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ABSTRACT
This mixed-methods study investigates the design and instructional practices of massive open online
courses (MOOCs) instructors within the learning environment to address the cultural diversity and learner
personalization needs. Leveraging a grounded theory approach, the researchers analyzed two rounds of
email interviews (n1= 25; n2=19) with MOOC and open education leaders about cultural sensitivity
and personalization in MOOCs. Those interviews led to the formation of a 30-item online questionnaire
completed by 152 MOOC instructors. While many of the MOOC instructors within the sample did not
fully grasp the complex issues of cultural diversity, most made attempts to modify their instructional practices
to accommodate cultural variances. To address cultural and linguistic differences, instructors added subtitles
to video content and offered transcripts for video or audio content. Additionally, instructors were careful
with language use and hand gestures, used simplified language, slowed their pace of speech, made the course
content easy to navigate, limited text by leveraging (multi)media, and encouraged learners to translate and
localize content for their peers. Furthermore, many instructors favored collaborative, small group learning;
however, instructors could not agree on best practices to establish these groups. Implications and future
directions for MOOC instructors and instructional designers are offered.
Keywords: MOOCs, open education, instructional practices, cultural sensitivity, cultural diversity, MOOC
Instructors.
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INTRODUCTION
Open online courses, specifically massive open online courses (MOOCs), have become increasingly popular,
allowing for thousands of individuals within a course to engage simultaneously learning (Cormier & Siemens,
2010) while also providing millions of individuals around the globe access to thousands of MOOCs, and
their associated free and open educational resources (Shah, 2015, 2016). The latest data from Class Central
showed that in 2018, over 101 million learners enrolled in more than 11,400 MOOCs (Shah, 2019). This
report also indicated that these MOOCs were provided by more than 900 different institutions around the
world (Shah, 2019). While earlier MOOC research from Jordan (2014) found that the average MOOC
enrolled approximately 43,000 learners, as MOOC offerings have increased, the average enrollment has
decreased to approximately 8,000 (Chuang & Ho, 2016).
Naturally, such numbers have attracted much attention from researchers, practitioners, and the news media
as well as government agencies, institutions of higher education, entrepreneurs, and venture capitalists
(Riel & Lawless, 2017). MOOCs are now hosted on myriad platforms, including edX, Udacity, Udemy,
FutureLearn, and Coursera (Pappano, 2012). As the number of MOOCs offered continues to grow,
instructors are challenged to accommodate for the growing socio-cultural and linguistic diversity of learners.
Despite mounting cross-cultural challenges due to MOOC expansion, few empirical studies examine
how MOOCs and MOOC instructors address diversity issues. Many research studies focus on the learner
experience in MOOCs (Zhu, Sari, & Lee, 2018), such as learner’s behavior (Kahan, Soffer, & Nachmias,
2017), dropout rate (Halawa, Greene, & Mitchell, 2014; Kizilcec, Perez-Sanagustin, & Maldonado, 2017),
and motivation of learners (Milligan & Littlejohn, 2017).
As MOOCs and other forms of distance education enrollments soar, understanding and adopting for learner
preferences, cultural and linguistic differences, and assorted other variables become crucial (Speece, 2012).
Liu et al. (2016) found that learners’ performance in MOOCs was influenced by cultural diversities. Paying
attention to the learners’ cultural and linguistic attributes will enhance the access and success of learning
through better online presence, perceptions, and performance (Wang, 2007). In turn, this study seeks to
understand how MOOC instructors are personalizing MOOCs to meet the needs of culturally, linguistically,
and nationally diverse learners. More specifically, this mixed-method study is driven by two primary research
questions:
1. To what degree do MOOC instructors perceive the learning environments that they have designed as
accommodating learner and cultural diversity?
2. What are the instructional practices that MOOC instructors rely upon to address diverse cultural
backgrounds? For instance, what cultural sensitivity and personalization practices do MOOC
instructors utilize to enrich the virtual classroom experience of its diverse participants?
Research Question #1 relates to the design of MOOCs for cultural sensitivity and diversity practices. Research
Question #2 concerns the actual delivery of MOOCs in the form of adaptive instructional practices.
THE EVOLUTION OF MOOCS
Since their introduction in 2008 (Cormier & Siemens, 2010), MOOCs have become mainstream, drawing
throngs of self-directed, highly motivated adult learners. A key part of this expansion was salient in the news
in 2011, when Stanford Professors Sebastin Thrun and Peter Novig opened their online artificial intelligence
class to anyone in the world with Internet access, resulting in over 160,000 adult learners from 190 different
countries (Dekena, 2012; Markoff, 2011; Rodriguez, 2012). Researchers have revealed some essential factors
in drawing such large enrollments, including opportunities to achieve personal learning goals, develop new
skills, and expand one’s professional networks (McAuley, Stewart, Siemens, & Cormier, 2010; Siemens,
2012a).
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Often MOOCs are held asynchronously, with some optional, scheduled meetings, allowing learners the
flexibility to manage not only what they learn, but also how they learn (Kim & Chung, 2015; Severance,
2015). This element of flexibility is vital for MOOC learners since it reduces the perceived learning barriers;
if they have a somewhat stable Internet connection, they can enroll in nearly any open online course that
fancies them (Bonk et al., 2018; Jordan, 2014). The openness and flexibility of a MOOC has resulted
in such open courses not only becoming common in academia but also being utilized by international
organizations such as the Commonwealth of Learning (Venkataraman & Kanwar, 2015), the World Bank
(Jagannathan, 2015), the United Nations, and OECD. They can also directly address various regional and
national government initiatives (Alony, Kaye, & Lambert, 2015; Boga & McGreal, 2014; Czerniewicz,
Deacon, Small, & Walji, 2014; Miller & Jay, 2015; Warugaba, Naughton, Gauthier, Muhirwa, & Amoroso,
2016). As MOOCs become more accepted and embraced as reputable, and perhaps even essential, ways to
learn new skills, the backgrounds, experiences, and needs of MOOC learners multiply.
What has been apparent since inception is that MOOCs and other forms of open education tend to draw
self-directed learners. Such intrinsically motivated adults seek to achieve personal learning goals, develop
new skills and competencies, and enjoy opportunities to network and interact with others (McAuley et al.,
2010; Siemens, 2012a). Unfortunately, the gap between the high expectations of meeting individual learning
goals and the open-ended or less guided nature of MOOCs often results in MOOC participants struggling
to complete them (Belanger & Thornton, 2013; Christensen, Steinmetz, Alcorn, Bennett, & Woods, 2013;
MOOC @ Edinburgh 2013 – Report #1, 2013). In fact, Mackness, Mak, and Williams (2010) claimed that
MOOCs are a paradox; while designed for independent learning, they noted that learners frequently rely
on peer support to complete the MOOC. McAuley et al. (2010) called for instructors to reevaluate what
skills learners need prior to enrolling in the MOOC as well as what specific types of skills necessitate more
scaffolding. Other researchers have called for instructors to evaluate if linguistic and technical skills pose
difficulties for MOOC participants (e.g., Fini, 2009; Schulze, 2014). Suffice to say, more research on the
design of MOOCs is warranted (McAuley et al., 2010; Ostashewski & Reid, 2012); particularly, design that
addresses the diverse cultural backgrounds (Nkuyubwatsi, 2014; Wang, 2007).
As the use of MOOCs has expanded, MOOC leaders and researchers like Siemens (2012b) have increasingly
called for instructors to consider their target learners. Meanwhile, Preece, Rogers, and Helen (2007) stated
that designing courses that are culturally sensitive can foster positive and effective learner experiences. As
distance education enrollment rises, it is pivotal to understand and take into account learner preferences,
culture, and style (Speece, 2012). Therefore, the consideration of cultural differences and accommodation
of learners with different backgrounds is becoming essential to the design of high-quality MOOCs.
Additionally, Gunawardena’s (2020) review of online learning white papers and reports found that, by 2030,
university instruction in Europe is projected to be “more flexible and provide different learning pathways
recognizing the diversity of the student population” (p. 5). Despite such needs, research on the instructional
design practices related to cultural diversity in online learning is too limited (Jung & Gunawardena, 2014;
Rogers, Graham, & Reeves, 2007; Swierczek & Bechter, 2010; Wang & Reeves, 2007).
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Subramony (2004) argues that a lack of attention to cultural diversity in distance education design results in
the alienation of adult learners. Culture impacts distance education from two fronts: design and use (Seufert,
2002). MOOCs are often designed and developed in a specific cultural context; however, like most distance
education models, what is successful in one cultural context may not carry over to another (Watson, Ho, &
Raman, 1994). In response, Edmundson (2005), Henderson (1996), and Reeves and Reeves (1997) propose
a multidimensional approach to address cultural issues in distance education courses.
The notion of ‘culture’ has been used in common language since the 18th Century (Tylor, 1871); however,
there does not seem to be a universally accepted definition. For the purposes of this study, “culture” is a
collection of fundamental values and patterns of acting, feeling, and thinking (Ford & Kotze, 2005), which
influence how people communicate, with or without technology. This research study leverages Hofstede and
Hofstede’s (2005) definition of culture as the “collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the
members of one group or category of people from others” (p.4). This complex notion of culture examines
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patterns of beliefs, systems of knowledge, and behaviors. The authors use the analogy of an onion to explain
the complexities of culture that include attitude, goals, symbols, practices, and values. While Hofstede’s (2001)
model is based on national archetypes, it is considered seminal in its relation to many multicultural distance
learning environment studies (e.g., Bentley, Vawn-Tinney, & Chia, 2005; Kondratova, Goldfarb, Gervais, &
Fournier, 2005; Morse, 2003; Renner, Laumer, & Weitzel, 2015; Rogers et al., 2007; Shishah & FitzGerald,
2016; Sieffert, 2006; Swierczek & Bechter, 2010). Given that individual learner’s learning preferences may
vary across different cultures and/or nations (Fail, 2011; Hofstede, 1983, 1986), it is important to consider
cultural diversity in online course design because courses are often developed based on instructors’ personal
values, preferences, expectations, and experiences (Ahn, Yoon, & Cha, 2015; Speece, 2012).
Hall’s (1976) schema classifies culture into high or low contexts, based on the amount of information a
learner expresses or communicates. Individual learners in face-to-face (f2f ) learning environments rely mostly
on verbal cues to communicate. Communication in high-context cultures becomes challenging due to the
lack of f2f contact in distance education environments where participants rely mostly on the written word
(Gobbo, Nieckoski, Rodman, & Sheppard, 2004; Speece, 2012). As an example of such cultural differences,
in one study of learner interactions in solving online case problems via asynchronous conferencing across
several cultures, Finnish learners were more reflective and theoretical, Korean learners were more social and
contextually driven, and American learners were more action oriented and pragmatic in seeking results (Kim
& Bonk, 2002). Other researchers also explored strategies to create a culturally inclusive online learning
environment through developing a learning community, negotiating identity, power, and authority, engaging
in authentic inquiry-based learning, supporting collaboration and navigating interactions in an additional
language (Gunawardena, 2020).
While MOOCs often incorporate video lectures from instructors, the lack of intimacy in online environments
nevertheless presents serious problems (Hannon & D’Netto, 2007; Morse, 2003). With participants from
nearly 200 countries in many MOOCs (Breslow et al., 2013; Ebben & Murphy, 2014), such intimacy is made
even more difficult. In fact, Sandeen (2013) stated that on average, 60% of the learners in MOOCs are not
from the U.S. This raises a growing concern; namely, if instructors and learners lack shared understandings,
there is a greater probability of misunderstandings occurring due to language barriers and communication
method differences (Callaway, Matthew, & Felvegi, 2014). Past research has shown that different cultures
have different communication patterns (Hofstede, 1986; McLoughlin, 2006).
Gunawardena, Frechette, and Layne (2019) define culture as a “collection of shared perceptions of the
world and our place in it” (p. 3). Gunawardena et al. (2019) describe four levels of cultural inclusivity when
designing education for global learners. At Level 1, MOOCs cannot directly address cultural variances, but
indirectly take on the values, norms, and biases of the instructor/curriculum designer. At Level 2, they allow
for the explicit design and inclusion for a specific culture. Next, at Level 3, MOOCs can accommodate
different, specific cultural contexts. Finally, at Level 4, they allow for instruction to be created with
multicultural learning experiences.
When cultural issues and circumstances are not addressed while designing education, it might lead to
misunderstanding (Callaway et al., 2014). There are various ways to address cultural issues. For instance, the
course might use a common language like English, but encourage subtitling and transcripts. In addition,
in actively building cultural awareness and sensitivity among the learners, the course might be designed to
be considerate when using symbols, provide use easy-to-digest examples, take into account time differences
among participants, and engage in role modeling (Wendler & Struthers, 2002; Yousef, Chatti, Schroeder,
& Wosnitza, 2014).
While there is growing literature on online cultural sensitivity, there remains limited discussion related to
MOOC design for culturally diverse participants (Teras, 2013; Wang & Reeves, 2007). Further complicating
efforts to design and deliver MOOCs that are culturally sensitive and more personalized, there are few
empirical studies representing MOOC instructors’ voice in discussing how the learning environment is
adapted for learner needs. Much of the MOOC research fixates on learner perspectives (e.g., Paquette, Mariño,
Rogozan, & Leonard, 2015) or present metaliterature reviews which suggest “implementing personalization
and adaption in MOOCs in order to improve users’ engagements, hence reduc[ing] MOOC’s drop-out rate
problem” (Sunar, Abdullah, White, & Davis, 2016, p. 8).
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Kop (2011) argues that instructors are one of the five core success elements (i.e., instructors, learners, topic,
materials, and context) in MOOCs. However, as Veletsianos and Shepherdson (2016) and Zhu et al. (2018)
reveal, few studies leverage instructor perspectives to better understand such personalization and cultural
sensitivity (Veletsianos & Shepherdson, 2016). In response, this study examined the various ways MOOC
instructors design and implement their courses to meet the needs of learners with different cultural and
linguistic backgrounds.
METHODS
This mixed-methods (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2017) study analyzes data drawn from: (1) email interviews
(n=25) with MOOCs and open online education experts related to cultural sensitivity and diversity in
MOOCs; (2) additional follow-up email interviews (n =19) with the same sample, but varying protocols,
related to the personalization of MOOCs; and (3) online questionnaire responses from MOOC instructors
(n=152) targeting cultural sensitivity and personalization in MOOCs. Whereas most of the findings related
to MOOC personalization practices were reported elsewhere (Bonk et al., 2018), this study was primarily
concerned with issues of cultural sensitivity and diversity in the design and delivery of MOOCs.
Expert Interviews
To understand more about how cultural diversity is addressed, an email was sent in October 2015 to roughly
30 international experts in the field of MOOCs and open education. Each of these experts had contributed
a chapter to a book on MOOCs and open education which had been published earlier that year.
In the email, it was prefaced that a factor often overlooked in the field of open education and MOOCs is
cultural sensitivity. The goal was to better understand what they deemed best practices for designing and
delivering MOOCs in ways that are culturally inclusive and sensitive. The experts were given examples such
as being cognizant that images of certain hand gestures or body movements may offend people or not be
part of societal norms.
The email then asked these experts to use their expertise and extensive experience related to MOOCs and
other forms of open education to make suggestions for the types of cultural accommodations that might be
made in MOOCs that are intended for a global audience. As part of this response, they were asked about the
guidelines that existed, if any, related to adjusting multimedia and other MOOC components to make them
more culturally sensitive; especially as it pertained to their particular culture or region of the world. Practical
advice was especially encouraged.
Replies with insights, experiences, and suggestions related to cultural diversity were received from 25 of
these experts. Following that, email interviews with 19 experts about the personalization of MOOCs were
conducted. A thematic analysis was used to catalogue, summarize, and analyze the interview scripts into
“emerging themes [that] become categories for analysis” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 4). These
expert participants were MOOC instructors, course designers, and administrators from universities,
institutions, and organizations around the world such as the World Bank Institute, University of Cape Town,
Open University of Japan, University of Edinburgh, Future Learn, African Virtual University, University of
Michigan, Georgia Tech University, University of the Philippines Open University, Stanford University,
ALISON, MERLOT, University of Tasmania, Commonwealth of Learning (COL), and Open University
of the Netherlands.
Web-based Survey
Analysis of the email interviews crystallized points of inquiry (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009) regarding
cultural diversity and personalization in MOOCs and helped to reduce uncertainty when building the
online questionnaire (Rappert, 1999). The questionnaire consisted of 30 items and incorporated 25 closed
questions and five open-ended items related primarily to MOOC personalization and cultural diversity
issues and adaptations. The questionnaire was designed and created via SurveyMonkey, an online survey
tool.
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A large database of over 1,000 MOOC instructors and designers was mined from online course platforms
(e.g., Class Central, MOOC list, Coursera, edX, and FutureLearn) and cross referenced against proprietary
platforms (e.g., Blackboard and Canvas). Instructors were located in more than two dozen countries around
the world, including Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Korea, Mexico, the
Netherlands, Norway, Russia, Singapore, Switzerland, the U.K., and the United States. These instructors
taught different subjects such as business and management, medicine, education, and computer science.
In vivo coding and thematic analysis were applied to the open-ended questionnaire responses, identifying
MOOC instructional design practices used to personalize the MOOC learning environment via course
resources and technological tools. Constant comparison was used to analyze all qualitative data and responses
(Glaser & Strauss, 2009); in effect, iterations of data analysis occurred as new data sources were collected
across the various stages of research. Grounded theory informed the methodology, enabling complex, multifaceted dialogs without the constraint of a predefined framework. Data collection and later analysis stages
were built off the prior stages, grounding them in the real-world experiences of practitioners (Glaser &
Strauss, 2009; Goulding, 2002).
QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS RESULTS
Instructor Experience and Approach
The survey yielded 152 responses or about a 15% response rate which was more than adequate (Cho &
LaRose, 1999). The largest percent came from the medical field, followed in order by education, social science,
business, computer science, natural science, climate science, data science, art, engineering, mathematics,
history, astronomy, and philosophy. While most instructors had only taught one MOOC at the time of the
survey, one in four of these instructors had already taught three or more MOOCs. Slightly more than half
had never completed a MOOC as a learner in the past.
We also asked about prior experience teaching online or blended. As shown in Figure 1, the online and
blended teaching backgrounds of the MOOC instructors were not that extensive. In fact, the previous
experience of half of them was on the low side. At the same time, about 28% indicated that they had much
experience teaching online prior to teaching a MOOC. The overall average experience teaching online or
blended for the survey respondents was 4.55 on a scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high); however, there was much
variability (SD=3.5). Given the modest experience teaching online, it would be expected that most of these
instructors would rely on vendor provided tools and structures, rather than personally designed tools. They
would also be expected to use less risky teaching methods compared to those with more extensive online
teaching backgrounds.

Figure 1. Instructor Experience Teaching Online/Blended Courses prior to Teaching their Recent MOOC
Note: on a scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high)] (n= 148)
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Despite the lower than expected online learning backgrounds of these instructors, most of them indicated
that they were heavily involved in the design of the course content of their MOOC; with an average rating
of nearly 9 on a scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high). Therefore, they did have opportunities to specifically address
the diverse needs and backgrounds of the learners in their MOOC(s). Furthermore, as reported elsewhere
(Bonk et al., 2018), these instructors were hopeful to learn additional ways to better personalize the design
of the instruction in their next MOOC.
Naturally, the size of MOOC enrollments might influence the degree to which instructors can personalize
their courses and address diverse learner backgrounds, needs, specific situations, and experiences, including
cultural, educational, technological, linguistic, and other factors. The data showed that most of these
instructors (71.3%) were teaching courses with under 25,000 participants and nearly half (47.3%) were
MOOCs of under 10,000 participants. Only 6% MOOCs taught by respondents had more than 100,000
participants. While MOOC size was markedly smaller than previously reported by Jordan (2013, 2014), these
still could be considered enormous courses in size and scope (Chuang & Ho, 2014), making instructional
attempts to address diverse learner needs an extremely daunting task.
As we document elsewhere in a parallel study of instructor personalization of MOOCs (Bonk et al., 2018),
more than 85% of these instructors reported a high degree of involvement in the design of the course content
for their most recent MOOC. Unfortunately, that earlier report also noted that just over one-third of these
instructors felt that they placed extensive effort on meeting individual learner needs when designing their
courses and even less (i.e., 28.5%) when delivering their MOOCs (Bonk et al., 2018). Importantly, however,
the findings of that study indicated that MOOC instructors wanted additional professional development on
how to attempt to make their MOOCs more personally engaging.
Instructional Strategies and Tools
Another common problem encountered by MOOC instructors is the range of learner prior content
knowledge and self-confidence. As identified by Fini (2009), Mackness et al. (2010), McAuley et al. (2010),
and Schulze (2014), MOOC instructors need to account for learner diversity in linguistic, technical, and
content competency throughout the course. Table 1 represents the various ways that the respondents
addressed varying participant competencies and needs. Again, discussion forums are the primary mechanism
utilized (n=115; 81.0% of respondents), followed by embedding supplemental course materials (e.g.,
readings, animations and simulations, job aids, news, videos, maps, etc.) (n=111; 78.2%), and the posting of
timely course announcements and emails (n=90; 63.4%). Items employed less often yet still of importance
included the recording of videos and tutorials (n=58; 40.8%), emphasizing project-based forms of learning
over exams (n=49; 34.5%), utilizing preexisting online videos like TED Talks and Lynda.com (n=46;
32.4%), and holding synchronous lectures, meetings, and events (n=34; 23.9%). Somewhat less popular
were establishing study groups (n=27; 19.0%), incorporating learner reflection journals or blogs (n=23;
16.2%), scheduling virtual office hours or meetings (n=20; 14.1%), and offering opportunities for face-toface meetups (n=10; 7.0%). Of course, the tools to address the knowledge gaps and deficiencies of MOOC
participants will continue to evolve and change in the coming years.
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Table 1. Instructional Practices of MOOC Instructors to Address the Variety of Learner Competencies
and Needs (n=142)
Items
Establish learner-based discussion forums
Embed supplementary course materials
Post timely course announcements and emails
Record video tutorials or walkthroughs
Emphasize project-based learning over exams
Using preexisting online videos (e.g., Lynda.com, TED talks, YouTube, etc.)
Other
Hold synchronous lectures, meetings, and events (e.g., Skype, Google Hangouts, Zoom,
etc.)
Establish study groups
Establish learner reflection journals or blogs
Schedule virtual office hours and meetings
Offer face-to-face meet-up opportunities

Response
percent
81.0%
78.2%
63.4%
40.8%
34.5%
32.4%
26.1%

Response
count
115
111
90
58
49
46
37

23.9%

34

19.0%
16.2%
14.1%
7.0%

27
23
20
10

As shown in Table 1, in this fast-changing age of digitally enhanced learning, there are numerous instructional
practices and technology tools and resources from which to attempt to address the various competencies and
needs of MOOC participants. Accordingly, we asked the respondents how they or their teaching assistants
and moderators provided just-in-time support, feedback, and individualized learner attention. Several of
the survey respondents noted that they constantly monitor learner performance in the discussion forums
and address pressing needs and any perceived learner struggles with discussion forums and Twitter posts.
Some others relied on weekly updates, course announcements, or virtual office hours to respond to the most
frequently asked questions. As one of them noted, “Constant, constant, constant attention to discussion
forums.” MOOC instructors also focused on fostering collaboration and a sense of learning community.
One MOOC instructor mentioned how they apportioned the workload among many instructors and
teaching assistants and moderated different sections or forums. Others noted that a team of instructors
delivered content from their respective areas of expertise and monitor forums and activities related to it. They
also apportioned their time so that different people would be online at different times to respond to learner
needs. And they let the learners know the specific dates and times that they would be online to discuss issues
and answer questions in a synchronous or live fashion. And that was not all. In addition to all this support
from the academics, one MOOC instructor stated that, “we also had resident entrepreneurs and business
experts (6) who were asked to be online over certain dates/times to provide the ‘practical’ view. Finally, we
also have a central ‘digital learning team’ who supports all University MOOCs. Their team members were
also assigned various dates to moderate and try to add comments, monitor any issues, etc.”
Cultural Diversity
Addressing cultural diversity involves providing participants with options. As revealed in a parallel study
(Bonk et al., 2018), these MOOC instructors typically offered optional readings and their course structures
allowed the learners to decide about incentives for completion of the MOOC (e.g., certificates, badges, or
course credit). Options on assignments or using multimedia to explain difficult concepts were less frequently
offered (see Table 2). Only about one-third of these MOOCs allowed learners to generate or contribute
content or discuss and negotiate ideas about the course content. Even fewer permitted learners to select their
own learning pathways.
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Table 2. Items Instructors Provided in their Most Recent MOOC (n = 126)
Items the current MOOC covered
Optional readings, videos, or other materials
Learner selected incentives (e.g., certificates, badges, course credit, etc., options)
Options with course tasks and assignments
Learner discussion and negotiation of content
Two or more media elements to learn the same content
Learner determined or contributed content
Learner selected learning pathways (i.e., different routes to learn the same content)
Learner portfolios of course accomplishments
Choice in team or collaborative partners (i.e., self-formed teams)

Percent
74.6%
64.29%
38.10%
36.51%
31.75%
30.16%
19.05%
16.67%
12.70%

Count
94
81
48
46
40
38
24
21
16

One means to address the diversity in a MOOC is to allow participants to display their learning in individually
preferred or different ways. Again, choice in task or learning activity can be interpreted as being sensitive to
people from different cultures and educational backgrounds. However, as illuminated in Figure 2 below, the
MOOCs of half of the instructors surveyed did not allow any way for learners to present or share their work
with others in the MOOC. In those that did, MOOC participants more often shared their work through
social media (n=33; 25.4%), online sharing exchanges or portals (n=28; 21.5%), and online galleries (n=19;
14.6%). Not as prevalent were learner blogs (n=15; 11.5%), e-portfolio systems (n=13; 10.0%), posting
one’s work to the learning management system (n=11; 8.5%), or class presentations (n=6; 4.6%). Clearly,
a typical MOOC is not set up to share or showcase one’s learning with other participants and stakeholders.

Figure 2. Methods by Which MOOC Learners Could Showcase their Work [Note: on a scale of 1 (low) to
10 (high)] (n= 130)
The above tables and figures provide some insight into the size, content, and resources of MOOCs that all
might be related to the ability of instructors to address cultural and linguistic diversity. Importantly, two
questions specifically were focused on cultural and linguistic adaptations. When asked, on a scale of 1 (low)
to 10 (high), how much effort was placed on addressing the needs of individuals from different cultural
backgrounds and languages in their most recent MOOC, these instructors put forth modest effort, but, once
again, there was much variability (M=5.37; SD=2.87). Whereas 43 (30.5%) of them put forth high effort,
another 45 (31.9%) respondents put forth low effort; the remaining 53 (37.6%) MOOC instructors felt
that they gave medium effort. In effect, as shown in Figure 3, MOOC instructors were quite varied in their
commitment to addressing diverse learner needs.

9

Figure 3. The Perceived Effort of MOOC Instructors in Addressing Cultural and Linguistic Diversity
Note: on a scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high)] (n= 141)
Given the modest effort that MOOC instructors placed addressing those participants from different cultural
and linguistic backgrounds, it was vital to probe further into the strategies that they implemented. Figure 4
breaks down the order in which MOOC instructors designed their MOOCs to be suitable for learners from
different cultures and/or linguistic backgrounds. At the top of the strategies to address cultural diversity was
offering transcripts of video and audio contents (n=88; 66.2%) and adding subtitles to video content that
was provided in the course (n=85; 63.9%). The third most common strategy was for MOOC instructors
to be careful with the language that they used and any hand gestures (n=69; 51.9%). Among the other
somewhat common techniques included that instructors simplify the language used (n=56; 42.1%), slow
down their rate of speech (n=49; 36.8%), and simplify the course design and make it easier for learners
to navigate it (n=36; 27.1%). Nearly one in five indicated that they would limit text and rely more on
pictures. Slightly less selected that they would encourage participants to translate and localize the content
for others (n=24; 18.1%). However, only 15 (11.3%) of the respondents designed their courses with parallel
translations to other languages.

Figure 4. MOOC Instructors’ Instructional Practices to Address Cultural Diversity (n=133)
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QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS RESULTS
MOOC and Open Education Experts
As indicated in the method section, we conducted two rounds of interviews with the MOOC and open
education experts regarding cultural sensitivity and personalization of MOOCs. These experts were given
examples such as being cognizant that images of certain hand gestures or body movements may offend
people or not be part of societal norms. Also mentioned to the experts was the problem of case situations or
scenarios involving alcohol, the incorporation of pictures of dogs in the Middle East, political humor and
satire, the use of quotes from religious leaders, and incorporating YouTube videos (which are not accessible
in cultures like China). In addition, it was mentioned that clothing, hairstyle, music, jokes, and reliance on
the English language can all be problematic.
That long prompt fostered many ideas, personal anecdotes, and suggestions. As noted in Table 3, these
MOOC and open education experts had a wide range of recommendations related to cultural sensitivity.
Some related to content design, whereas others related to the delivery of MOOC instruction. A few of
these experts offered ideas related to the overall learning environment or ecology of the MOOC such as
encouraging participants to support each other with lower bandwidth versions of MOOC videos as well as
to find ways to translate the MOOC content to local language and cultural needs.
Table 3. Best Practice Recommendations by MOOC and Open Education Experts for Addressing
Cultural Sensitivity (n=25)
MOOC Stage Category
Approach
Design
Communication Provide possible alternative back channels for traditional discussion boards (e.g.,
WhatsApp, WeChat, KakaoTalk, etc.).
Consider the different ways learners read information – Some languages are not
presented in a linear format.
Course design Leverage straightforward course designs as intricate or nested course designs can be
difficult to convert across languages and platforms.
Ensure visual examples (i.e., icons and caricatures) repeated throughout the course
appeal to as many stakeholders as possible.
Media use
Consider different audiences through perspective taking when incorporating
multimedia.
Overreliance on visual rhetoric (e.g., visual images) alone to communicate can be
problematic.
Use caution when including videos on an external website, such as YouTube, as content
could be restricted for certain users.
Remember that converting text into various languages is easier than videos, and it
takes much longer to create a video.
Slideshows should not overwhelm learners with text; try to use symbols, icons, and
other visual elements.
Reuse and
Ensure inclusivity by openly licensing all educational materials developed for MOOCs,
remix
to guarantee the permissions and freedoms required for translation, adaptation, re-use,
redistribution, and repackaging.
Understand the legal differences and barriers between copyright, copyleft, and public.
Consider the technology used in development. Ask yourself, “Does it assist reuse and
remixing?”
Weigh the potential of other instructors’ capabilities in remixing/reusing the content
and provide support where appropriate.
Technology
Appreciate the power of mobile learning! In many regions of the world, learning
accessibility
occurs through mobile devices. Courses should be pedagogically and technologically
developed with this mindset.
Identify the range of learner digital literacy skills.
Encourage learners to create low bandwidth versions of multimedia for those in low
bandwidth areas.
Foster a learner community where learners help learners in downloading, translating,
and hosting multimedia.
Working with a Encourage courses/content to be developed by teams consisting of members for
design team
various institutions, countries, and/or cultures.
Actively prepare MOOC instructors and online course designers for cultural sensitivity.

11

Delivery

Attire and
mannerisms
Culture specific

Developing
a sense of
community

Emphasis on
expertise

Language and
translations

Remain presentable and well-dressed when appearing in multimedia.
Be thoughtful about body movement and overall gestures, as well as images of hand
gestures, as different cultures decipher meaning in diverse ways.
Asian audiences may not be the quickest to voice their opinions and prefer to be spoken
to with deference, politely, and softly.
Not all learners read left to right. For example, some Middle Eastern learners read
content right to left, and some Asian learners read content top to bottom.
Content including case situations or scenarios involving alcohol, the incorporation of
pictures of dogs (from some nations), political humor/satire, and the use of quotes from
religious figures can prove to be controversial and potentially offensive.
Avoid references to current events that may only be shared by a small subgroup.
Urge learners to meet locally or amongst themselves to share materials and address any
sensitive concerns.
Avoid issues related to religion and politics.
Minimize distractions and possible negative responses by staying away from
controversial topics.
Respect the deep-seated cultural differences related to the following: the value of
expert vs. learner-originated knowledge; deference to experts; and willingness to
engage in discussion and critique - with the most noticeable contrasts between those
educated in Anglo-Saxon education systems and in Confucianist ones.
Have instructions/directions at the ready, just as a backup, for those who tend to respect
authority and prefer following directions.
Make subtitles and transcriptions, when possible, available in multiple languages based
on intended audiences. This also empowers hard of hearing learners.
Even when English is the primary or secondary language of the target audience,
consider making MOOC content available in the major dialect(s) of the country.
Identify any cultural aspects of resources disseminated as understandings and
meanings may not be exact when translated; each linguistic group has its own scientific
history and culture.
Jokes and humor, in general, can be easily misinterpreted.

The second round of interviews with most of these experts (n = 19) identified instructional design elements that
assisted MOOC instructors in personalizing their course for cultural diversity and technology accessibility.
Principle among these elements was changing course assignments to be “collaborative projects” and allowing
learners to engage in “small group learning.” Four of the 19 experts interviewed in round two noted instances
of increased learner motivation from these elements and attributed it to learner empowerment. Instructors
also mentioned increased formations of learning networks and personal connections as learners engaged in
the MOOC via group work and by self-selecting tasks and/or groups.
Qualitative analysis revealed disagreement about best practices to account for cultural multiplicity when
grouping learners. Some instructors practiced grouping learners with similar backgrounds and interests to
become a “cohort that has similar learning goals, or that is interested in supporting their own learning
goals.” Others believed in creating “mixed group[s] to see if there are any differences of opinions” to promote
dialogues of difference. Even though the methods of group creation vary, the online questionnaire data
support small-group learning as a personalization tool for enhanced cultural understanding and awareness.
Correspondingly, some MOOC instructors reported that they either personally assigned learner groups
or used the learning management system to do so, whereas other instructors reported using pair-based
assignments to encourage learner interactions.
Survey Respondents
In one of the open-ended questions, the researchers probed further about how these instructors designed
their MOOCs to make them easier to access for learners with different backgrounds and technology access.
Many of the MOOC instructors provided quite pertinent and thoughtful responses to this question. Among
them, one person who likely taught a MOOC in the area of political science stated that: “Our content
covered examples from different political and religious contexts, across Europe, the Americas, the Middle
East and Asia, designed in turn to encourage learners from diverse backgrounds to share their own political
experience.” Another respondent noted that his or her course followed the “UK accessibility compliance
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guidelines” and the key course materials were made available at an elementary level while more complex
materials were embedded in the form of supplemental readings and case studies for those who wished
to delve more deeply into the content. Additional examples of providing greater access to course content
included working with university experts, consulting with language departments, and piloting content
with international learners and friends from countries like “Jordan, China, Greece and Turkey” and then
debriefing and discussing it with them. Another example is, “All videos and screencasts had transcriptions
available to read. Our MOOC platform was designed to allow users to view the MOOC material on a
computer, tablet, or smartphone.”
One survey respondent had a vast repertoire of strategies to address the various participant cultures and
backgrounds that are typical in MOOCs. This individual stated:
“I use a platform that I know is reasonably good across browsers and operating systems. I do
not use anything which is flash-based. I test material on different devices. I make navigation as
easy as possible. I offer multiple communication channels. I do not comment on language or
grammar when commenting on forum posts. I caption videos and supply transcripts, though
I do make it clear the course is developed in English. I have a long history of teaching learners
from other countries so I am conscious about creating material that is accessible from cultures
other than the UK.”
The survey respondents also commented on specific instructional practices adopted to address the cultural
and linguistic differences amongst learners. While most of the responses were centered on adopting the
MOOC for linguistic diversity, some instructors elaborated on other aspects of accommodating for cultural
diversity in MOOC design. A professor of engineering stated that he “adapt[s] assignment[s] to fit…different
cultures.” The questions asked instructors to describe not only their cultural diversity adaptations, but also
their methods for improving technology access. As MOOC instructors varied in subject area expertise, and
national origin, their involvement in addressing culture and language differences was quite varied as well.
One open-ended question asked about the instructional practices that were used to address different cultural
backgrounds as well as technology access among learners (n=35). The responses of these instructors are
reported in Table 4. Multimedia presentations, optional resources, course instruction and language, feedback,
collaboration, technology access, and varied communication channels were some of the approaches that
instructors used to address diversity during the MOOC design stage. The top four ways related to how
MOOC instructors design their courses in consideration of learners’ background and technology access
included: (1) providing captions and transcriptions to all videos and screencasted materials. Importantly,
this strategy was intended to accommodate learners with disabilities or different learning styles; (2) offering
supplemental or optional materials; (3) making sure that all materials can be viewed on an assortment of
devices, including computers, tablets, or smartphones. Moreover, some instructors experimented with the
look of their materials on smartphones of different sizes; and (4) keeping the course materials at the level of
a non-expert. Such an approach was intended to limit the tension and stress of MOOC learners who come
from different fields, while, at the same time, not neglecting learners who wanted to study more deeply by
offering additional learning materials.
Further information on what various MOOC instructors in this survey attempted is detailed in Table 4.
While approaches of MOOC instructors may slightly vary from MOOC experts, categories overlap. A
noted difference between Table 3 and 4’s compilation of approaches is the level of specificity and breadth
of the discourse in Table 3, whereas Table 4 presents central themes. Both collections of approaches provide
valuable insight for addressing cultural sensitivity with MOOC environments.
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Table 4. Approaches Employed by MOOC Instructors to Enhance Access for Learners with Different
Backgrounds and Technology (n=35)
Category
Collaboration

Approach
Work alongside various university divisions (e.g., international office, student support,
university expert, and language department).

Pilot the course with international learners.
Communication, feedback, Offer multiple communication channels.
and language
Use simple, slow, and clear language.
Do not focus on language or grammar when commenting on forum posts.
Content
Create material that is acceptable for various cultures.
Keep cultural differences in mind when designing and producing the material.
Emphasize materials which accommodate for various learning preferences.
Share personal stories, to some degree, by recording lessons in and around personal spaces.
Follow target country’s compliance rules and regulations.
Course instruction

Ensure material is kept at a non-expert level.
Provide detailed outlines of the lesson.
Arrange open course work where everyone can choose to work individually.
Provide background information and course expectations.

Multimedia use

Strive to include captioned or transcribed videos and screencasts.
Ensure videos are kept simple and short and include animations in presentations.
Leverage free textbooks and open resources.
Attempt to provide PDF documents and Word version of materials.
Provide text reader or read aloud options, when possible.

Optional resources

Offer supplemental or optional materials.

Technology accessibility

Course materials should be device agonistic, easy to use, and easy to access. Materials can
be used on a computer, tablet, smartphone application, or mobile phone.
Provide materials that use low bandwidth and make class activities browser based.
Make multimedia interactive apps more user-friendly by not engaging Flash-based
platforms.
Encourage simple navigation.
Create user-directed FAQs.
Videos and transcripts should be available for download later.

In the following discussion section, we reflect on some of the cultural sensitivity suggestions and advice from
the MOOC and open education experts listed in Table 3 as well as the recommendations of the MOOC
instructor survey respondents noted in Table 4. We also reflect on our other survey findings.
DISCUSSION
The first of the key research questions providing an impetus for this mixed-methods study sought to better
understand the degree to which MOOC instructors and their instructional design teams were creating
learning environments that accommodated the cultural and linguistic diversity of the participants. Results
of the online survey indicate that these MOOC instructors were placing modest efforts in addressing the
cultural, linguistic, and other needs of their MOOC participants in their most recent MOOC. Nevertheless,
nearly one in three of these instructors indicated that they placed high effort and attention on this issue when
designing and delivering their MOOCs. Suffice to say, their responses were quite varied.
The second research question was related to the in-class instructional practices that MOOC instructors rely
upon to address diverse learner needs and backgrounds. As part of such efforts, MOOC personalization
practices were explored. While half of these instructors rated themselves as having limited prior experience
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in teaching blended or fully online learning courses, they were experimenting with many different types of
instructional methods to address participants from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
According to the survey data, among the most common adaptations of content was to provide transcripts
of video and audio content as well as embedding subtitles with video content. Slightly more than half of
the instructors were also aware of the need to be careful with their language use and hand gestures; in
particular, many were self-aware of their rate of speech in their video lectures. Some were concerned about
the complexity of the content as well as the navigation within that content. The preference for text over
pictures was also an indication that they were sensitive to bandwidth issues. And some MOOC instructors
designed courses in multiple languages.
While these were general strategies or approaches that instructors used to address their diverse populations,
there were many more specific tactics mentioned in the open-ended survey items as well as in the earlier
email interviews of MOOC and open education experts. Among these tactics included creating user-directed
FAQs, utilizing case studies, asking international learners to pilot the content, organizing schedules of the
instructional team to address student concerns in the discussion forums, keeping video content under a
certain length limit, testing content on different platforms, and not commenting on participant language
or grammar use. They also relied on many different technologies to accomplish these goals, including social
media such as Twitter and Facebook, screencast technology, shared online videos, and synchronous Web
conferencing.
We should also point out that some of the instructors were very conscious of the power of crowds. As
observed by Kim and Chung (2015), nearly one in five MOOC instructors we surveyed indicated that they
encouraged their participants to translate and localize content for their peers. Such volunteer services for one
another may be a factor which is unaccounted for in much of the prevailing MOOC research and deserves
some follow-up. For instance, examples of MOOC participant crowdsourcing may improve the attitudes
towards MOOCs and their overall sustainability.
The qualitative coding of the interview data added to the insights. Addressing cultural diversity in MOOCs
is multifaceted. As shown by both Table 3 and Table 4, there are an assortment of instructional variables for
instructors to ponder related to the technology use and accessibility, the design of multimedia presentations,
the forms and type of content, supplemental resources provided, feedback mechanisms and approaches,
pace of language, communication channels established, collaboration tactics employed, and the degree and
type of course instructions and task structuring. Clearly, teaching a MOOC stretches the edges of one’s
instructional abilities and prowess.
MOOC instructor participants in this study echoed the suggested approaches of Bates and Poole (2003) and
Moore and Kearsey (2005), where relying on a singular technology or approach did not meet the learning
needs of all learners. In terms of this issue, MOOC instructors in the current study tended to create learning
environments that used several technologies in varying interaction modes to overcome course specific
problems. Through the narrative responses and interviews, it became evident that the MOOC instructors
did not have a singular understanding of culture. Some MOOC instructors interpreted ‘culture’ by referring
to nation specific approaches, while others related culture with certain language competencies.
Overall, the findings from this study indicate that MOOC instructors see a need to adapt their courses in
both design and delivery to better address cultural diversity. Strategies such as collaborative, small groupbased assignments and adaptation of instructional content for specific cultures and nationalities are steps in
the right direction (Gunawardena et al., 2019; Sieffert, 2006). Furthermore, many MOOC instructors not
only attempt to address diversity in their course resources and activities, but also collaborate with various
university departments and international learners in preparing the learning materials.
Across out research questions related to cultural sensitivity and personalization in the design and delivery
of MOOCs, there were many recommendations and suggestions. In this study, most MOOC instructors
focused on strategies to address cultural and linguistic diversity by supplementing video with text, providing
text with video or audio, and being cautious with gestures. Besides such solutions, other strategies that were
utilized included the adaptation of instructional content for specific populations and multimedia usage. Of
course, this is just the start of a long evolution of addressing cultural diversity and personalizing MOOCs
and other forms of open education.
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LIMITATIONS
One of our key limitations relates to our database of MOOC instructors. More specifically, while we had
collected the course and contact information for over 1,000 MOOC instructors from dozens of countries,
such data for courses outside of English-speaking countries was limited by the lists provided. And, while
most of the lists from which we gathered data were from the United States, there are still more such lists that
we could mine. In response, we continue to expand our database of MOOC instructors. Another limitation
is that the survey was voluntary or opt-in; as such, it is plausible that MOOC instructors who completed
this survey were more attuned with how to address cultural differences and personalize their courses than
those who did not participate. A third limitation was that the researchers did not evaluate MOOC courses
to evaluate the validity of self-reporting. Additional follow-up research is warranted to understand the
approaches that were deemed successful in MOOCs and how instructors modified them over time. Finally,
MOOCs and other forms of open education remain a relatively new and fast changing field of study. The
technologies and instructional practices related to teaching a MOOC are still evolving; especially in terms
of adapting to diverse learner needs and experiences. Given these various limitations, any results here should
be viewed as preliminary and evolutionary.
FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Millions of people are impacted each day by emerging technologies for designing and delivering education,
such as MOOCs and other forms of open education. Consequently, there is a mounting need for MOOC
and open education instructors to better empathize with and adapt to their learning participants. Followup interviews and focus groups based on our findings, either with some of our original MOOC instructor
survey participants or with others from our expanded database of 3,200 MOOC instructors, might prove
particularly interesting and significant. There is also a need to interview other MOOC and open education
experts as well as MOOC learners. Future research might explore how to build awareness of not only
the need to be more culturally sensitive in the design and delivery of MOOCs, but also the instructional
strategies and approaches that are proven to be effective. Of course, this research might also explore cost
variables and scalability measures related to different instructional approaches and strategic initiatives for
addressing participant diversity.
This study showed that MOOC instructors are attempting to understand and better address the challenges
and problems related to cultural differences. Unfortunately, while Tables 3 and 4 are intended to offer some
inroads, at present there is no universal understanding of cultural diversity and definitive best practices in
this area. In addition to retrospective interviews, real-time interviews during course delivery are now needed
to better understand the instructors’ practices and ideas related to addressing cultural diversity in MOOC
design. Given the enormous scale of these courses and the global impact, it is vital for such research to result
in a set of guidelines and best practices to address learner diversity.
Research is also needed on how different types of MOOCs and hybrid models might be used to better
address learners from different cultural, social, educational, political, and linguistic backgrounds. As part of
such efforts, content analyses of MOOCs as well as direct observation or participation in a range of MOOCs
might lend insight into the MOOC-related components and approaches that tend to entail greater cultural
inclusivity and sensitivity.
As we continue to expand our list of MOOC instructors, we are beginning to also address the learner side of
the equation. It is vital to attempt to align perceptions of MOOC instructors regarding cultural sensitivity
with those of their MOOC participants and vice versa. This large database of MOOC instructors also allows
us to target our research efforts in specific countries (e.g., Malaysia, Indonesia, China, Korea, etc.) and
regions of the world (Zhu, Bonk, & Sari, 2019).
Clearly, there are so many directions for research in this field to proceed. For instance, as groundbreaking
advances occur in learning technologies, such as artificial intelligence, personal digital assistants, and virtual
and augmented reality, so, too, must educators and researchers think beyond the stakeholders and learners in
their country or region of the world to those who might benefit later or in a different way or scale from today.
How might MOOCs be designed, delivered, and evaluated in ways that reach out to learners in the Global
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South and beyond (Gunawardena, 2014; Zhang, Bonk, Reeves, & Reynolds, 2020)? MOOC localization
in the form of J-MOOCs (Japanese MOOCs), K-MOOCs (Korean MOOCs), Thai MOOCs, and so on,
is one clear result.
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
It is evident from these findings that instructors are making strides in addressing issues of cultural and
linguistic diversity when designing and implementing their MOOCs. Our research indicates that many
MOOC instructors have begun a reflection process on how to improve their next MOOC offerings in
terms of addressing learner diversity and linguistic differences. However, while these MOOC instructors
are attempting to better understand and address the participants in their MOOCs, much more could be
done. The present study does offer some guidance and perhaps a hint of optimism or hope to those who are
considering becoming a MOOC instructor.
Given the trendlines of MOOCs, the next wave of MOOCs and MOOC instructors will continue to
impact hundreds of millions of learners each year (Shah, 2015, 2016, 2019). As such, the diversity of the
participants of such massive courses will not subside. What is certain is that additional studies that expand
upon the present one are crucial.
There is a pressing need to better understand how MOOCs can address learner diversity and cultural
backgrounds. This study of 25 MOOC and open education experts, as well as 152 MOOC instructors,
offers insights about how this can be accomplished in both MOOC design and implementation. The results
can inform instructional designers, instructors, and policy makers of what is required for higher quality and
more effective MOOC experiences. Since thousands of MOOC instructors around the planet are waiting,
we will keep expanding our database of MOOC instructors and MOOC courses in the hopes of making
additional contributions soon.
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