The Fifth International Conference on e-Learning (eLearning-2014),
22-23 September 2014, Belgrade, Serbia

E-LEARNING IN INTERNATIONAL SETTINGS: INSTRUCTOR SUPPORT AS
SUCCESS FACTOR
THOMAS RICHTER
TELIT at University of Duisburg-Essen, Thomas.richter@icb.uni-due.de

Abstract:Many e-Learning-basedoffers, such as international programs and MOOCs have long since overcome the
concept of national education and are designed to attract learners distributed throughout the world. In order to cope
with the differences between learners, related offers often include opportunities to support the particular learning styles
and learning pace beyond the advantages, which the technology itself naturally provides. Examples arethe individual
configuration of the learning platformand display of contents and the provision of stylistically diverse and supplementary learning material. Such measures are relatively easy to implement andonce established, do not generate further
expenses. Just, is it appropriate to lay the full responsibility for designing a comfortable (and supportive) learning environment into the hands of the learners and do they get along with such a responsibility?We asked university students
from three continents regarding their expectations towards instructor-support and found major differences.
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able and helpful. However, due to the special conditions
in the context of technology-enhanced learning the learners’ initial motivation firstly should be preserved for as
long as possible or at least not ‘destroyed’ [8] by confronting them with unnecessary conflicts. While there is a
high number of publications available, which theoretically
and experimentally investigate what learners understand
as being motivating and which activities raise motivation
([9],[10]), research of influences that lead to decreasing
motivation is rare. Nilsen[11] found that the main reasons
for students’ dropping out were ineffective study strategies, a mismatch between expectations and content in the
study-program and a lack of motivation. According to
Bekele[12], support services through instructors always
play a central role for the level of satisfaction of students
in Higher Education (HE).

1. INTRODUCTION
With the Internet as a central platform for education,
learners from all over the world can easily be connected
in the context of technology-enhanced learning (eLearning). What on the one hand is a great opportunity,
e.g., to foster international exchange and reaching a larger
amount of customers, must be understood as a tough challengeon the other hand: Related Internet-based courses do
not only need to be comprehensible and manageable for
the learners from the different national contexts, but
should also meet their culture-specific understanding of
what actually is motivating. Motivation generally is a
critical condition for productive and successful learning
[1]. In the context of technology-enhanced learning,
which widely bases on the concept of self-learning, motivation is the most important factor influencing the learners’ success [2]: In the traditional face-to-face education,
decreasing motivation can be recognized through observation and thus, appropriate interventions can be implemented at an early stage[3]. In scenarios of technology
enhanced learning, in contrast, timely recognizing decreasing motivation is extremely difficult because the visual indicators, i.e. mimics and gestures of the learners, are
completely missing [4]. Thus, interventions can only follow if the learners explicitly communicate their satisfaction and/or frustration [5]. Depending on their cultural
background, learners may rather endure unmet expectations or silently drop out than stating critique or communicating their growing frustration:Particularly in Asian
contexts, direct criticism towards instructors or programsis perceived as an expression of lacking respect or at
least as impoliteness[6].For learners from such cultural
contexts, an open confession of unmet demands would
mean an inacceptable violation of fundamentalrules of social behaviour.

In his experiments, Nilsen[7] implemented practical work
elements and social activities in order to maintain the initial motivation by putting the program into a practical
context and fostering social relationships between learners
and educators. With such activities, he was able to significantly lower the dropout rate; he neither focused on
finding out which (missing) activities might threaten the
learners’ motivation. Related investigations, however,
would be very problematic from an ethical perspective if
conducted in the context of experiments. An alternative
approach would be the implementation of a questionnaire
in which issues are focused that already are known as
threatening (or expectedly supportive). FromBekele’s [12]
results, we assumed that the students’ motivation could
directly be threatened by not meeting substantial expectations towards instructor-support. In accordance, Paechter
et al. [13] found that ‘students experience the instructor’s
support and expertise as especially important for the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and competences, and for
course satisfaction’.

Nilsen’s[7] central research question inspired our investigation: ‘How can lecturers maintain student’s initially
high motivation?’ Any proactive efforts to increase the
learners’ motivation during a running program through
the providers of educational programs surely are reason-

For our study, we focused on the learners’ perception of
relevance towards particular services that can be providedby the instructor during the educational process. Since
it would be very comfortable to transfer related insights to
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the national level, one central question for our research
was if the learners’ expectations regarding the type and
intensity of instructor-based services are generalizable at
all, and on which level. Cronbachand Snow[14] claim that
the learners’ understanding of aspects that are motivating
for them differs individually. In contrast, Bye et al. [15]
found that students had related expectations in common;
but those differed with increasing age. Both studies were
each limited to a single national context and did not take
national differences into consideration.

In order to get an impression of services students might
expect their instructors to provide, we conducted a small
qualitative survey: We informally interviewed students in
Seoul, South Korea on their opinion regarding the tasks
and responsibilities of a lecturer. Besides lecturing, their
expectations were related to technical support, preselecting contents, support of the organization of learning processes, individual support regarding information research
(e.g., by providing books/papers or at least comprehensive
literature lists), and evaluation (results, knowledge status,
and potential for further development). Their claims for
particular instructor services fully are backed up in the
common literature [20] [21] [22]. The following five
items derived for our questionnaire:

We started with the basic assumption that learners from
different national contexts generally have different educational experiences. We expected that the learners would
have such experiences in common because the institutions
they visited followed the national demands and regulations regarding curricula and (as far as designed) educational conditions and style. However, according to Garfield [16], ‘no [teaching] method is perfect and will work
with all students’. Given our assumption were right, the
students also should have specific expectations in common, how education should take place. As expectations,
we understand ‘the standards against which a vendor’s or
service provider’s performance should be judged’ [17].
Meeting such expectations is relevant to achieve a high
level of student satisfaction [18]; a high level of satisfaction is crucial to keep the students’ motivation up [19].

What do you consider being the lecturer’s/professor’s
tasks and responsibilities in the learning process? A lecturer’s/ professor’s tasks and responsibilities base on …
1.

2.
3.
4.

We wanted to achieve a better understanding regarding
context-specific differences of such expectations. We
chose to investigate university students in the context of
face-to-face education.We assumed that a subsequent
transfer of the results from the context of traditional faceto-face education to the context of technology-enhanced
learning would be legitimate due to two reasons: First, the
general model that originally led to the design of technology-enhanced learning based on our experiences which
we earlier made in the context of traditional face-to-face
education. Second, limiting our investigation on students
who already achieved practical experiences within environments of technology-enhanced learning or currently
are in the process of making such experiencesrather
would reflect their practical experiences and assumed
knowledge of opportunities and limitations than providing
a picture of their actual needs. It generally is very difficult
to decide if the responses from a questionnaire reflect the
actual situation of the participants within the investigated
context or their wishes regarding how it should be. When
dealing with fully unknown contexts, this differentiation
is impossible without implementing a lot of additional
questions;suchwould have lowered the general acceptance
of the questionnaire and thus, massively decreased the response-rate. By focusing on HE students in traditional
learning contexts and without regard of their already
made experiences with technology-enhanced learning, we
considered the respondents of our questionnaire as potential (future) customers for whom related applications are
to be developed.

5.

giving support according to technical matters, which
are relevant for the learning process (e.g. in case of
computer problems or installation of software).
providing well-selected contents and contextual
information.
giving support according to organizing the learning
process.
assisting within the individual student’s process of
finding information.
giving feedback on my knowledge base, working
results and general professional development.

First, we wanted to know, if the demands generally differ
between the investigated contexts and if the results can be
generalized on national level. Second, if a transfer to the
national level would be possible, we wanted to understand
how different the extent of the claims could be between
national contexts. Knowing about such differences would
help us decide which level of learner-support would be
necessary if students from related contexts were involved
within a program; be it in the context of international eLearning or, e.g., within scenarios of urban education or
student exchange. We think that understanding such national differences is crucial in order to install preventive
activities that can avoid potential conflicts in whatever
kind of intercultural learning scenarios. Related preventive activities can consist of simply informing learners regarding the differences between their actual (nationally
biased) experiences and the context in which a particular
educational scenario takes place (as preparatory activity).
They also can include the implementation of culturally
adapted programs (individualized platforms, contents,
and/or didactics), in which learners can freely choose the
course design, which they consider best fitting.

3. STUDY SETTING
In the first implementation phase of our Learning Culture
Survey, we limited our questionnaire to German and
South Korean university students. We provided the questionnaire in each national language. In Germany, we conducted a vertical design (in-depth), addressing a high
number of students from a low number of universities:
We invited the entirety of students from three German
universities via the local e-mail distribution systems and

We comparatively investigated the learners’ understanding of tasks and responsibilities of lecturers/educators in
the context of HE in Ghana, Germany, and South Korea.

2. OPERATIONALIZATION
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received a total of 1817 fully completed questionnaires.General criteria for the acceptance of responses as
valid were the student status, nationality and completeness. For the South Korean context, we chose a horizontal
design (broad), which meant involving a high number of
universities with each a low number of students: We
eventually received 286 fully completed questionnaires
from 39 universities. We chose the in-depth design for the
German universities because we had the chance to address
all students of these universities online and because in
terms of transferability, we needed to contrast the responses not just on university but also on faculty-level.
Thus, we contrasted the German results on faculty and on
university level. We generally chose the countries Germany and South Korea for the initial investigation because both countries are culturally more or less homogenous [23], have a similar technological infrastructure, living standard, a single national language (see limitations),
and anyways, are culturally very diverse to each other. In
contrast to the German online survey, where the university administrations directly supported us by forwarding
our invitations to the local students, we had to implement
the survey in its paper form in South Korea due to legal
reasons (according to the regulations of the Korean universities, sending mass e-mails via e-mail distribution
systems was impossible). As a consequence of the different surveying methods, the response-rates varied; while in
Germany, in the online survey, we received fully completed questionnaires from about 4% of the actually addressed students, the non-response rate from the South
Korean students, who all were invited in face-to-face
situations, was about 50%. In order to reach students from
a high number of South-Korean universities, we conducted our paper-based Korean investigation in the subway in Seoul, including all subway lines and following a
random path algorithm for the choice of participants.

flected impossible answer-constellations. For the other
randomly built response-clusters, the data per item reflected the patterns of the full sample.In order to cope
with possible misinterpretations of extreme values due to
differently sized samples, the responses from the originally 4-point Likert scale were binarized into positive (answer values 1 & 2) and negative (answer values 3 & 4) responses and calculated as percentage values.

4. STUDY RESULTS AND FINDINGS
In the following Table 1, the “Item #” refers to the initial
numbers at each item of the above listed statements. For
each country, Ghana, Germany, and South Korea,the
mean values (m) and the results in percentage of positive
answers (% p.) are displayed per item.
Table 1:Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer
item #
Ghana
Germany
Korea
1
2
3
4
5

m.

% (p.)

m.

% (p.)

m.

% (p.)

1.88
1.56
1.65
2.01
1.66

84.97
94.77
92.81
79.74
89.54

2.91
1.38
2.39
2.47
2.07

28.23
97.69
54.76
53.11
71.77

1.92
1.77
1.65
1.80
1.59

81.82
89.86
89.86
86.01
90.21

The results (Table 1) clearly show that the level of expected support can widely differ between countries. For a
better recognition, we display the results (percentage of
positive answers) within a net diagram in Image 1. Please
note, that even though the resulting patterns help the eyes
to easily detect differences, just the points at each of the
axes actually are defined.For the interpretation, we consider results between 40 and 60 % as being too close to an
equal distribution and thus, we assume these rather express individual preferences than a matter of culture.

Later on, with the support of an exchange student, we
were able to extend our survey to students at the university of Accra, in Ghana. The questionnaire, also here, was
provided in the country’s national language (for Ghana,
English) and carried outin paper form. The selection
process in the case of the Ghanaian sample did not follow
a defined algorithm.Instead, students were “randomly”
chosen from the campus. We received atotal number of
457 fully completed questionnaires.Ghana has a very limited number of general universities (without field specifications, such as the university for telecommunication) and
the university of Accra is said to be the most prominent
one in the country. Considering the students’ origins, the
sample included students from all over the country. Thus,
even though Ghana consists of a multitude of different regional and distributed ethnic groups, we think our sampleprovides a good impression on what could be expected
if the survey would be conducted on a larger and more regionally focused scale. Further on,after investigating randomly chosen subsets of the full samples from the German context, we found that a larger sample size mainly
influences the answer-spectrum. The general answerpatterns (tendencies) actually remained very similar: For
this particular investigation, we randomly chose 100 response-clusters with each a size of 30 sample elements of
the German overall sample. In 2% of the results, we found
accumulations of extreme values, which obviously re-

Image 1: Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer/professor: visual comparison of answers from fivecountries
In Germany, the students’ expectations regarding their
lecturers’/professors’ tasks and responsibilities are limited
to an appropriate selection of contents and the evaluation
of their efforts and results. In contrast, the students from
the investigated South Korean and Ghanaian universities
additionally expect diverse services in order to provide
support for their organization of individual learning proc57

esses and for individual literature research as well as in
case of individual technological problems. The results
from the South Korean and Ghanaian students are remarkably similar to each other.

of Adult Education. For this purpose, we conducted the
questionnaire in a slightly changed version (e.g., “professors” became “instructors”) within German DAX-noted
enterprises (paper-based). The sample sizes were too
small to being considered representative but the respondents’ answers reflected the peculiarities of each of the
enterprises and thus they were sound [24]. The results
clearly indicated that a generalization to any educational
scenario within the national context would be inappropriate:The patterns of the enterprises (Adult Education) basically differedbetween each other and in average, even
more extreme, from those of the HE context (Image 5).

We found a certain variance (spectrum) in the answers between faculties and universities (images 2, 3, and 4).

Image 2: Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer/professor: Faculties Univ. BRS (in-depth study)

Image 5: Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer/professor: German Higher vs. Adult Education
Even though the comparison of the average positive answers (Images 1-5) suffices to get an impression of the
level of differences between the cultural contexts and to
generally decide if further activities are required in order
to make a program better manageable for a certain group
of learners, a decision on the possible impact of conflicting potential, requires further information. For this purpose, the full spectrum of answers for each item is to be
analysed and compared (Image 6).

Image 3: Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer/professor: German universities (in-depth study)

Image 6: Contrasting the spectrum of German and South
Korean students’ expectations
In Image 6 we exemplarily show such a comparison for
the contexts of Germany and South Korea for the contexts
of HE. Since the results from the Ghanaian context were
found very similar to those of the South Korean context,
we resign from integrating this additional context in the
figure in order to keep the displayed results clearer. We
understand the spectrum of answers as the level of acceptance regarding deviances from the expected (and/or already experienced) circumstances. We expect that stu-

Image 4: Tasks and responsibilities of a lecturer/professor: Korean universities (broad study)
However, the average patterns of the sub-contexts still
were very similar to one other and generally, distinguishable from other national patterns (considered the German
and the South Korean contexts).
We additionally conducted a small-scale study in Germany, which was meant to investigate whether results
from the context of HE could be transferred to the context
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dents generally will experience serious conflicts in their
learning processes, as soon as differences exceed their
level of acceptance. Pless and Maak promote the level of
acceptance as a comparative indicator for cultural differences [25].

traditional), English, German, Greek, Japanese, Portuguese, Russian, and Turkish. The translations to Bulgarian, Russian and Turkish still require the acknowledgementof correctness (the back translation is yet missing).
We hereby heartily invite universities from all over the
world to take part in and contribute to the survey, be it
through conducting (or acknowledging) further translations or through inviting their local students for participation. In the latter case, if the conduction of the online survey is possible and the translation is already available, the
required involvement could be limited to addressing a letter of invitation to the students while we take care of the
survey implementation and the analysis of the data. On
request the resulting data of course would be shared.

We think that in our context of education, the level of acceptance is a good indicator: The average German student
can be expected being able to study his/her specific subject at any German university without experiencing conflicts that seriously jeopardize his/her motivation (in this
thought, individual happiness is not taken into consideration). This can be understood as a crucial precondition for
the appropriateness of the nation-wide centralized distribution of students in Germany.
If we now contrast the spectrum of answers (Image 6)
from Germany (blue) and South Korea (red), just the
small overlaying part defines expectations on services,
which the students of each context actually have in common. Receiving more services than expected may rather
be positive (Germ. students) while in contrast, relying on
an instructor’s support and not receiving it, might be very
frustrating and thus, demotivating (Korean and Ghanaian
students). In this case of Ghana, Germany and South Korea, it is strongly recommended to at least prepare the
Ghanaian and Korean students for the educational situation, which they are going to face when wanting to study
in the German university context. Also, the German instructors should be aware of the different expectations in
order to avoid misjudgements.

The full questionnaire in its English language version is
openly published and can be found under the following
address on the Internet: http://duepublico.uni-duisburgessen.de/servlets/DerivateServlet/Derivate34756/201402_Learning_Culture_Due_Publico_Version.
pdf
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