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Cultural barriers in education can be the result of many factors, and can be present in various aspects 
of education. So, the barriers towards the American-based online courses whether in MOOCs format 
or other forms of online learning would have to address cultural considerations in their design and 
delivery.  This is  because there are differences in  which different  cultures view learning,  let  alone 
learning styles of individuals. For example, the way different cultures view learner ability is different.  
Easterners believe ability can be increased though ones’ effort, while Westerners believe ability is 
fixed. 

Another compounding factor is individual difference. There are different learning styles and 
preferences. To complicate the situation further, learner differences are partly shaped by cultures. So, 
one’s ability to self-regulate learning will differ from one culture to another, and these differences can 
predict the possibility of learner success in online education. For example, I found from my study (Al-
Harthi, 2010a) of American and Arab learners that American learners are better in the way they plan, 
monitor, sustain learning effort, manage time and environment, and sustain their self-efficacy level. I 
also found that the level of future orientation, which is culturally-formed, can determine the level of 
learner self-regulation. 

What is affected by culture in online education?

Design: interface, layout, structure of the material: 

The design of MOOCs and online courses is based on the assumptions made by the designer or 
faculty member teaching the course. The distinguishing factor in all types of distance education is that 
they expect learners to take more responsibility than in the face-to-face environments. Many learners 
fail to take that responsibility, which is why there is a large drop-out rate from these courses. 
Designers need to take culture as an important factor because taking responsibility for your learning is 
not fostered in all educational systems in the world. So, many students may not have the skills to be 
independent learners. For example, I found in my study (Al-Harthi, 2010b) that Arab students preferred 
significantly more rigid structure and more interaction with their instructors compared to American 
students. Arab learners need to know specifically what to do and how to do it. They find the open 
flexibility and wide chance to provide their input and ideas uncomfortable. That is culturally understood 
if we know that Arab countries score 68 on Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions of “uncertainty avoidance” 
in comparison to the United States, which scores 46. The preference for more interaction by Arab 
learners can also be explained through Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions of “collectivism/individualism”. 
The Arab culture is more collective than the American culture. Arab countries score 38 on the 
individualism scale in comparison with 91 for the US.   These are just examples of how cultural 
assumptions need to be examined for designing online education for different groups. In conclusion, 
one size “course” does not fit all. Courses need to be tailored to individual needs and cultural 
orientation. 

Assessment: 



With large scale courses such as the ones on MOOCs, the chance of authentic assessment is almost 
impossible. So, the smart choice or the “only” choice is to use automated assessments, which are 
based on the instructor’s assumptions about student outcomes, regardless of who the students are, or 
where they come from. These assumptions are not always accurate because of many reasons 
including the required prior knowledge, differences in the meaning of the same concept across 
cultures (The color of lime and lemon are not the same in all the cultures; it depends who you ask.), 
learner expectations in terms of feedback. Different cultures look at feedback, the need for it, and who 
is giving it differently.  In MOOCs, the use peer-assessment, which is the “second-best” when you 
have so many students, raises questions about the cultural assumptions of peers especially that 
young people tend to be more culturally conservative in comparison with more experiences 
professors. 

External environmental factors: 

Other more logistic aspects that need to be taken into account as well are the time- zone differences. I 
personally find it hard to attend some webinars because of the time-difference. 

In conclusion, there is unprotested value for MOOCs and online education generally. If it was not filling 
a gap, it would have not expanded so quickly. So, this will continue to expand, and designer take 
culture into consideration or not, I believe it is our responsibility to teach our kids from school, in all 
countries, to think critically and evaluate all the input they get from all kinds of social media and 
educational and commercial institutions. This critical literacy is vital in helping learners make that 
judgment of what is “good” for them, and how to pick from the “not so good”. 
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