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                    Little empirical research is available about online college teaching and learning 
across culture or age. Research is needed to ascertain learning environment pedago-
gies that positively impact a diversity of students in online contexts. Because col-
legiate instruction, including online forms, is often culturally based in Germanic- and 
English-based traditions of American higher education (Chávez & Guido-DiBrito, 
 1999 ; Chávez, Ke, & Herrera,  2012 ; Ibarra,  2001 ; Rich,  1993 ; Tisdell,  1995 ), it is 
important to conduct research on all types of instruction across the more diverse 
cultural, age, and other identities of learners (Chávez,  2011 ; Tisdell,  1995 ). This 
review of literature covers areas of study found to some extent in the literature 
including constructs of culture in higher education, nontraditional student success 
and intergenerational online instruction, and cross-cultural online education, as well 
as overviews of methodologies, populations studied, research questions of focus, 
and major fi ndings. 

    Constructs of Culture in Higher Education 

 Higher education in the United States is traditionally structured around individualis-
tic, linear, mind-focused, time-to-task-oriented cultural constructs far from the col-
lective, circular, relational, mind-body-spirit-heart cultural constructs of most ethnic 
minority students (Brayboy & Maughan,  2009 ; Chávez et al.,  2012 ; Ibarra,  2001 ; 
Rendón,  2009 ). Unlike epistemological frameworks such as Chicana feminist notions 
of teaching and learning, collegiate learning constructs rarely include knowledge or 
activities similar to those in home communities of most students of color (Delgado 
Bernal,  2001 ; Elenes, Delgado Bernal, Gonzáles, Trinidad, & Villenas,  2000 ). 
Further, these cultural norms are rarely considered strengths or “cultural wealth” 
that students bring with them into collegiate learning environments (Villalpando & 
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Solórzano,  2005 ). Instead, students of color and their ways of learning and being are 
often viewed from a defi cit rather than a strengths approach (Chávez et al.,  2012 ). 
Individual faculty practice as both cultural insiders and cultural outsiders to the stu-
dents they teach, sharing similar cultural constructs with some students and different 
ones with others (Guido-DiBrito & Chávez,  2003 ). 

 Culture permeates teaching and learning in all types of instruction (Chávez,  2007 ; 
Fried,  1994 ; Ibarra,  2001 ; Johns & Kelley Sipp,  2004 ; Rendón,  2009 ). Face- to-face 
and technology-mediated learning environment designs are infused with cultural val-
ues, norms, and assumptions (Branch,  1997 ; McLoughlin & Oliver,  2000 ). Learning 
diffi culties are likely to arise when underlying pedagogical values, norms, and epis-
temologies in one ethnic population are culturally inappropriate or ineffective in 
another (e.g., Collis,  1999 ; Ibarra,  2001 ; Reeves & Reeves,  1997 ). Ethnic popula-
tions of students who are farthest from cultural epistemologies common in current 
instructional norms also retain and graduate at the lowest rates in college nationally 
(Almanac of Higher Education,  2007a ,  2007b ; Ibarra,  2001 ). Faculty and students 
are usually unaware of how culture manifests in teaching and learning (Tisdell,  1995 ; 
Weinstein & Obear,  1992 ). Domestic and international students of color experience 
very real challenges in negotiating academic norms based in cultures not their own 
(Guido-DiBrito & Chávez,  2003 ; Ibarra,  2001 ; Viernes Turner,  1994 ). 

 There is little research on cross-cultural pedagogy for college students in class-
room (Chávez,  2011 ) or web-based (Henderson,  1996 ; Ke, Chávez, & Herrera, 
 2009 ) learning contexts. In an extensive review of research on culture in colle-
giate teaching and learning, we found limited, though important, studies on cul-
tural dimensions for learning including the relationship between learner racial/
cultural demographics and learning outcomes (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 
 2002 ), cultural self-awareness of the learning facilitator (Tisdell,  1995 ; Weinstein 
& Obear,  1992 ), intersections of identity and learning (Chávez & Guido-DiBrito, 
 1999 ; Guido-DiBrito & Chávez,  2003 ), learning environment climate (Chávez, 
 2007 ; Chesler, Lewis, & Crowfoot,  2005 ), diverse motivations across cultures 
(Heine et al.,  2001 ), silence and refl ection in teaching and learning (Covarrubias 
& Windchief,  2009 ), and cross-cultural pedagogies (Bennett & Bennett,  1994 ; 
Ibarra,  2001 ). With some notable exceptions, few researchers seem to build on 
their own work, few studies build on the work of other researchers, and studies are 
rarely linked across the literature (Chávez,  2011 ). 

 Larger frameworks on intersections of culture and teaching/learning are rare in 
the literature with a few notable exceptions. One body of work on cultural con-
structs, paradigms, and epistemologies deeply expresses the contextual, relational, 
spiritual, holistic, and pragmatic nature of teaching and learning found across 
diverse Native American worldviews (Cajete,  1994 ). Delgado Bernal ( 2001 ) frames 
a Mestiza epistemology of Chicana college students studied through Anzaldúa’s 
( 1987 ) work. This study addresses the criticality of spirituality, collectivity, and 
connections to cultural communities in relation to learning, success, and retention. 
Chávez ( 2007 ) empirically derived a model of six teaching elements from a study of 
four collegiate classrooms identifi ed by international and domestic students of color 
as multiculturally empowering.  
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    Cross-Cultural Online Education 

 We conducted a recent literature search of cross-cultural online education within the 
data pool of computerized bibliographic databases (i.e., ERIC, PsycInfo, Educational 
Research Complete, Dissertation Abstracts, ACM), major education and technol-
ogy journals, conference proceedings, and the reference lists of several reviews. 
During the literature search process, the keywords used included “culture,” “minor-
ity,” “online learning,” and “distance education” (and variations of these terms). The 
data research resulted in the fi nding of 44 quality articles on cross- cultural online 
education, which either provided a rich description of the theoretical framework or 
presented infi eld research data as an empirical study paper. Of the 44 cross-cultural 
articles, 22 focused on the online learning experiences and perceptions of students 
of different cultures, and 26 explored the development of cross-cultural online 
instruction from an institutional or pedagogical point of view (   Appendix Table  2.1 ). 

 Of the 22 articles on cross-cultural online learning experiences, many concen-
trated on learning experiences of Asian students (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 
Indian, & Malaysian) in comparison to that of Anglo students. Fewer studies exam-
ined African or Hispanic/Latino students and even less examine experiences of 
Native American students. Populations differ in student status as well. A majority 
of populations explored in the literature were graduate students or professionals 
who worked full time with a few studies of undergraduate students and one con-
ducted at the high school level. Students in reviewed studies were recruited most 
often from education courses, with only a few from medicine, business, language, 
music, and religion. 

 The literature of cross-cultural online learning consistently indicates culturally 
related diversity. Many scholars found students’ thoughts and actions at odds with 
regular online learning practices, and forms of communication used online were 
often incongruent with especially minority student cultures and language. Different 
reasons were offered for this incongruence. Some studies attribute differences to 
high-context/low-context cultural norms (Ibarra,  2000 ; Tu,  2001 ; Wang,  2007 ), 
some attributed it to an inherent confl ict between the individualism of online peda-
gogy and collectivism of many students’ cultural values (Adeoye & Wentling,  2007 ; 
Anakwe, Kessler, & Christensen,  1999 ), and others ascribed barriers to fundamental 
differences in student beliefs about the nature of knowledge and how one acquires 
knowledge (Chen, Bennett, & Maton,  2008 ; Makoe,  2006 ). Correspondingly, rec-
ommendations for the design of culturally responsive pedagogy focus on student 
needs at the micro level considering variables such as language, learning styles and 
preferences, sociocultural context, and technological infrastructure. On the other 
hand, Van den Branden and Lambert ( 1999 ) challenge the notion of student culture 
at the micro level altogether, arguing that the online learning environment also cre-
ates its own culture or society. Sang ( 2007 ) argued that online environments should 
be adapted and redeveloped to avoid cultural imperialism and Anglo-Saxon domi-
nance. This is not just culturally responsive online pedagogy but ethically respon-
sive pedagogy and moves beyond issues of culture into issues about what is ethical 
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in online learning (Anderson & Simpson,  2007 ). Notably, the review of literature 
indicated that there is an absence of empirical research on cross-cultural online 
learning. Theoretical propositions or conceptual papers dominate the literature of 
cross-cultural online learning. 

 The 26 studies on cross-cultural online instruction can be grouped into two areas 
related to online course design and delivery: issues raised by online instruction as it 
relates to students’ culture and language (e.g., Anderson & Simpson,  2007 ; Lauzon, 
 1999 ; McLaren,  2007 ; Sang,  2007 ; Van den Branden & Lambert,  1999 ) and design 
and implementation of specifi c modes of online instruction to address student cul-
tural ways of learning and interaction (e.g., Adams & Sean Evans,  2004 ; Dahl, 
 2004 ; Johari,  2005 ; Kumar & Bhattacharya,  2007 ; Llambi et al.,  2008 ; McLoughlin, 
 1999 ; Rasmussen, Nichols & Ferguson,  2006 ; Smith & Ayers,  2006 ). 

 The primary population in the literature of cross-cultural instruction is still grad-
uate and professional students who major in education. A few articles examine cur-
riculum of undergraduate students by focusing on programs for new students via 
introductory or bridge programs (Arias,  2000 ; McLoughlin & Oliver,  2000 ; Smith 
& Ayers,  2006 ). The majority of articles have not addressed course content at all 
(Amant,  2002 ; Anderson & Simpson,  2007 ; Arias,  2000 ; Johari,  2005 ; Lauzon, 
 1999 ; Lin,  2007 ; McLaren,  2007 ; McLoughlin,  1999 ; Rasmussen et al.,  2006 ; Sang, 
 2007 ). Instead, authors explored the pedagogical and interactive needs and adapta-
tions necessary to address students’ culture, which could be a specifi c culture, such 
as Arab or Maori, or referred to a general “minority” or nontraditional student cul-
ture in the online learning environment, regardless of course content. 

 The articles reviewed discussed general approaches to guide the design of cultur-
ally responsive learning environments and shared common features, such as using 
student-centered learning systems to support and engage students and creating con-
structivist online environments that are explicit and equitable. Recommendations 
focused on student needs in terms of language, learning styles and preferences, 
sociocultural context, and technological infrastructure. For example, Johari ( 2005 ) 
discussed how designers can integrate eight differentials in preparing online instruc-
tional materials and apply strategies to match learners to suitable courses. He pro-
vides two checklists distilled from research “Six recommendations for low- context 
(US) instructional designers” and “Eight recommendations designers should make 
for their high-context students.” 

 Some of this literature goes beyond general principles and recommendations for 
culturally responsive instructional design and offers more specifi c examples and 
suggestions based on actual programs or courses studied. Zepke and Leach ( 2002 ), 
for instance, suggested integration of a narrative line, opportunities for face-to-face 
interaction, and content and materials that represent (Maori) students’ culture. 
Henderson ( 1996 ) presented one of the most comprehensive analyses. Her  Multiple 
Cultural Pedagogic Model  of interactive multimedia instructional design is based in 
turn on the 14 dimensions of interactive learning of Reeves ( 1992 ). Reeves’ 14 
dimensions include several highly likely to differ among different cultures, for 
example, pedagogical philosophy (instructivism vs. constructivist), goal orientation 
(sharply focused vs. unfocused), role of instructor (teacher proof vs. equalitarian 
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facilitator), value of errors (errorless learning vs. learning from experience), motiva-
tion (extrinsic vs. intrinsic), accommodation of individual differences (nonexistent 
vs. multifaceted), learner control (nonexistent vs. unrestricted), and cooperative 
learning (unsupported vs. integral). Henderson’s key addition to Reeves’ set of 
dimensions is the idea of incorporating multiple cultural perspectives into an  eclec-
tic paradigm , so that multiple cultures maintain their identities and can have their 
respective cultures accommodated. This in turn requires that both ends of each 
dimension must be taken into account in the course design and context. She also 
argues that Reeves’ choice of endpoint values, at least for the dimension 
Epistemology, may in turn be based on Western notions or theories of the nature of 
learning and knowledge and argues that different endpoints can be defi ned based on 
Asian or Australian Aboriginal epistemologies. In any case, different profi les based 
on these dimensions may be optimal for different cultural groups, and they may also 
vary within the timeline of a learning experience itself (e.g., an instructivist peda-
gogy at some points and a constructivist at others).  

    Modes and Focus of Research 

    Research Methods 

 Of the 40 articles collected on cross-cultural online education, the most common 
methodology utilized was case study (refer to Table  2.1 ). Overall there were 17 
qualitative studies, nine quantitative studies, two mixed methods, and 12 theoretical 
or propositional discussions. Of the 17 qualitative articles, 15 were case studies, one 
used a phenomenological approach, and the other was an ethnography study. 

 Case studies varied in cultural focus, examining cross-cultural students’ online 
education from around the globe. Student populations included Latino (Ibarra, 
 2000 ), Native American (Adams & Sean Evans,  2004 ; Berkshire & Smith,  2000 ), 
Maori (Zepke & Leach,  2002 ), South African (Makoe,  2006 ), Chinese (Chen et al., 
 2008 ; Chen, Mashhadi, Ang, & Harkrider,  1999 ; Hurd & Xiao,  2006 ), the 
Netherlands (Collis,  1999 ), Cyprus (Zembylas,  2008 ), the United Kingdom (Crane, 
 2005 ; Dillon, Wang, & Tearle,  2007 ; Hurd & Xiao,  2006 ; McGivney,  2004 ), as well 
as diverse nontraditional students in the United States (Evans et al.,  2007 ; Shenk, 
Moore, & Davis,  2004 ) and abroad (Venter,  2003 ). 

 While the population in each study differed, almost all case studies focused on 
student performance and experience in some way. An example was a case study 
conducted by Venter ( 2003 ), in which the researcher examined different coping 
strategies used by 43 adult students involved in a 2-year master’s program delivered 
globally via distance learning. The student enrollment in the program was broadly 
grouped from European to Asian Pacifi c background. The study explored interac-
tions between strategies used to cope with isolation and culture and the connections 
between student culture and learning style. 
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 Unlike the qualitative articles where case study stood out as the most dominant 
methodology, in the quantitative research articles, a variety of methodologies were 
used to investigate cross-cultural online education, including surveys (Anakwe 
et al.,  1999 ; Buerck, Malmstrom, & Peppers,  2003 ; Chernish, DeFranco, Lindner, 
& Dooley,  2005 ; Yong & Parrella,  2004 ), the use of pre- and posttests (Chernish 
et al.,  2005 ; Chyung,  2007 ), questionnaires (Makoe, Richardson, & Price,  2008 ), 
data analysis of student records, and/or examination of online activity (Angiello, 
 2002 ; Chyung,  2007 ; Patton,  2000 ; Stafford & Lindsey,  2007 ). Student populations 
in quantitative studies were not as diverse as those studied using qualitative methods 
with most focusing on online students in the United States. However, nontradi-
tional, older students were more likely to be studied using a quantitative method. 
A typical example of a study using quantitative methodologies is Anakwe’s et al. 
( 1999 ). In this study, the researcher employed the use of surveys to examine dis-
tance learning orientations of 424 students enrolled at two northeastern universities. 
Similar to the qualitative example offered above, connections between student cul-
ture and learning styles are part of the fi ndings in this study. 

 Theoretical or propositional papers were the second most common type of publi-
cation found on the topic of web-based cross-cultural education. Studies either 
focused on the role of diverse cultures online in general terms (Anderson & Simpson, 
 2007 ; Arias,  2000 ; Lauzon,  1999 ; McLoughlin & Oliver,  2000 ; Rasmussen et al., 
 2006 ) or spoke of issues related to a specifi c population such as Indigenous 
Australians (McLoughlin,  1999 ), the Arab world (McLaren,  2007 ), Europe (Van den 
Branden & Lambert,  1999 ), Hispanic/Latino-Americans (Smith & Ayers,  2006 ), 
students in Hong Kong (Sang,  2007 ) or Native American women (Dahl,  2004 ). 

 Of the 12 theoretical/propositional articles examined, nine focused on the design 
of culturally relevant curriculum, two were critiques of learning-related cultural 
constructs and dimensions, and one focused on implications for program develop-
ment. A typical theoretical examination of online curriculum related to culture was 
conducted by McLoughlin and Oliver ( 2000 ). In this chapter, the author explored 
different ways educational designers can ensure inclusivity in the curricular design 
process. A case is made for equitable educational planning via design that addresses 
social and cultural dimensions of learning. 

 The two mixed-method studies are similar to previously discussed studies; each 
focuses on the online student experience with a particular emphasis on student per-
ceptions. One study explored interactions between adult professional learners in the 
United States (Rhode,  2009 ), while the other focused on issues of power between 
teachers, students, and peers in distance learning courses across the United States, 
China, and South Korea (Wang,  2007 ). Both studies found signifi cant differences 
between cultural groups and students’ online learning experiences.  

    Populations Studied 

 Upon deeper examination of populations represented in the previous discussion, 
some trends appear. Key terms and topics utilized for purposes of this review are 
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important here. Topics of distance learning and online education were searched in 
combination with culture and nontraditional students. “Culture” in the context of 
this literature review was further broken down in subsequent searches to include 
specifi c populations of students including Latino/Latina, Hispanic, African 
American, and Native American. Furthermore, nontraditional students were also a 
component of this search and appear to make up the largest populations. 

 In relation to culture, the two largest populations studied were Chinese and 
Latino/Hispanic students. Many studies explored interactions between a variety of 
cultures as they progressed through online courses together in the United States or 
abroad. Studies exploring multiple cultures in the context of an online learning 
course were the norm with the majority of these diverse populations dwelling in the 
United States and the UK.  

    Research Questions 

 Of the literature reviewed, types of questions asked by researchers were quite simi-
lar. Questions about student interactions, feelings, perceptions, performance, and 
traits were common. For example, in the quantitative study by Zepke and Leach 
( 2002 ), researchers investigated the following questions: (1) Would an individual’s 
culture affect his or her receptivity toward distance learning? (2) Would an indi-
vidual’s culture affect his or her preference for particular distance learning media? 
(3) Would an individual’s culture affect his or her preference for distance learning 
in a particular course type? One example with a similar focus is a case study by 
Dillon et al. ( 2007 ) who questioned how in a defi ned educational situation learning 
behaviors would differ across cultures and what the implications of these differ-
ences were for online communication. 

 Inquiry into challenges or problems in relation to student culture and age was 
also common, as were questions about strategies used by students to overcome such 
challenges when learning online. For example, the study by Hurd and Xiao ( 2006 ) 
examined the perceptions and goals of UK and Chinese students in distance lan-
guage courses, specifi c problems they encountered as they studied, and strategies 
they used to address them, and the ways students from these two cultures differed 
with respect to these factors. 

 Of the articles examined for this literature review, the most common theme of 
inquiry was the issue of culturally relevant curriculum. Specifi cally, more studies 
examined the ways curriculum and pedagogy either met the needs or should change 
in order to better meet the needs of students based on their culture and background. 
For example, in a case study, Collis ( 1999 ) posed the following research question: 
How can WWW-based course-support sites and systems be designed to offer opti-
mal fl exibility in terms of culture-related differences in its users? Almost all of the 
theoretical and propositional articles in our review share this type of curricular 
focus in the central theme of their discussion.  
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    Major Findings 

 Findings presented in this cross-section of literature can be grouped into two broad 
categories: (1) relationship between student culture and the effectiveness of distance 
education as a delivery method and (2) relationships between student culture, learn-
ing style, and instructional design. The most common type of fi ndings and/or themes 
came from studies that addressed connections between students’ culture and learn-
ing style and the development of online curriculum and pedagogy. For these studies, 
researchers argued that online learning environment, learning content, and peda-
gogy must be approached culturally, critically, and ethically in order to accommo-
date the needs of students. They explored ways in which conceptions of learning are 
culturally and contextually dependent and consequently how students’ cultural 
background, language, learning styles, and problem-solving strategies impact dis-
tance education experiences. 

 For example, in the study by Chen et al. ( 1999 ), researchers argued for online 
curriculum designed and delivered to create culturally mediated social interaction. 
Because students’ experiences of culture and technology play a key role in learning, 
the authors state that social and cultural understandings must be made explicit 
through accessibility, interconnectivity, immediacy, interactivity, and integration in 
curriculum design. In other articles, learning styles are discussed in relation to stu-
dent culture. For example, Anakwe et al. ( 1999 ) discussed the relationship between 
culture and the individualist versus collectivist orientation of learners, and Buerck 
et al. ( 2003 ) explored relationships between student culture and the assimilator ver-
sus converger learning styles. Yong and Parrella ( 2004 ) associated these traits with 
independent versus dependent learner styles. 

 The most critical fi ndings argue that practices and approaches used in distance 
learning courses are often at odds with ways of thinking, acting, and being that stu-
dents bring with them. Chen et al. ( 2008 ) argued that the challenges Chinese learn-
ers experience online have roots in basic beliefs about the nature of knowledge and 
knowledge accumulation. Dillon et al. ( 2007 ) saw design and implementation of 
online communications act as major barriers because of differing cultural and lan-
guage differences. In the ethnographic study, Knight, Dixon, Norton, and Bentley 
( 2004 ) investigated the use of technology with Black and Latino/Latina students in 
a New York City high school. They posited that students may be subjected to the 
same oppressive pedagogies of traditional classrooms when using technology if 
practitioners fail to approach such pedagogies and curriculum critically. 

 The second broad category of fi ndings identifi ed through this literature review is 
relationships between age- or ethnicity-related culture and the effectiveness of dis-
tance learning methods. Previous studies presented varied and seemingly contradic-
tory fi ndings. For example, Chyung ( 2007 ) stated that older students are more active 
than younger students online, and Stafford and Lindsey ( 2007 ) argued that nontra-
ditional students are more likely to benefi t from a distance learning format. In con-
trast, McGivney ( 2004 ) argued that nontraditional students are less likely to stay in 
distance learning programs overtime. Buerck et al. ( 2003 ) found differences in 
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performance between traditional and nontraditional students that can be attributed 
to differences in learning styles. However, Evans et al. ( 2007 ) found no difference 
in performance between traditional and nontraditional students. Finally, Angiello 
( 2002 ) found that Hispanic students are not as successful as other students when 
taking online learning courses, while Van den Branden and Lambert ( 1999 ) sug-
gested that online culture trumps students’ individual culture in the distance educa-
tion environment. 

 Overall, current literature points to the need for more comprehensive empirical 
studies that cross academic disciplines, student cultural populations, a diversity of 
pedagogical designs, and quantitative and qualitative modes of research.   

    Nontraditional Student Success and Intergenerational 
Online Education 

 Research on collegiate teaching and learning is predominantly based in historical 
perspectives, beliefs, and curriculum of a traditional student profi le – of a person 
who is northern European Caucasian, 17–24 years old, and living on or near campus 
(Kasworm & Pike,  1994 ). Contemporary student populations diverge signifi cantly 
from these student profi les and experiences. Nontraditional students now comprise 
approximately 40 % of the postsecondary population and nearly 78 % receive edu-
cation in web-based distance format (Kuenzi,  2008 ). Corresponding to nontradi-
tional students’ learning profi les, adaptive web-based teaching and learning design 
interventions should be identifi ed through in situ studies. 

 Yet a recent review on nontraditional/adult students in online learning settings 
indicated only 13 scholarly articles that focus on student experience or the peda-
gogical dimensions for age-related online learning. Of the 13, nine focus on inter-
generational learning (Benson & Samarawickrema,  2007 ; Buerck et al.,  2003 ; 
Chyung,  2007 ; de Lange, Waldmann, & Wyatt,  1997 ; Makoe et al.,  2008 ; McGivney, 
 2004 ; Rhode,  2009 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ; Stafford & Lindsey,  2007 ) and 
fi ve focus on intergenerational instruction (   Crane,  2005 ; Davis,  2006 ; McGivney, 
 2004 ; McPatton,  2000 ; Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ) with one article falling into both 
categories (McGivney,  2004 ). In the following section, population, methodology, 
research questions, and major fi ndings of these articles will be discussed in detail 
(Appendix Table  2.2 ).  

    Nontraditional or Adult Student Population Studied 

 In the 13 articles reviewed, the population was described as “nontraditional” or 
“adult” students; however, almost every article varied in its defi nition of these terms. 
Differing criteria were used across studies to explain features of and/or defi ne a 
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nontraditional or adult student. Most commonly, authors based determinations on 
student age, gender, and employment status. More recently, defi nitions have also 
included parental status and returning to school. This variation in defi nitions and 
criteria makes research in this area diffi cult to compare. 

 For example, when referring to student age, the following criteria were listed as 
determinants for “nontraditional” or adult student status: mean age 36 (Zembylas, 
 2008 ), ages 31–45 (Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ), mean age 40 (Chyung,  2007 ), 
ages 25–34 (Stafford & Lindsey,  2007 ), age 22+ (Buerck et al.,  2003 ), ages 25–40 
(Crane,  2005 ), over 25 (McGivney,  2004 ), and mean age 32 (de Lange et al.,  1997 ). 
Based on this grouping, it would appear a nontraditional or adult student is not 
younger than 22 years of age. Though less often considered, student gender was 
also used to defi ne the nontraditional or adult student. In 4 of the 13 studies (Crane, 
 2005 ; de Lange et al.,  1997 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ; Zembylas,  2008 ), the 
majority of students under study were female, and gender was considered a factor 
in determining nontraditional student status. 

 The criteria for adult or nontraditional student status vary greatly in the articles, 
with some overlap. Most often a nontraditional student was defi ned as one who is 
new to higher education (Crane,  2005 ; Davis,  2006 ; de Lange et al.,  1997 ; Makoe 
et al.,  2008 ; Patton,  2000 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ), new to distance learning 
(Crane,  2005 ; Makoe et al.,  2008 ; McPatton,  2000 ), and/or new to the subject area 
or program (Makoe et al.,  2008 ; McPatton,  2000 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ). 
Similarly, student status may be described as it relates to professional or job status, 
whereas a nontraditional/adult student is one who has been working full time for 3 
or more years (Buerck et al.,  2003 ), is working toward a professional development 
certifi cate (Rhode,  2009 ), has a gap since being in school full time (Davis,  2006 ; 
McGivney,  2004 ), is employed full time as a professional (Shinkareva & Benson, 
 2007 ; Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ; Zembylas,  2008 ), or has returned to school to 
improve employability (McPatton,  2000 ). One study also defi ned students based on 
geography including rural and international student status as criteria (Patton,  2000 ). 

 Of the previous studies on intergenerational online learning experiences or web- 
based intergenerational instruction, populations under study were predominantly 
Western with the majority from the United States (e.g., Buerck et al.,  2003 ; Chyung, 
 2007 ; Davis,  2006 ; McGivney,  2004 ; Rhode,  2009 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ; 
Stafford & Lindsey,  2007 ), with three from the United Kingdom (Crane,  2005 ; 
Makoe et al.,  2008 ; McGivney,  2004 ), one each from Cyprus (Zembylas,  2008 ) and 
Australia (de Lange et al.,  1997 ), and one study compared Ireland and Denmark 
(Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ). 

    Research Questions 

 In articles on intergenerational online learning, authors investigated the behaviors, 
preferences, interactions, dispositions, and performance of students in the distance 
education environment. These articles examined students’ conceptions of learning 

2 Multicultural and Intergenerational Teaching and Learning: Current Research



31

(e.g., Makoe et al.,  2008 ), how they talk about emotions online (e.g., Zembylas,  2008 ), 
or rates of retention compared to younger students (e.g., McGivney,  2004 ). In 
Chyung’s ( 2007 ) quantitative study, the author investigated how age and gender affect 
online behavior, self-effi cacy, and academic performance in the online learning envi-
ronment. In Rhode’s ( 2009 ) mixed-method study, the author investigated forms of 
interaction adult learners engaged in and valued most in online courses and how adults 
perceived the impact of peer interaction on their self-paced online experience. 

 In the articles about web-based intergenerational instruction, authors examined 
learning environment and pedagogy as they were developed and/or used with non-
traditional/adult students in distance education. They also investigated the impact of 
instructional practice and behavior (Patton,  2000 ) as well as the effectiveness of a 
specifi c online program, course, or seminar (Crane,  2005 ; Davis,  2006 ; McGivney, 
 2004 ; Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ). For example, Crane ( 2005 ) examined and 
described how the implementation of an online program was successful in retaining 
students and widening educational access to nontraditional students. The online 
program success factors reported include the use of tutors, guidance, staff develop-
ment, and providing the curriculum in a range of formats for students.  

    Research Methods 

 Unlike the dominant use of qualitative methodology (i.e., case study) found in the 
literature of cross-cultural online learning, the literature of intergenerational learn-
ing is predominantly quantitative in methodology. Of the nine articles reviewed, six 
are quantitative and one uses mixed methods (Rhode,  2009 ). Of the quantitative 
studies, four are survey studies (Buerck et al.,  2003 ; de Lange et al.,  1997 ; Makoe 
et al.,  2008 ; Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ), and two are data/content analysis 
(Chyung,  2007 ; Stafford & Lindsey,  2007 ). The remaining two articles were case 
studies (McGivney,  2004 ; Zembylas,  2008 ). 

 A typical survey study was conducted by Buerck et al.’s ( 2003 ), who investigated 
the relationship between nontraditional students’ preferred learning environment 
(i.e., face-to-face or online) and their learning styles. The authors surveyed 29 non-
traditional students enrolled in a computer science class on their self-reported learn-
ing styles and learning environment preferences. 

 The literature of web-based intergenerational instruction is predominantly theo-
retical, similar to that of web-based cross-cultural instruction. Of the fi ve articles 
found, three are theoretical (Crane,  2005 ; Davis,  2006 ; Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ), 
one is content/data analysis (Patton,  2000 ), and one is case study (McGivney,  2004 ). 
A typical theoretical paper by Davis ( 2006 ) discussed the design of an introductory 
student seminar for adult students new to the College of Liberal Studies. Davis 
investigated how to design a course that strengthened students’ general writing abil-
ity while integrating disciplines in a way that was engaging to new students. 
He structured the course into four units and incorporated real-world activities to 
introduce key concepts in the humanities, natural, and social sciences.  

Nontraditional or Adult Student Population Studied
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    Major Findings 

 Findings of prior studies on intergenerational learning support the notion that learn-
ing is culturally and contextually dependent, particularly for adult students in online 
learning environments. For example, Makoe et al. ( 2008 ) stated that conceptions of 
learning derived from the experience, context, and culture of the adult learner. 
Zembylas ( 2008 ) found that emotional responses differed online based on social 
and gender roles and responsibilities of the participant. When examining online 
participation for nontraditional students, Rhode ( 2009 ) found that not all interac-
tions were considered equally effective or valued and that informal interactions 
were just as important as formal interactions for the nontraditional student. Older 
students were found to post more often than younger students (Chyung,  2007 ) and 
were more likely to have a converger learning style (Buerck et al.,  2003 ). Oftentimes, 
the successful online adult learners were reported to have a higher self-directed 
learning ability and IT skills, leading to improved effort, self-effi cacy, and motiva-
tion (Shinkareva & Benson,  2007 ). 

 Though limited, prior research on intergenerational instruction has contributed a 
list of generic heuristics or specifi c suggestions on how to design online learning 
environments to meet the needs of nontraditional/adult learners. Specifi cally, 
researchers recommend fl exibility with deadlines and other learning activity 
requirements so that adult learners are more likely to complete assignments and be 
successful in the course (Patton,  2000 ). McGivney ( 2004 ) suggested that adult 
learners also need more time in general to complete their online classes than their 
younger “traditional” counterparts and they are more likely to complete the course 
and/or program if given more time. Other recommendations for instructional design 
include dividing courses into smaller units (Davis,  2006 ), using real-world activities 
that are engaging (Davis,  2006 ; Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ), and constructing an 
online environment that facilitates community (Sorensen & Murchú,  2004 ).   

        Acknowledgements   The authors would like to thank Michelle Jewett for her research assistance 
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