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Abstract

Culture affects individuals’ responses to learning and instruction. It also influences
the acceptance, use, and impact of e-learning environments because instructional
approaches are entrenched in a context of beliefs, expectations, and values within the
context of its application.  Advances in e-learning are prompting a debate as to whether
or not the tools and technologies are culturally neutral, inclusive, and representative.
The aim of this chapter is to provide a background for understanding the links between
cultural content and context and e-learning. The discussion relates instruction to
technology in the face of dynamic socio-cultural issues and changing instructional
systems. In doing so, challenges and exemplars from the African perspective are
presented.
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Introduction

One of the purposes of e-learning is to emerge learners into a culture where they are
introduced to technology in order to understand it and to be able to participate in it at
some level. Technology stands alongside ways that culture is represented, and with
recent and rapid advancements in e-learning technologies and paradigms, the debate on
culturally-appropriate instructional development continues. One argument proposes
that e-learning tools are all encompassing, while another perspective maintains that there
are many unresolved cultural issues in the design and delivery of instruction. For
example, the delivery medium shapes the meaning of the message depending on where
it is conveyed (Chen, Mashhadi, Ang, & Harkrider, 2000).

The discussion that follows provides an introspective of Africa’s complex cultural
structures, instructional implications of e-learning, and challenges faced when integrat-
ing e-learning within culturally-specific content and nuances. It is not the intent of this
chapter to discount the role of inherited or formal instructional models in Africa. Rather,
the purpose is twofold: (1) to provide a conceptual framework for understanding the links
between different cultural contents and contexts and the development of e-learning; and
(2) to rationalize the relevance of e-learning in these socio-cultural contexts.

The chapter is organized thus: First, the concepts of culture and e-learning are presented
based on their usage herein. Next, a theoretical base for e-learning is presented followed
by a discussion of relevance, complexities, and applications in both general and specific
socio-cultural contexts. This forms a basis for the section on recommendations and
trends. The chapter is written from the perspective that culture is dynamic and that there
is no single all-encompassing model that ensures design of total culturally-inclusive and
sensitive learning environments. It should be noted that while a persuasive argument for
convergence of e-learning in cultural contexts is presented, it is conceded that doing so
is not a seamless process. It is, however, argued that increasing awareness of diverse
cultural aspects is crucial to making instructional decisions. Moreover, given that culture
is a dynamic phenomenon, it is important to approach this chapter from both historical
and current situational perspectives.

Culture and E-Learning:
Definitions and Complexities

Defining Culture in Instruction

Culture as noted by Collis (1999) influences the acceptance, use of, and impact on
instructional resources. From anthropological, sociological, and educational perspec-
tives, the term “culture” is broadly viewed as the beliefs, philosophies, traditions, values,
perceptions, norms, customs, arts, history, experiences, and patterns by individuals and
groups (Chen et al., 2000, p. 200; Collis, 1999, p. 204). The groups may be identified by
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