked through the prototype we were allowed a second set of eyes that are 
capable of viewing things in the context of our actual assignment. 
Resources on giving and receiving critique were found helpful by 88% students: 
I think that the articles, the resources we were given, that reminded us to what we're really giving the 
feedback for. I paid attention to that. That made me go back and try a little harder... I think I naturally 
understood that I should be very honest, but having that guideline, it was much easier to say, "Okay, now 
let me go a little deeper with it." Had my peer not read the same information, I would've felt a little 
awkward.  
 
While students may not have been as happy about added readings, tools and resources on self-efficacy, 

motivation, and self-regulation were found helpful by all the students, even though some said that it was a review for 
them. However, time management was still one of the challenges most frequently listed in self-reflections 

Some of the self-management activities presented in the course helped me become more organized and in 
control of my time and project goals. I set smaller, more attainable goals as well as longer term goals. I 
also made to-do lists less overwhelming by prioritizing project tasks. 
 
Even more so, learners started developing the sense of responsibility not only for their own work, but also 

for the work of others and made proactive attempts to support their peers’ learning. 
Because of the iterative process [of the newly redesigned class – auth.], I found myself often, before giving 
feedback to someone, going and looking at the previous discussions over the past few weeks to see what 
they cut out, what feedback they received to try to see what iterations they were making so I wasn't just 
giving them circular feedback. 
 
However, lack of understanding of professional jargon, essential technology, or similar components of a 

course that could impact their productivity may also create the distance between an individual learner and the 
learning community, if a learner feels that he or she cannot operate on the same level or efficiency. 

Even just some of the vocabulary, because I started to realize that some of the vocabulary used in my 
program, just the comments people were making, is vocabulary used in all authoring programs. Because 
it's sometimes hard to get help from the normal feedback because you don't know how to ask the 
questions. I mean, you know what you want to do, but you don't know the vocabulary and you can't find it. 

 
Perception of the learning community as part of acculturation 

While the survey results showed that students developed trust to their peers in comparison with a 
previously taken class (p<0.001), when students were directly asked as to whether a learning community was 
formed, perceptions were often negative and somewhat strongly worded. 

Some of us are just trying to get through the program and learn what we need to learn and be done with 
the program. 
I don't think these classes feel like a "family“. And for me, I don't think they ever will. People are too busy 
with their personal lives, schoolwork, actual work, etc. 
I feel absolutely no connection to the course, the professor, or the other students. When I'm forced to 
engage in "get to know you" activities at the beginning of a course, or required to post a certain number of 
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times on a discussion board, I honestly do the bare minimum, just to get it done. [36.4% agreed on this – 
auth.] 
 

On the other hand, others felt more positive about their experience: 
I think that there is maybe just an inherent sense of community just because we're all there for the same 
purpose. 
I have enjoyed being part of an online community that is comprised of individuals with such diverse 
professional backgrounds. I feel I have learned a lot from communicating with these different people. 
The discussion boards also gave the atmosphere of camaraderie… 
 
However, considering the terms they used to describe a community, there was not much agreement as to 

what a community means. 
 

Discussion 
 

The perception of learning culture cannot be considered without the taking into account student self-
identity and background that they bring into the course culture as well as the negotiated practices of interpersonal 
communication along with the structure imposed by the instructor (e.g., pedagogy; Goodfellow & Lamy, 2009).  

The findings showed that even though students were struggling with some components of negotiation in 
terms of their role or place in this new learning culture, the overall attitude was rather promising. Students tended to 
proactively look for ways to not only gain something from others (e.g., helpful feedback), but took proactive steps to 
provide even greater support to peers than expected, which shows the prosocial behavior of a healthy learning 
culture. 

However, such prosocial behavior required an infrastructure (i.e. course structure, means of collaboration, 
etc.), at least in the beginning, to initiate the conversations and help learners find their place. 

Yet, in spite of these prosocial behaviors, when asked directly as to whether they feel part of the course and 
the learning community formed within the course, the overall perception was quite negative. In part it can be 
explained by individual perception and expectations of what an online learning culture or sense of community mean.  
These notions are much more nebulous than the idea behind more specific terms, like feedback or technology 
limitations. Even more so, such experiences differ significantly from a face-to-face classroom where students can 
get to know each other more efficiently in and outside the classroom. As such, in comparison, learners may tend to 
downplay their online experience as lacking in comparison.  

These attitudes can also be explained by the more traditional direct teaching approach where student is a 
recipient of knowledge with a pre-designed structure, environment, and a community. As such, they may not feel the 
need to make an effort to build the community or proactively engage in a class beyond the syllabus requirements. 

 
Implications 

 
Based on the course findings, the following implications and considerations for future course redesign can 

be outlined: 
1. Since learner acculturation is connected with their self-identity and rooted in individual expectations, some 

students distanced themselves from others based on their perception of self and sense of belonging. As 
such, the following considerations need to be made: 
From the beginning of the semester, purposefully allow students to  
• Co-construct their notion of a community,  
• Determine how their individual strengths can be helpful to others,  
• Identify academic and non-academic skills or competencies they may want to develop 
• Determine if those skills are already possessed by other students. 

 
2. Regular peer critique helped students with skill development, project improvement, and creating avenues 

for meaningful interaction and collaboration. However, lack of professional ID experience impeded some 
students from providing meaningful peer feedback. As such, potential modifications include scaffolding for 
less experienced students, e.g., suggestions for a structured review sheet/checklist to overcome the fear of 
providing critique to their peers. 

3. Project management and self-regulation readings helped students start shaping their own strategies that they 
tended to share with others while building their self-confidence. However, this added to the heavy reading 
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load. Even more so, not all students were able to successfully apply these strategies to their projects. 
Therefore, reducing the number of readings and include more activities that help develop and utilize 
strategies in different contexts to help with skill generalization. 

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

 
The study has some limitations, including a small sample and time limitations of the course period that may make it 
insufficient to develop stronger skills or a sense of community. We plan a new phase of redesign to be implemented 
in Summer 2016 that will incorporate the current findings to improve student acculturation process.  
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