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Abstract 
Virtual Learning Environments VLEs) are widespread particularly among universities in developed countries and the cultural 
backgrounds of students in these institutions are increasingly diverse. Despite the promises of flexible teaching and learning among 
other potential virtues offered by VLEs, the author’s most pressing concerns are the impact that these technologies may have on 
students’ cultural differences, their online expectations and, ultimately, their learning outcomes. This raises an important question:  
“How Can Virtual Learning Environments be Chosen and Configured to Accommodate Cultural Differences of Students and 
Bring Value to Their Learning Experience?”  This work in progress draws on key themes in the literature and presents 
preliminary findings of interviews which captured the experiences of a culturally diverse group of postgraduate students who 
interacted with two VLEs at a UK university. Clifford Geertz’ Theory of “Thick Description” and Anthony Giddens’ 
Structuration Theory are proposed as frameworks for illustrating the complexity in interpreting different cultures and for analysing 
the interplay between students’ cultural differences, their VLE interaction and their learning outcomes, respectively. Preliminary 
conclusions drawn mainly from an analysis of the literature will help to inform the choice and configuration of VLEs to 
accommodate diverse students and bring value to their online learning. 
 
Introduction 
Since the mid-1990s the education community has witnessed the appearance of software products labelled 
Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) that aim to support learning and teaching activities across the Internet 
(O’Leary, 2002). While the adoption of VLEs are becoming widespread among universities worldwide, the 
cultural backgrounds of students in these institutions, especially in Western societies, have become 
increasingly diverse. Cultural diversity can bring enrichment to the classroom, and the VLE can be rewarding 
in facilitating flexible teaching and learning (Hiltz, 1995), networked learning (Goodyear, 2001) and cross-
cultural communication (Bell and Zaitseva, 2005; Hewling, 2005), as examples of benefits. However, while it 
may be crucial for HEIs to take full advantage of E-learning opportunities, the most pressing concerns are the 
impact that the VLE may have on students’ cultural differences, their online expectations and ultimately, their 
learning outcomes.  
 
Educational software has to fit into the social and cultural context (Zurita, 2005). Most information and 
communication technologies are based on a Western model, which, if replicated without consideration for 
societal and global diversity may have cultural implications. As Giddens 2001) reminds us, social norms, 
values and acceptable forms of behaviour vary widely from culture to culture, and these often contrast 
dramatically with what people from Western societies consider ‘normal’. Therefore, instructional designers 
must be aware of the influence culture can play when developing learning experiences for the Internet or the 
classroom Holmes and LaBoone, 2002). Despite the best intentions with which Higher Education Institutions 
HEIs) may develop and apply quality assurance policies to their E-learning initiatives, if the VLE is not 
designed to take into account the different cultural attitudes within the classroom then the main objective of 
enhanced teaching and learning may be undermined. The aim of this work in progress, therefore, is to explore 
how online tools and web support within VLEs can integrate elements that will enrich the learning experience 
of students of different cultural backgrounds. T

T

he paper will first review the relationship between technology 
and culture, and will then briefly examine a few implications for employing VLEs in multi-cultural contexts. 
An overview of (Geertz’ 1973) theory of “Thick Description” as well as (Giddens’ 1984) Structuration Theory is 
then presented. The VLE experiences of a culturally-diverse group of postgraduate students are outlined. 
Finally, preliminary conclusions are drawn mainly from an analysis of the literature. 
 
Review of the Relevant Literature: Technology and Culture 
Technological advancements influence and are influenced by a society’s culture. A technological artefact is 
defined as a consciously human-made, artificial object (Mulder, 2006), created to fulfil a particular function. 
The term “culture” herein denotes:  

 “a historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in 
symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge about and attitudes 
toward life” (Geertz, 1973: 89).  
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Every tool embodies the collective experience of countless generations (Childe, 1955: 39), and tool-makers in 
successive generations, not only copy, but occasionally improve on the products of their predecessors 
(Oakley, 1955). Here it is seen that technologies constantly co-evolve with societies. The relationship between 
technology and culture becomes reflexive, in that technologies are skilfully fashioned and used based on 
cultural knowledge, norms, values and an understanding of the world, and are then perpetuated as 
technological know-how. In other words, technologies are encoded with cultural ideas, meanings and biases 
which are then communicated over time and generation. As such, technologies are used in ways that are 
consistent with the cultural meaning that respective societies attribute to them. However, with the increasing 
globalisation of the worldwide economy, which has led to increased emphasis on the international diffusion of 
technologies (Maitland and Bauer, 2001), arguments have emerged suggesting that the distinctions between 
cultural symbols including technologies) and the thoughts they represent, are becoming blurred.  
 
Technological optimists argue that the global ubiquity of technology will contribute to the homogenisation of 
cultures as there will be an interconnection of societies, collaborating in a universal language. One school of 
thought prevalent among the Western business community, for example, argues that movements toward 
global business will inevitably lead to a decrease in cultural differences among nations, companies and/or 
individuals (Walsham, 2001). From an academic stance it is predicted that ICTs in education will provide 
endless access to education anytime, anywhere and by anyone. Dystopian activists however, have rejected the 
conclusions of homogenisation and determinism, focusing on “the very real and thorny problems of maldistribution of 
the economic resources and infrastructure needed to participate in the Net” (Ess, 2001: 6). To prepare people for life in an 
information society, an educational system is needed that is based on telecommunications (Tiffin and 
Rajasingham, 1995; p. 2). Dystopians therefore argue that endless access to education would not be possible 
for individuals in countries that do not have the necessary technological resources. Furthermore, it is argued 
that studies on the diffusion of innovation do not typically include cultural factors and/or multicultural 
contexts (Maitland and Bauer, 2001; Walsham, 2001). As such there are concerns that the cultural dimensions 
of technology as well as their application in multicultural settings are often neglected. These views, whilst 
being either extremely optimistic or extremely sceptical, present some truths which have implications for the 
higher education community, as it relates to VLEs in a multi-cultural context.     
 
Virtual Learning Environments  
VLEs fundamentally facilitate E-learning and are not only used to deliver courses at a distance, but are also 
used to enhance classroom teaching and learning. The extent to which universities deploy VLEs may be 
represented as a continuum as depicted in  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.  
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Figure 1:  Continuum of On-line Learning Applications Bates, 2001:  22) 
 
The employment of VLEs is pervasive among universities in developed countries, each with varying 
adaptation of the strategy (Bates, 2001; UCISA, 2001), and international student mobility has intensified 
among these institutions. The number of international students in the United Kingdom, for instance, has 
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grown under the combined effects of the European Union’s Erasmus programme, and the UK institutions’ 
response in recruiting non-European international students (Larsen and Vincent-Lancrin, 2002). E-learning 
and international student mobility are therefore creating a dynamic cross- and inter-cultural approach to 
Higher Education, as in either case “the cultural backgrounds of students learning together is increasingly diverse” 
(Hewling, 2005: 1).  
 
Team learning has become popular in graduate schools today (Larsen and McInereny, 2002), and students in 
most universities are encouraged, and in some cases, mandated to use the institutions’ VLE to engage in 
discussions with staff and classmates and generally to support their learning activities. In this context, the 
VLE “simultaneously brings opportunities for learners and presents difficulties for them as compared with face to face 
communication” Bell and Zaitzeva, 2005). It is claimed that VLEs promise rich, flexible networked learning and 
cross-cultural collaboration Goodyear, 2001; Hewling, 2005) through unlimited connection. However, one of 
the downsides is that the VLE is often assumed to be a straightforward application and students are seen to 
be homogenous. These assumptions present a few challenges, given that the VLE will not have the same 
meaning for all students. Students, both local and international, possess differences in language, experience, 
culture, values, ethnicity and historical sensitivity, all of which make meaning difficult to communicate at a 
distance. It is argued that people develop concepts, names and shared meanings and understandings which 
can be correlated with their behaviour and actions. To find meaning in an action, or to understand a particular 
social action, requires that one interpret in a particular way what the actors are doing (Denzin and Lincoln, 
2000). Such cultural interpretation can be difficult to achieve in face-to-face settings and more so through 
online communication. (Geertz, 1973) illustrates this complexity using Ryle’s notion of “Thick Description”. 
 
Cultural Theory of Thick Description 
In his collection of essays, “The Interpretation of Cultures”, anthropologist Clifford Geertz adopts Gilbert Ryle’s 
notion of “thick description”, which uses the simple example of a wink to illustrate the complexity of the 
concept of culture and its analysis. According to (Geertz 1973), if someone winks without a particular context 
then it is difficult to tell what this wink means. First, the onlooker would have to establish whether the 
movement was a twitch or indeed a wink. If it was a wink, then the winker could be communicating in a 
precise and special way. The bottom line is that, the meaning of the wink changes along with the context or 
cultural structure. Contracting one’s eyelids on purpose when there exists a public code in which so doing 
counts as a conspiratorial signal is winking( p. 6).  
 
It is evident from the above that meaning reflects people’s way of thinking and that context plays a very 
important role. Therefore, as it relates to the context in this study, Geertz’ framework is useful for providing a 
“thick description” of the classroom and for understanding the meaning students attribute to the VLE. One 
of the complexities is that diversity does not only exist among cultures, but also within cultures. For instance, 
students of the same society may share common norms and values, but have their own personal beliefs and 
values. Thus each student will interact with the VLE in a manner that is unique to his/her own experience, 
understanding and inner beliefs. Furthermore, (Haythornthwaite 2001) points out that a computer-mediated 
group is a complex entity whose members exchange many types of information via multiple means of 
communication in pursuit of goals specific to their environment. This suggests that students will draw on 
other conventions to define and redefine their interaction with the VLE, in pursuit of online learning goals. 
This is congruent to the concept of ‘structuration’, which illustrates the active making and remaking of social 
structure during the course of human ongoing activities. (Giddens’ 1984) Structuration Theory is therefore 
proposed herein as an appropriate framework for examining how students, as they interact with the VLE 
technology in their ongoing practices, “enact structures which shape their emergent and situated use of that technology” 
(Orlikowski, 2000). 
 
Structuration Theory 
Anthony Giddens (1984) has developed his theory of structuration as a response to the dualism he perceived 
in sociology between structures, such as society, and human agency. Structures were studied by examining 
their objective features, whereas human agency was viewed subjectively, with actions being interpreted. 
Giddens proposed replacing this dualism with a duality whereby structures and agency are mutually 
constituted, one does not determine the other exclusively. Structuration theory has five elements: agency, what 
people do when they might have acted differently; agency and power, resources are both used and reproduced 
by agents in the course of interaction; structure, rules and resources involved recursively with institutions; 
duality of structure, the mutual constitution of structure and agency; and forms of institution, the modalities 
by which structures are translated into action. 
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Of particular relevance to this study, are the applications of structuration theory to education and to 
information technology. Structuration theory has been used to understand how technology interacts with 
organisations, an alternative to functionalist views of technology as an objective reality unaffected by context. 
Viewing technology “as an occasion for structural change” has highlighted the importance of history and 
social context in people’s use of technology (Orlikowski,1992). In particular, structuration theory has been 
used to understand and shape practice in e-learning; both as a frame to understand historical case studies, and 
as a means of identifying design principles to be used in practice. In a study of the introduction of  internet 
training in four trade union organisations each in a different European country, the cases were structured 
using the theory. 

“Taking a structurational approach has assisted in clarifying some of the factors and relations, without implying a 
straightforwardly deterministic relationship. It has been usefully extended to explore how trainers’ implementation of 
technology training programmes were enabled and constrained by their interpretive schemes, and the institutional and 
technological contexts”. (Walker, 2002: 18) 

 
In his findings, Walker recommends the inclusions of students as well as trainers in the analysis of agency; and 
highlights the limitations of a short term study. Both of these findings have implications for this research. 
Stubbs et al. (2006) report on a case where their sociotechnical design of a ‘blended learning’ undergraduate 
module was informed by design principle derived from their study of structuration theory. Although 
empirically different, Walker’s research provides an understanding of the technological perspective of 
structuration theory, which is being proposed herein as a framework for discussing and analysing the interplay 
between students’ VLE interaction, their cultural differences and their learning outcomes.  
 
Methodology 
An interpretive case study approach is most appropriate for this study, as it offers a means of investigating and 
clarifying the Culture-VLE phenomenon within its real-life context Yin, (2003). The Blackboard VLE and 
CABWEB1 portal formed the context for the fieldwork. The research setting is the University of Salford 
(UoS), UK. The study commenced within the Information Systems Institute at UoS in late September 2005, 
covering a period of two semesters. Traditional face-to-face lecture commenced with fifty five postgraduate 
students enrolled in the Information Technology and Systems in Organisation (ITASIO) module. Teaching sessions for 
this module lasted over a period of twelve weeks, ending in mid December. As an ice-breaker and non-
assessed collaborative activity, students were required to register and create their personal home page on both 
CABWEB and the institution’s Blackboard VLE, subsequent to being introduced to the technologies and 
meeting their classmates face-to-face. Instructions were posted on Blackboard and were also circulated on 
paper to students in the classroom. Students were instructed to form themselves into groups of four and to do 
a research on the concept of “Blogs”, using CABWEB to collaborate with members in their respective groups. 
Each group had to give both face-to-face and online via (CABWEB) PowerPoint presentations on “Blogs”, by 
the end of October 2005. Initial observations were made of students’ reactions and attitudes, and discussions 
posted online about their presentations were noted.  
 
A total of twenty three interviews were conducted with postgraduate students between November 2005 and 
May 2006, to capture rich, diverse perspectives of their cultural experiences during their interaction with the 
VLEs. Interviews were documented on paper-based interview scripts and were also audio-taped or digitally 
recorded with participants’ permission. Interview sessions lasted between one and two hours. Responses 
documented on paper-based scripts were then checked against the taped/digital versions for accuracy, 
clarification and confirmation.  
 
Preliminary Conclusions 
Through interviews and participant observation, data emerged which provided a “thick description” of the 
classroom and confirmed the complexity of the concept of culture (Geertz, 1973). This was particularly 
reflected in students’ diverse nationalities and the ways in which students described their ethnicity and tribe; 
countries’ history; mother tongue; and religious and political values. Preliminary data also revealed students’ 
expectations of VLEs, the various meanings they attributed to the VLEs, and the ways in which they 
interacted with the technologies during their online activities. Emerging from the data so far is: a) an 
outstanding continuum from bare minimum interaction to maximum interaction with the VLEs; b) the 
preference of personal and familiar devices, such as mobile text messages and social software e.g. Instant 
                                                 
1  CABWEB – Collaboration Across Borders is a portal of the Moodle open source course management system. 
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Messaging and personal Hotmail/Yahoo! emails to support online group discussions over the actual VLE 
discussion boards; c) the reliance on multilingual word processing software for understanding and 
participating in assessed online activities; d) the intolerance of some students towards others of different 
cultures during the online activities, particularly as it relates to language. 
 
As already mentioned, the research is still in a progressive stage. However, preliminary conclusions are drawn 
from an analysis of the literature. It is acknowledged that VLEs are widespread particularly among universities 
in developed countries and that students in these institutions are increasingly diverse. The intention of this 
work in progress is to explore how online tools and web support within VLEs can integrate elements that will 
accommodate diversity and enrich the learning experiences of all students. In pursuit of this aim it is necessary 
to conceptualise culture and to understand its co-developing relationship with technology. In this paper the 
concept of culture is essentially a semiotic one. The relationship between culture and technology becomes 
reflexive, in that technologies are encoded with cultural ideas, values, meanings and biases, which are then 
perpetuated as technological know-how. This suggests that technologies serve as a society’s “intellectual 
property”.  
 
It is seen from the literature that technology is context-bound. Thus technology cannot be understood 
properly without the environment in which it is placed and used. This has implications for VLEs in a 
multicultural context. As Geertz’ (1973) “thick description” reminds us, the meaning of the wink changes along 
with the context or cultural structure. As such, students of different cultural background will interact with 
VLEs in ways that are consistent with the meaning and expectations that they attribute to these technologies. 
As a means of survival, they will resort to existing interpretive schemes as well as to personal/familiar devices 
in pursuit of online learning goals. An example of this is seen from the preliminary data where students relied 
on personal technologies such as mobile phones and private email accounts along side the VLE discussion 
board to communicate and achieve prescribed goals. The data also revealed that an external translating tool 
was utilised, which enabled a student to participate on the VLE discussion board. These actions are wrapped 
up in Haythornthwaite’s 2001) concept of “multipexity”, where computer-mediated group members exchange 
information via multiple means of communication in their attempt to achieve goals specific to their 
environment.  
 
Also evident from the data so far is the structural concept of technology. Students, acting as ‘agents’, both 
used and reproduced resources during their recurrent interaction with the VLE technology. However, as 
students mediate VLE technologies, issues may arise which pose as cultural challenges, especially when the 
language of instruction is different from students’ mother tongue. The idea that a foreign student may try to 
communicate online could be misunderstood by his or her classmates as well as the lecturer. Likewise, the 
student could misinterpret academic instructions and his or her classmates. This may lead to frustration and 
resentment for both the student who is trying to communicate a thought and his or her classmates. Evident in 
the data so far is the intolerance of some students towards others of different cultures during the online 
activities, particularly as it relates to language. However, further review of the literature and analysis of the 
data are required in order to substantiate findings to date.  
 
All in all, VLEs simultaneously offer opportunities and challenges as it relates to cross-cultural 
communication and learning. Geertz’ (1973) theory of thick description serves as a simple yet useful 
framework for describing the cultural complexity within the classroom, while a structural view of technology 
provides insight into how the socio-historical context influences the interaction of humans around the use of 
technology (Orlikowski, 1992). As such, Giddens’ (1984) Structuration Theory is proposed as a framework for 
analysing how students interact with the VLE and how they redefine their online learning experience in 
pursuit of academic goals. Further review of the literature and complete analysis of the data will lead to an 
exploration of online tools and web support that can be included within VLEs to address the needs of 
culturally diverse students. Thus findings will help to inform the choice and configuration of VLEs to suit 
students of different cultural backgrounds. 
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