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ABSTRACT 
Teaching to an international audience online can be significantly different as compared to a traditional classroom 
setting. In a traditional classroom setting, the students are usually removed from their own cultural context and 
required to operate in the lecturer’s context.  International students coming to Malaysia to study are implicitly 
expected to, and often do, become familiar with the Malaysian culture and style of education. The use of educational 
technologies as a blended strategy in higher education programs offers challenges and opportunities for all students 
but this may be different for international students who come from varied backgrounds. With an increasingly 
competitive global demand for higher education, Malaysian institutions strive to be the hub of educational 
excellence and a preferred option for international students in coping with the challenges of studying abroad in a 
different culture. This research will evaluate how undergraduate students perceive their online learning experiences 
in a Malaysian university. The OLES (Online Learning Environment Survey) will be used to explore the 
international and domestic students’ perception on e-learning and the findings of the first six OLES scales varying 
from (Computer Usage, Teacher Support, Student Interaction & Collaboration, Personal Relevance, Authentic 
Learning, and Student Autonomy) will be reported in this research. An in-depth study will be conducted to compare 
and contrast the challenges of international students with domestic students. Major difficulties encountered and how 
these students actually cope with e-learning, as well as the strategies and tools used to overcome the challenges will 
be investigated. 
 
KEYWORD 
Information Communication Technology, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension Model, international students, OLES, 
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INTRODUCTION 
E-learning incorporates the use of technology (Internet, intranet, extranet, satellite broadcasts, 
audio/video, interactive TV and CD-ROMs). It facilitates learning involving synchronous and 
asynchronous learning events being used appropriately to further enhance the effectiveness of 
teaching and learning (Chang & Tung, 2007; Morrison, 2003; Thornton, Jefferies, Jones, Alltree, 
& Leinonen 2004). 
 
Online learning is a major subcomponent of e-learning where learning takes place via a web 
browser on the Internet, intranet, and extranet (Chiu, Chiu, & Chang, 2007; McCormack & 
Jones, 1998). Online learning environments allow students to learn through a web-based 
interface where the course materials are made available online and students interact with their 
peers and instructors through online communication tools (Bonk & Reynolds, 1997). The 
usability of the website or learning management system is important as there are vast used of 
interactive video, bulletin boards, chat rooms, e-mail, instant messaging, and document sharing 
systems when facilitating online learning (Klein, Noe, & Wang, 2006; Martins & Kellermanns, 
2004). Many institutions across the world have introduced online learning systems as a 



“platform” for the implementation of e-learning that encourages independent learning or which 
forms the basis for blended learning (a combination of traditional face-to-face learning and e-
learning). 
 
An extensive review of existing research on the perception on online learning reveals several 
gaps which are the lack of research on the influence of cultural attributes on learners’ 
engagement in online learning. According to Wang (2007) cultural attributes, however, can 
affect online presence and learner perceptions. Although culture can be examined from various 
perspectives, the cultural dimensions developed by Hofstede (2001a, 2001b) are still the most 
applicable to teaching and learning. 
 
Firstly, research in this area comprises the identification of the international and domestic 
students coming from various backgrounds and with different learning behaviors. The 
identification of the countries where the students come from will be based on Hofstede’s cultural 
dimension. The mixed methods technique will be used for data collection which includes the 
conduct of questionnaire surveys and also the in-depth interview. As there are not many 
researches being done on investigating the students’ perception on the online learning 
environment, this research will serve as a significant contribution to the e-learning area of 
research. 
 
The proposed study will investigate how undergraduate students in INTI-UC perceive their 
online learning experiences. A comparison will be made of the challenges of students from 
Indonesia, China, Africa, and Malaysia. This investigation is guided by the used of the Hofstede 
Model of Cultural Dimensions (Hofstede, 2001a, 2001b) is applicable when it comes to 
analyzing a country’s culture. According to Hofstede’s Dimension of Culture Scales, Indonesia, 
China, Africa, and Malaysia have different cultural dimensions. Despite this, how each country’s 
students perceive e-learning might be different. This study will also explore what students 
perceive to be the most difficult things that they have to cope with in the online learning culture, 
the strategies and online learning tools (chat/conference/video conferencing/emails etc.) they 
employ to overcome these challenges when studying at a Malaysian institute. The INTI Online 
will be used as an online learning platform to carry out this investigation. The nine-scale OLES 
(Online Learning Environment Survey) tool - originally created by Trinidad and Pearson (2005) 
- will be modified and used to evaluate students’ perceptions on the online learning environment. 
Additional scales such as Evaluation & Assessment, Online Learning Tools, and Interface 
Design will be added onto the existing nine-scale. There will be twelve scales altogether 
(Computer Usage (CU), Teacher Support (TS), Student Interaction & Collaboration (SIC), 
Personal Relevance (PR), Authentic Learning (AL), Student Autonomy (SA), Equity (EQ) , 
Enjoyment (EN), Asynchronicity (AS), Evaluation & Assessment (EA), Online Learning Tools 
(OLT), Interface Design (ID)) to be used to investigate the perception of the international 
students towards online learning. Only Computer Usage (CU), Teacher Support (TS), Student 
Interaction & Collaboration (SIC), Personal Relevance (PR), Authentic Learning (AL), and 
Student Autonomy (SA) scales are reported in this paper and the remaining scales (Equity (EQ), 
Enjoyment (EN), Asynchronicity (AS), Evaluation & Assessment (EA), Online Learning Tools 
(OLT), and Interface Design (ID)) will be reported in another paper (Part II). 
 



International or “overseas” students are citizens of other countries who are temporarily resident 
in Malaysia to complete tertiary studies. Teaching to an international audience can be 
significantly different online as compared to a traditional classroom setting. In a traditional 
classroom setting, the learners are usually removed from their own cultural context and required 
to operate in the educator’s context. Students coming to Malaysia from overseas to study are 
implicitly expected to, and often do, become familiar with Malaysian culture and the style of 
education, but, how might they use educational technology tool (online learning) to help achieve 
this? Domestic students might be familiar with the Malaysian teaching method but how well 
could they cope with educational technology tool (online learning)? This research aims to 
identify the problems faced by students and at the same time, identifying whether there are any 
perception differences between international and domestic students, so that any issues and 
difficulties could be resolved at an earlier stage. Particular attention will be also given in this 
section to Hofstede’s (2001a, 2001b) cultural model. 
 
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension 
This research will, put simply, investigate how undergraduate students at INTI-UC perceive their 
online learning experiences. Hofstede’s (2001a, 2001b) Model of Cultural Dimensions, 
summarized in Table 1, will be used to guide this investigation. Cultural profiles of Indonesia, 
China, Africa, and Malaysia are identified in Table 2. 
 
Table 1 
Hofstede’s Model of Cultural Dimensions (Hofstede, 2001a, 2001b; Hofstede & Bond, 1998) 
 

Cultural Dimension  Description of Cultural Dimension 
 

Power Distance Index  PDI Related to the different solutions to the 
basic problem of human inequity. 

Uncertainty Avoidance  UAI Related to the level of stress in a society in 
the face of an unknown future. 

Individualism and Collectivism IDV Related to the integration of individuals into 
primary groups. 

Masculinity and Femininity MAS Related to the division of emotional roles 
between men and women. 

Confucianism CONF Related to the philosophies of Confucius 
which permeate most Asian cultures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 2 
Indonesia, China, Africa, and Malaysia Cultural Profiles 
 

Country 
Power 
Distance 
(PDI) 

Individuali
sm- 
Collectivis
m (IDV) 

Masculinit
y-
Femininity 
(MAS) 

Uncertaint
y 
Avoidance 
(UAI) 

Confucianism 
(CONF) 

 Hig
h 

Low Hig
h 

Low Hig
h 

Low Hig
h 

Low High Low 

Indonesia x   x x  x  x  
China x   x x   x x  
Africa x   x x  x   x 
Malaysia x   x x  x  x  

 
DISCUSSION 
The research has been carried out in two different phases 1) Questionnaire Survey and 2) In-
depth Interview. The case study approach were used in looking at the cases of students coming 
from four (4) different countries Africa, Indonesia, China, and Malaysia. As per Table 3, Twenty 
(20) students each from these countries were randomly picked from the Faculty of Computing 
and Information Technology, Undergraduate level programs as the sample for this research and 
from this sample, five (5) students were picked to be interviewed to obtain in-depth data. Data 
were sorted out based on the gender and language spoken at home. In this sample, most 
respondents were male, having the majority of 57 out of 80 students. Most of these respondents, 
63 out of 80 students were from non-English speaking background as English is not the main 
communication language at home. 
 
Table 3 
Summary of sample for data gathering 
 

 
 
The results were being categorized into five different categories with representation of ratings 
from one to five (1 -5), ranging from Almost Never – 5, Seldom – 4, Sometimes – 3, Often – 2, 
and Almost Always – 1 as shown in Table 4. It was found that all four (4) countries have the 
average scores that have fallen in between Sometimes and Often range, having scores from the 
range of 1.84 to 3.20. The six OLES scales are reported in Table 4. 
 
 

Countries Gender Language Spoken at Home 
Male Female English Other than 

English 
Indonesia (20) 15 5 2 18 
China (20) 8 12 0 20 
Africa (20) 16 4 13 7 
Malaysia (20) 18 2 2 18 

Total Respondents (80) 57 23 17 63 



Table 4  
Total Average Score of Different Countries on the OLES Scales (Part I) 
 

 
 
It was found under the Computer Usage (CU) scale, the students from all four countries have got 
fairly well computer skills to cope up with the Online Learning environment. However, some of 
the participants had some minor difficulties of using computer as an aid in their studies.  
 
On the Teacher Support (TS) scale, students found that the lecturers were being supportive as the 
results concluded that they often got lecturer’s support in their studies and the lecturers have 
helped, responded to their problems in their studies, and provided adequate feedbacks to help 
them out in students’ assignments. Students from all four countries have no problems in 
communicating with their classmates when comes to dealing with the group assignments or 
sharing opinions/ideas on the discussed topics as they both have almost the same average score 
in the Student Interaction & Collaboration (SIC) scale. 
 
African students often can relate what they have learned in class and relate them to the real world 
and being able to apply their daily experiences with their studies on related topics as this country 
has the lowest score in the Personal Relevance (PR) scale compare to the other countries . 
However, for China, Indonesian, and Malaysian students, it was hard for them to relate what they 
have learned in class to the real life. As from the interview conducted, they found it hard to 
understand certain points discussed in class and relating them to the real world. Based on the 
interview session, it was found that the English language used might also be a problem to them 



as they are not native speakers and some technical words used in technical subjects like in 
Computer Networking and Software Engineering subjects might create a greater barrier for them 
to understand the topic discussed in class. 
 
As for Authentic Learning (AL), it was found that Indonesian and China students only study real 
cases related to the class activities and apply real world experience to the topic of study 
sometimes but comparing to African students, they often apply real work examples as related to 
their studies and using real facts in the class activities. Malaysian students somehow could still 
apply what they have learned in class to real world experience. Based on the interview session, 
Malaysian students pointed out if there were proper guidance and more related case study being 
given, those exercises will enhance and sharpen their creative thinking skills and being able to 
apply what they have learned in class to the working world. 
 
Students from Africa, Indonesian and Malaysia were able to control on their own learning as 
they both fall under the same category (Often) in the Student Autonomy (SA) scale. For China 
students, they found it hard for them to control to approach and make decisions in their own 
learning as they needed the lecturers’ support and also needed to be monitored closely when they 
construct their own learning. The China students have given the some feedback on the language 
used in facilitating online learning. Once they have problems in coping with the online learning 
environment and added on the language barrier, this de-motivates them to continue and follow 
up with the rest of the learning module online. 
 
Overall results, in all the six (6) scales reported in this paper, there were no major differences 
between international students from Africa, China, and Indonesia as compare to the domestic 
(Malaysian) students towards online learning. African students have fallen under the “Often” 
category in most scales which is assumed that they were coping fairly well with the online 
learning environment. For Indonesian students, the results have fallen fairly in between “Often” 
and “Sometimes” categories. From the China students’ responses, it was found that the feedback 
fell into the “Sometimes” category more than the other countries. Malaysian students fall in 
almost the same range on the six scales with the African students which are also in the “Often” 
category in most scales which could be concluded as they were coping fairly well with the online 
learning environment as well. From the results, we could conclude that China students needs 
more coaching from the lecturers when they learn in the online environment probably because of 
the students’ learning behaviour is different as compare to the students from other countries. 
English Language proficiency might also be a problem for the China students as refers from 
Table 3, none of them speak English at home and they faced problems in understanding their 
lectures conducted in English. This also has lead to the China students being unable to relate 
some of the lesson discussed in class to the real life or having the ability to relate their daily 
experiences to their learning.  
 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
For future research, the sample of male and female respondents will be selected equally from 
each country to get a more feasible result. As most of the respondents were dominated by male 
students, therefore the overall results for each country will not be as accurate to represent the 
students’ perception as a whole for each of these countries. Mainly because most of the male 
students might not be having problems in using the computer as an aid in their studies and there 



might be other problems that lead to the difficulties of these students from the specific countries 
coping with the online learning environment. How students could be motivated to learn online 
might also be different from one country to another. The results reported have also shown 
positive feedbacks on the teachers’ support towards the students learning in the online learning 
environment. Students in IT courses might perceive online learning differently when compared 
to other students who are taking non-IT courses. IT students might be more familiar with 
computers and better able to pick up or get used to the online learning environment quickly and 
may require less technical support. The issue of computer literacy and access will be measured in 
more general terms. Therefore, for future research, it would be good to look at other non-IT 
courses on how students perceive online learning. Participants in the present study are restricted 
to those enrolled at INTI-UC. This may not be a broad enough representation of Malaysia to 
assure generalisation. Other countries, e.g. Korea, Japan, Arab and etc. should also be 
investigated in future research. The research only involves the undergraduate students and 
currently enrolled in the undergraduate programs in INTI-UC. An investigation could also be 
carried out on the postgraduate students. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Based on the findings, there were no major perception differences found in between the 
international and domestic students. There were only very small variations among the researched 
countries towards the perception of online learning.  This concluded that the perception of online 
learning might not be greatly influenced by the differences of the cultural dimensions where the 
international students were from as compared to domestic students. The findings in this research 
will help the student support services, university teachers, and curriculum specialists to 
understand the study culture of the students coming from various backgrounds. Specifically, the 
learning behaviour and difficulties of China students have been identified in this research. 
Therefore, from this study, it is important to provide the necessary assistance (e.g. extra English 
language classes or assistance in proof reading assignments/projects and etc.) and motivation to 
students especially the China students to facilitate the effective use of online learning resources 
provided by the university. Helping students in understanding the importance / usefulness of 
online learning is essential to ensure increasing student enrolments in future years. With an 
increasingly competitive global market for higher education, Malaysia’s tertiary institutions need 
to ensure that they continue to be an attractive option for students by finding ways of helping 
them overcoming some of the challenges of studying in the online learning environment. 
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