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Challenges and questions concerning
“culturally-sensitive design”

By Ross A. Perkins, Ph.D.

Author's note:This paper follows a presentation | submitted for the e/Merge 2008, an on-line only conference
hosted and organized by the Center for Educational Technology at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. |
would encourage all AECT members, particularly those in the International Division, to try to take part in e/Merge
2009, as it is a wonderful way to connect with new colleagues from around the globe. The conference is very well-
organized and provides numerous opportunities for asynchronous and synchronous interaction.

Since the inception of the field of anthropologghalars have debated a definition for the word ttomgl.” Lonner
and Adamapoulos (1997) note that “there are 20thore definitions of ‘culture’ in the literature ¢fie social
sciences, not one of which has been embraced pstasitial number of social scientists” (p. 76ya8¢s and
Quinn (1997) provide an overview of four schoolghafught regarding the interpretations of “culture”

Geertzian interpretivists have stressed fhlicness of meaning, cognition, and -culture.
Foucauldian postmodernists have argued forctimstructedness of culture and of the self. Some
contemporary historical materialists highlight tingortance ofresistance to cultural meanings.
Finally, many of our colleagues in cognitive amliistic anthropology focus on the way thought
and meaning argtuated (emphasis theirs, p. 12).

The number of definitions available and the diveggischools of thought means that there is litti@enhdor
consensus on the issue, if in fact consensus needdehed. But such an impasse poses a dilemnthofes of us
who are involved with instructional design, as veften we find ourselves trying to account for audt—whether
that be school culture, organizational culturegween a national culture. My concern is specificabout design
created for people living in other countries thaa tlesigner's own. If one cannot define a problerchallenge,
how can a solution be created? The first challeéngie notion of “culturally-sensitive design,” thes with the
word choice itself. The concept may simply not baiaable because there is no way to know if agteachieves
what cannot be defined.

Some may argue that what we are dealing with isttiothebulous concept of culture, but insteantext. Rather
than broad generalizations about national tendenitistead the focus is on what Tessmer and Ri(t®9/7) define
as,

A multilevel body of factors in which learning apérformance are embedded.... Context is not
the additive influence of discrete entities buheaitthe simultaneous interaction of a number of
mutually influential factors. These factors’ phyaicsocial, and instructional aspects interplay to
influence learning (p. 87).

This multilevel nature of context is discoveredotigh what is known as either a context analysisneironmental
analysis (Dean, 1994; Tessmer, 1990; Tessmer &is]dr992; Tiene & Futagami, 1987). The context gsial in

contrast to a needs analysis, is an examinatiofipb§sical and psychosocial factors that affect hézg...a

phenomenological approach to instructional desigithat it seeks to describe the learning ‘as itinsthe real

world...” (Tessmer & Harris, 1992, p. 15). Such a digifon implies that the orientation is less on whaeds to be
learned and more on how what surrounds the teaehiddearning situation affects and sustains (mirdshes) the
educational process.

R.A. Perkins infTECHTRENDS: LINKING RESEARCH & PRACTICE TO IMPROVE LEARNING (2008) 1



This is an author-produced, peer-reviewed versfdhis article. The final, definitive version dfis document can be found online at
TechTrends: Linking Research & Practice to Imprbgarning, published by Springer.
Copyright restrictions may apply. doi: 10.1007/528-008-0212-3

The goal of the analysis is “to describe whereretriictional product will be used, how it will bead, and how it
will be sustained” (Tessmer, 1990, p. 57). The @ational assumption behind the rationale of a cdraralysis is
that it will improve the ID product (Tessmer & Hatr1992), the point of which is to improve leampi\n analysis
that only improves the teaching process may naitledl useful to the student. For instance, a cdranalysis may
indicate a need to arrange the physical spacesatlfssroom in such a way that the teacher hasagasgs to the
board or computer station. That same change cegldtrin some students not being able to sit ith suway that is
conducive to collaborative work. The focus, thenom learning (p. 21). Whether one makes the seeetmbice of
culture or context, though, the challenge remdiessame: specifically, with which issues must wectwecerned?
Let’s briefly examine some of the challenges faaffgrts to contextualize material.

Language(s) of instruction

Although English continues to grow as a universalgage (there will soon be more speakers of Hnglssa
second language than native speakers), an obvaneem for designers is reducing the cognitive Ibezlight on
when a learner is having to decode and recode mbimt his or her native tongue. However, decidwgich
language of instruction to use is not as simplexasnining the language of the majority group. Irtaia regions of
the world, multiple dialects and entirely distit@hguages may well exist within a very small ailsahere enough
time and money to translate materials multiple §]# kept in an “official” language, does this put unwelcome
stamp of the government on the material? Perhapsever, the government is funding the instructiandlative
and despite the ideals of the designers, the coni#ibe in the language they dictate.

I diomatic language

Multiple examples abound of attempts by non-natbgeakers who, despite their knowledge of formalized
structures, may not be aware of subtleties thaé lsaprofound impact on meaning. Language constanijves,
especially in popular use, and accounting for thesyncrasies can be extraordinarily difficult. Werthat may in
one use be completely innocuous, might turn obetoffensive, laughable, or completely inappropriatthe next.

Societal structures

The manner in which power structures are repredeamidong a group of people potentially impacts desigin a
number of ways. One such structure concerns tleeabmen and women. Each of us is keenly awarectsdin
parts of the world do not allow women certain rdtesociety. Do designers coming from an egalitaparspective

try to promote examples in the content that shaangt female representation, or must the designdrmi to the
values held by a local group, thereby creating @antvith examples that maintain the status quo pétarnalistic
society? Though we must be careful not to entremdiestern hegemony, what happens when core derigocrat
values are in conflict?

Assessment and evaluation

The school atmosphere created due to preparatidghddigh-stakes tests administered in a greaymations (and
increasingly so in the U.S.), means that thoserantasng with content may not to be terribly receptito an

instructional design where right and wrong is lieaand knowledge is socially constructed. Designeno adhere
to a strong constructivist bias will run headlontpitrouble should their content be framed in atexinthat expects
right and wrong answers, and for the delivery efitistruction to be more teacher-centric than sitsdentered.

ICT availability

The world is a surprising place. Due to the gerigrasf philanthropists and future-oriented non-goweental
organizations, there are parts of the globe verghmn touch with the most modern communications macsms.
And, in places where one would expect there to mple ICT, the penetration into education is virtpalon-
existent. Wireless technologies have penetrated esmote regions. Even with the possibilities of I© deliver
distance education, one must be prepared to exaheneillingness of a populace to use it for thisgmse and the
overall support infrastructure should the technypltagl. All of us who have worked in developing tsof the world
are quite eager to close the “digital divide,” kthere is a constant balance between exposing Isartioe
technologies and meeting day-to-day practical needs

A study by Rogers, Graham, and Mayes (2007) shaha&idpeople working in cross-cultural design hadceons
that largely fell along the challenges noted abdweattempting to address the issues just listad,ahers that are
not mentioned, an assumption exists that it is ex@ssible to truly contextualize instruction. Nobtlong ago, |
read an email by a student living outside the Wi stated that he has often interacted with naltecireated by
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those not from his own country. He felt no needdesigners to account for pieces of local con@sthe was fairly
confident he could transfer the knowledge to his @ituation. An added benefit, in his opinion, weerning about
other people and places through their own persgedfi/hile this testimony is limited to one persone may
wonder how widespread that opinion might be. Gitlen time and resources necessary to design instnutttat
accounts for a myriad of cultural or contextual nedmts, perhaps the solution is to simply leave ldna
Considering this argument gives rise to other qomrstrelated to contextualizing design that arednway easy to
answer.

Timeis Money
In the world of instructional design, one does mte the luxury to keep tinkering with content Littis perfect—a
product must be developed, as learners are waitirig

Depth of changes

Directly related to the issue of time is the quastone must always ask when considering contexieshents—
how deep must one go? Does a designer spend tikimgnsurface level changes, such as to changirggnidiic
language or measurement units, or does one goghrall the levels of possible context? How mucl{eeer)
enough?

Globally aware learners

As expressed by the listserv respondent, we livanirage when people around the world are alreadyy ssbout
other places, and can therefore handle any codtffgtences that arise. On the other hand, forehust aware of
how other cultures learn, perhaps non-localizedesdrcan help raise their awareness.

Editorial decisions

Ultimately, a person or a small group of people ndecide which parts of the instruction receiveatipn with
regard to localization. Those who make that denisiave their own set of biases and perspectiveis,ispossible
that only the aspects that are important to thesrcantextualized, while other parts are left alone.

Supplemental materials

Even if one has enough time to refine a courseguatting for all aspects of context, what then i®©éodone about
the supplemental material? For example, one ccaltd &2 course designed for learners in France arie riha
accessible for learners in Senegal, but if the smiras textbooks, what then is to be done witttrelocalized
content contained in them? Supplemental guidesdcbeldeveloped, which puts us squarely back attihee =
money" consideration.

I ntellectual property
The various copyright laws and fair use policiess @smplex. If content already exists that one wémisodify for
local use (especially true of supplemental matgyjdhen one can very easily get tangled in a legél.

Reinventing the wheel
If a course is already developed, why spend tireetenting” it? Does the lack of localization matse much that
the content must be delayed in its delivery toléaener? This seems to be a waste of resources.

Shifting target

Assume that content has been localized and hasitengbals for being context sensitive. But contexése a
tendency to change—situations evolve over timeerAdt great deal of time has been spent contexinglcontent
for one time and place, should this work be regbateer and over through time? For example, sayocgegr
introduces internet access to a community. A nunatbénstructional materials are designed for thealacontext,
and they are to be delivered electronically. Beealslivery is via a network, designers expect fdtmission of
work and feedback on it will be through email okMS, and assessment is built accordingly. The taggals for
design are achieved, but only insofar as the nétimrsustainable. There are many stories of ICTlinfalinto
disrepair, especially in regions with few human amfy resources. Should this happen, the instroctimist be
redesigned to be of any use to the local population
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Representation of minority views

A very important topic to all of us, | am sure, cems how minority views are represented in insional material.
If we are truly localizing content, then are weling to adapt materials to the local area? We oftear talk of the
so-called “hidden curriculum,” and as designerspéidg for local context, how much do we intentidpabr
unintentionally usurp or support the agendas oérsth

Area of responsibility
Is the challenge of contextualization truly thattloé designer, or that of the learner? Should ¢henker bear some
responsibility to take content and apply it to trisher own context?

Level of expertise needed

What level of expertise must we accept when logajizontent? Is it enough for a non-native persah & general
awareness of issues to do context-sensitive desigmust the context expert live in a certain ragio order to
provide proper oversight and authority? When wes@®sr an ex-patriot, one might think that he or bhe more
context knowledge than a non-native. As indicatefibie, context changes, so the ex-patriot may ecéssarily be
up-to-date on important contextual pieces. Comnaiigno with someone living in a certain place mayheépful,
but determining his or her breadth of knowledge iaylifficult.

Given all the factors for which one must accoung thallenges reported by designers in the studguwded by
Rogers et al. (2007), and considering the othelteriges at hand, contextualization, or “culturadBmasitive design”
becomes a rather difficult task. This outline ofldnges is another call to the community of desigrto help
answer these questions. Readers with experientt@simrea are invited to respond with examples thight help
provide reasonable solutions.

| had the pleasure this past summer of becomimgpds with Jirgen Capitain, a faculty member at §égiache
Hochschule Zirich (Switzerland). Among his mangmés, Jirgen is an avid gardener. As we discussettavels
and interaction with people from all over the wollehoted that “culture” is a difficult concept tiefine, and how
this is problematic from a designer’'s perspectiverecalling the connection between the word asdoitiginal
etymological roots (Latin, "cultura"), he imparttids bit of wisdom, simply stating, “Culture is whgu care for."

In the end, perhaps a full accounting for all fastis not needed. Perhaps as designers we canaetihe definition
offered by my colleague and in so doing, if weyridke time tocare for learners and their contexts, we shall have
done a very reasonable job of “culturally sensitiesign” indeed.

Ross Perkins is the editor of the ICT Internatiocalumn for TechTrends. He is an assistant professdhe
Department of Educational Technology at Boise Stdtaversity (Boise, ID). He currently serves as the
Communications officer for the international digisiof AECT. He can be reachedrassperkins@boisestate.edu.
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