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Abstract

This study aims to understand teachers’ perspectivetheir roles in higher
education, their views about the adoption of aala@instructivist approach to
teaching and learning and the integration of ontn#aborative learning in
blended learning environments in higher educatiommfa cross cultural
perspective. We interviewed 60 Chinese teacherm figeijing Normal
University and Capital Normal University in Beijin@hina and 30 Flemish
teachers from Ghent University in Flanders, Belgiurhe results revealed
differences and specific similarities in perspessibetween the Chinese and
Flemish university teachers. The cultural and etloigal context is taken into
consideration when discussing the results.

I ntroduction

During the last two decades, many initiatives toderaize education and to
optimize student learning have been studied. Thesalies involve
collaborative learning, problem-based learning, k{a@sed learning,
asynchronous group discussions, etc. The innovatwa heavily influenced
by constructivist learning principles since thesess learning to be an active,
constructive process in which the learner builddrde@rnal representation of
knowledge and a personal interpretation of expeagBednar, Cunningham,
Duffy & Perry, 1992). Additionally, there is stromgnphasis on collaboration
between learners and with practitioners in theetgdiLave & Wenger, 1991;
McMahon, 1997). The introduction of information armbmmunication
technologies has made it possible to implementetipemciples in innovative
electronic learning environments. The social-cartdivist view has also
heavily influenced the pedagogical dimension oéarhing, whereas initial e-
learning focused on the “delivery” of content. Kinger & Paas (2001) put
forth that computer-supported collaborative leagr(i@SCL) environments can
be considered as social constructivist learningirenments that form the
present and the future of learning.

The adoption of e-learning is not just about tedbgy The adoption of
instructional strategies is closely related to leas’ perceptions of their roles



and perspectives about teaching and learning (Rsaber2004). Zemsky and
Massy (2004) report that one of the main reasongfearning adoption in
tertiary education is related to the adopters’ eag principles. They also
point out that active learning and new roles facters and students are the
necessary components of the innovation adoptionlecy&urthermore,
teachers’ perspectives, views and perceptiondradced to the specific cultural
contexts where the teaching and learning takeseplRamsden, 2003). The
guestion arises whether the implementation of awovation is in line with
teacher views, perceptions and perspectives orhitep@and learning, and
whether an innovation is compatible with the samittural values of the
adopters. This is of importance since the actuapton of the innovations
does not always seem to be successful, or rematinarriimited.

In this study we aim to investigate and underst@adhers’ perspectives
on the social constructivist approach to teachimdylearning, their perceptions
of teacher roles, and their views about the apipticaof online collaborative
learning. In doing this, we contrast teachers f@hnese and Flemish (Dutch
speaking part of Belgium) cultural and educatiamaitexts.

Theoretical background

Chinese and Flemish cultural and educational contex

Culture shapes people’s values, perceptions anavimir (Berry et al., 2002).
It serves as a perceptual framework that guides itherpretation of

interactions and the construction of meanings @ait 1990). Previous
research points out that individualist and collgsti cultures not only
influence people’s different senses of self, bgbaheir cognitive processes
(Triandis, McCusker & Hui, 1990). In individualistcultures, people tend to
be more direct to speak out, question or be cotdtmmal, whereas in
collectivistic cultures, people tend to avoid canfl and use more
intermediaries. The former indicates a higher ressfi individuality and the

latter a higher respect for authority. The Flemaliture is situated in a
Western setting, which is more individualistic, ehiprevious studies
identified that the Chinese culture, as part of@lomfucian-heritage cultures is
traditionally a representative of a collectivistigture (Baron, 1998; Hofstede,
1986). However, attention should be paid that soroéures that are
traditionally collectivist have been shifting towlarindividualist tendencies,
and some individualist cultures have also colléstivqualities (Triandis,

McCusker & Hui, 1990). Besides the ‘collectivism . vidividualism’



dimension, ‘power distance’ (high vs. low) is armathmportant cultural
dimension, which specifies the degree to which leewerful people in a
society accept inequality in power. Previous redeandicates that in high
power distance cultures, students tend to be massiye and may be reluctant
to participate in communicative activities as tlag not used to speaking in
front of their superiors (Ryan, 2000). Former ségdput forth that Chinese
culture is higher on power distance compared to yméafestern countries
(Hofstede & Bond, 1984); however, in the last twecades, a mixture of
cultural values have been developed in China. Toexga study of the current
cultural and educational contexts, including thewvg@o distance between
teachers and students, and the collectivist andichahlist dimension can be
very helpful for understanding the teacher rolas] geachers’ perspectives
about teacher-student interaction and peer colédioor.

Teacher roles

In research about modern approaches to teachiaglistinction is often made
between the teacher-centred orientation and thaesticentred orientation to
teaching (Kember, 1997). This shift from teachéemtation to student-
orientation originates from ideas in constructiviantmer & Newby, 1993).
Central in this transition is the role of studeatsd teachers. Students are
expected to actively construct their knowledge, dnel teacher role is to
stimulate the construction of powerful knowledge(tis & Alexander, 1998).
Grasha (1994) studies five teaching styles thaiadlgt reflect five different
roles of teachers in the teaching and learning gg®icexpert (transmitter of
information); formal authority (sets standards alefines acceptable ways of
doing things); personal model (teaches by illugiraiand direct example);
facilitator (guides and directs by asking questiomxploring options,
suggesting alternatives); and delegator (develtydests ability to function
autonomously). In the teaching and learning enwiremt, teacher roles
towards students or the interaction models betviegchers and students are a
central issue. Therefore, in this study, we adegicher role as the main
concept and investigate how teacher perceptionshef roles would be
associated with their adoption of educational iratimns.

The adoption of specific teacher roles in the ircdtonal process may
facilitate or hinder students’ ability to acquirentent and skills. Among the
five teacher roles presented by Grasha (19943, suggested that instructors
adopting the social constructivist approach woutthpd to the role of a
facilitator or delegator, and would less likely ylde role of an authority, an
expert or a model (Bauersfeld, 1995). The new fraonk for teaching
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competencies proposed by Tigelaar et al. (2004ps&s that teachers should
be expert on content knowledge, as well as fatilitaf learning processes,
organizer, and scholar/lifelong learner. The shdtn being as a teacher who
“gives” a didactic lecture to a facilitator or dg&or who helps the learner to
develop his or her own understanding of the legrmiontent implies that a
facilitator or a delegator needs to display a tptdifferent set of skills than an
information or knowledge transmitter (Gamoran, $ac& Marrett, 1998).

It has to be noted that almost every teacher addifisrent roles to
varying degrees. In different cultural contexterthare common features of
teacher roles, while at the same time a differanpleasis can be laid or
additional roles are played. Teacher roles can dmemlly related to two
conceptions of teaching and learning (Cortazzi,0)9®ne perception views
them as hierarchical, positioning the teacher askmabwing and his/her
knowledge as being transmitted directly to learn@rether perception views
the relationship between the teacher and studenisoae egalitarian. Previous
research has often associated the first percepigincontext cultures, such as
the Chinese culture, in which teachersauthoritarian (Cortazzi, 1990 p. 58).
The latter perception is often linked to low-contexltures that emphasize
individual development, innovation and an egal@ariambiance (McClure,
2003). Cortazzi (1990) stresses that both peroeptimre present in most
cultures but receive very different emphasis, witke result that varied
expectations come about, affecting presuppositiabsut learning and
teaching”. In the Chinese context, Chinese studargsexpected to “respect
the teacher’s authority without preconditions” (Wa& Mao, 1996, p. 148).
Besides theimuthority and expertroles, teachers also seem to take up some
additional roles, such as “parent” role (Wan, 200bis parental role makes
the teacher-student relationship appear not as aollithoritarian as they at
first appear (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996). Moreover, tears are expected to act as
models and relate students’ intellectual developmenttheir moral and
personal development (Gao & Watkins, 2002). In @sttto the Western
context, Chinese student-teacher relationship sdent®e not limited to the
classroom and the academic work of that arenat(&rat., 1999).

Teacher perspectives on the social constructivigireach to teaching and
learning and the adoption of online collaboratieatning

Based on phenomenographic research, an abundaatdite is now available
about teacher conceptions of teaching and leariagtin & Ramsden, 1994;

Trigwell & Taylor, 1994). Teachers differ in thaonceptions of teaching and
learning. Conceptions of teaching and learning lmamplaced on a continuum



between a teacher-centred/content-orientedpole, and a student-
centered/learning-orienteplole (Kember, 1997). Conceptions in relation ® th
former position are in line with objectivist trads that stress the
transmission of knowledge (Valcke et al., in pre€gnceptions in relation to
the latter position are compatible with educatiomalovations based on
constructivism and social constructivism. Sociahstouctivism emphasizes
that individuals make meaning through interactiovith each other; thus
emphasizing the importance of the interaction betwstudent and instructor,
and between students (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992).iduswresearch clearly
shows that teacher conceptions are reflected ifr #e&aching practices
(Jonassen et al., 1995). Therefore, we expectthigahdoption of educational
innovations can only take place when they are agrgrwith specific teacher
conceptions.

Online collaborative learning allows learners toargh multiple
perspectives, and to develop critical thinking Iskihrough the process of
judging, valuing, supporting, or opposing differemgwpoints (Stacey, 1999).
This is also in tune with criteria to achieve meafil learning (L6fstrom &
Nevgi, 2007). Previous studies provide clear ewvigeabout the beneficial
impact of collaborative learning in face-to-facartl@ng settings (Slavin, 1996).
Recent studies also give growing evidence about bieeficial effect of
learning in CSCL settings (Schellens & Valcke, 2005

Building on the earlier discussion about teachesgectives on teaching
and learning, the question is how are these peigpeaelated to the adoption
of e-learning and CSCL. Teacher perceptions ofiisguctional innovation
influence the success of teaching and learning neva learning environment
(Simplicio, 2004). Therefore, it is important todi out how teachers think
about teaching innovations and what factors infbgetheir perspectives and
innovation adoption (Konings, Brand-Gruwel & van iénboer, 2007).

Research questions

This study investigates how teachers — workingwa tlifferent cultural and
educational settings - perceive their teacher rales social constructivist
learning principle, and their willingness to adoptine collaborative learning.
More specifically, the research questions are:afg)there differences in the
cultural environment specifically related to teaghand learning? (2) are there
differences between Chinese and Flemish teachgasdiag their perspectives
on teacher roles, the social constructivist apgrdacteaching and learning,
and online collaborative learning? (3) what factars related to teacher’s
adoption of e-learning?



Method
Research design

Participants

The participants in the study consisted of 60 teeshworking at Beijing

Normal University or Capital Normal University ineling, and 30 teachers at
Ghent University. Participants were volunteers, &utattempt was made to
select a representative sample in terms of gendérage. The educational
backgrounds of the teachers are similar. Almosttedichers (professors,
associate professors and lecturers) hold a Ph.Dedetp psychology or

educational sciences. The mean age of Chinese esackias 39 years
(SD=7.95), and the mean age of Flemish teachersddiagears (SD=9.52).
The samples were well distributed in terms of geraohel age (Table 1). Both
interview data and quantitative data were colledtech the participants. All

teachers teach at least one course for undergedtiadents in educational
sciences, and some teach both at undergraduatpamtgraduate level. The
study focused on their teaching position at uncehgate level.

Interviews

The interviews with Chinese and Flemish teachen® weganized during four
months in Beijing and in Ghent separately. All mtew questions were semi-
structured and open-ended. The interview questiaie designed by the three
researchers of this study. The first author actedha interviewer in both
settings. The interview questions focused on teacberspectives on
educational innovations (especially in relatiorthte use of e-learning format)
in higher education, teacher roles, perceptioneadthing and learning relating
to the social-constructivist paradigm, and theirspectives in relation to
online collaborative learning. When a certain goestvas not well understood
by the interviewee, more explanation was given bg interviewer. All
teachers were interviewed individually. Each intenw lasted for about 45
minutes to one hour. Often additional questionsevwasked to clarify related
issues or to explore unique experiences of thevieeees. Informed consent
was obtained from the participants to record thierimew. All teachers were
asked to answer the questions while building orir tbgperiences with a
particular course they teach at undergraduate.level



Table 1. Number of participants in the study inatieh to their background
characteristics

Flemish Chinese
Total participants 30 60
Female 13 (43%) 32 (53%)
Male 17 (57%) 28 (47%)
Number of teachers M 16 (53%) 35 (58%)
Number of teachers M 14 (47%) 25 (42%)

M= mean age.
Questionnaires

All participants filled out the Cultural EnvironmeBurvey and the Teaching
Style Inventory. The Cultural Environment Surveyaid0-item questionnaire
based on the inventory adopted by Wang (2004) Wt used to analyze
cultural factors in an online learning environmewang used the Socio-
Cultural Environment Scale of Jegede and OkebuiK®&0) as reference for
designing the questionnaire. The Jegede and Ok&bgkestionnaire includes
30 items, reflecting five subscales: authoritasami goal structure, African
worldview, societal expectation, and sacrednesxiehce. The inventory used
by Wang included 25 items, reflecting five dimemsio power-distance,

collectivism versus individualism, femininity vessumasculinity, uncertainty
avoidance, long-term versus short-term time orignia Reviewing the

relevant literature studying the cultural and cghial factors relating to

learning environments (Moos, 1979; Okebukola, 1%8&stede, 1984; Fisher
& Waldrip, 1999), we identified three key concepteanstructs that are
closely linked to teacher-student and student-studeteractions: power

distance, collaboration and competition. Therefove,adopt these three key
constructs for the purpose of this study. From @udtural Environment

Inventory of Wang (2004), we used the items reiitgctthe selected three
constructs. The collaboration and competition disi@ms come from the

collectivism and individualism dimensions. Furtherey minor language

modifications were made for the Chinese and Flemistsions applied

respectively. A confirmatory factor analysis comfed the three-factor
constructs GFI1>.91, X?/df <.28).

We applied the Teaching Style Survey developed bwaska and
Riechmann (1990) reflecting five scales that ceotrespecific teacher roles:
expert, authority, personal model, facilitator atedegator. All 40 items from
the original instrument were used, with only miteomguage adaptations when
translated into Chinese and Dutch respectively. WHiling out the



instruments, teachers were asked to reply to @masitby reflecting on their
experiences with a particular undergraduate cou€deestionnaire items
required respondents to indicate on a five-poirdlestco what extent they
agree/disagree with this item. The questionnaire a@ministered before the
face-to-face interview to avoid possible bias. lable 2 and 3 we report
reliability indices of both questionnaires and préssome sample items.

Data analysis

Interview data were analyzed with ATLAS.ti 5.2. Taealysis was based on
the transcripts of the interviews from audio redaogd A content analysis
approach was adopted to analyze the responses tipn-ended questions in
the semi-structured interview. Interview responsesre coded to find
“themes” that represent the central ideas in thelters’ responses. The themes
were defined based on the major concepts mentitnyethe teachers, for
example, “factual knowledge is important”, “distasdetween professors and
students are smaller than before”, “teaching istrastsmission”. Based on the
major themes, a code is given to an analyzing {(gfien a sentence or an
extended sentence). Coding continued until a datirist of themes was
attained. Based on these codes, a higher ordeneasligiven corresponding to
our research questions, for example, “supporting $ocial-constructivist
approach”. The coding of the transcripts was cotatliby three independent
coders. The percent agreement between the ratarisee .88.

The analyses focused on variations in responsegbatthe two cultural
groups, between male and female teachers, and éretiweunger” and “elder”
teachers. Quantitative data were analyzed on the bhdescriptive statistics,
t-tests, and correlation analyses.

Table 2. Reliability indices of the Cultural Envimoent Survey

No. of Sample items Cronbach’s
items alpha
Power 4 Students should accept the statements and ideas .79
distance of the teachers and question them only under
teacher- special circumstances.
student
Collaboration 3 Students should cooperate in groups during .76
course activities.
Competition 3 | encourage individual competition during .74

course activities.




Table 3. Reliability of the scales on teacher roles

Teacher No. of Sample items Cronbach’s

role items alpha

Expert 8 Facts, concepts, and principles are the most .70
important things that students have to acquire.

Authority 8 | set high standards in this class. .75

Model 8 What | say and do “models” appropriate ways for .76
students to think about the course content.

Facilitator 8 Small group discussions are adopted to help .80
students to develop their ability to think critigal

Delegator 8 Students in this course are engaged in self- .71

initiated and self-directed learning experiences.

Results

Cultural dimensions in the teaching and learningissnment

Based on the survey, Chinese and Flemish teacperspectives on power
distance, collaboration and competition were aralyZ he results show that
power distancéetween teacher-student astddent collaboratiomppear to be
similar between the two cultural groupgs>(01). However, compared to the
Flemish teachers, Chinese teachers put more enspbiasompetitionamong
students§<.001).

Table 4. Cultural Environment Survey: Flemish atdn@se teacher perspectives

Chinese facult§ Flemish faculty’
M (9) M (o) p°
Power distance teacher- 3.25 (.73) 3.22 (.70) 43
student
Collaboration 4.33 (.48) 4.29 (.51) .36
Competition 3.80 (1.04) 2.21(1.10) <.000

3n=60; ® n=30; ° Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni remtion is applied.

Based on the interview data, we found that 14 é@OoChinese teachers
stressed that they encourage competition amongerstsid As one teacher
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stated, “our traditionakollectivismis under the pressure of competition.”
Many Chinese teachers agreed that “collaboratioongmstudents is very

important”, however, some commented that “our etiocal system has been
fostering competition all through primary and setany education. How can

students cooperate now?” A teacher who has impleedeamline learning said,
“l support student collaboration. But the real impkentation among students
is not so good. Some students prefer to finisragsgnments individually.”

On the contrary, none of the Flemish teachers ghi&y support
competition among students. Most of them suppartiesit collaboration, as
one teacher stressed, “collaboration is importartielp students understand
the contents and principles”. Regarding their pecspes on power distance,
more Chinese teachers agree that students shooéptawhat the teacher
presents in class. However, after the class, Caiteschers seem to have a
closer “friendship” with the students. The latteess to have mitigated the
distance between Chinese teachers and studentlimese teacher put it in
this way, “in knowledge transmission, teacher stioplay a central and
leading role; in helping students develop as agrereacher is also a friend.”
Flemish teachers, more often than the Chinese ¢eschay that they do not
impose their ideas on students and allow/encowsaggents to question them.
“I work with students”, one Flemish teacher said.

Teacher perspectives on teacher roles in highecation

The survey results show that Chinese teacherssstoes larger extent the
teacher as an expert, an authority and a modedrapared to Flemish teachers
(p<.01). There are no significant differences in geeception of the teacher
roles as a facilitator, or a delegator betweenwwecultural groupsp>.01). In
both cultural settings, “elder” teachers (> Meam)agtress to a larger extent
the expert and authority teacher rolps.01). There are no differences in age
regarding the facilitator role. No significant @ifences are found between
male and female teachers in both Chinese and Hiaesgshers.

Table 5. Perception of teacher roles of ChineseRmiish faculty
Chinese facultf ~ Flemish faculty’

M (9) M (o) F p°
Teacher as an expert 4.10 (.39) 3.55 (.36) 31.65 00C.
Teacher as an authority 3.97 (.48) 3.44 (.49) 19.16 <.001
Teacher as a model 4.02 (.51) 3.56 (.47) 13.43 .003

Teacher as a facilitator 3.65 (.50) 3.63 (.49) 1.90 .45



Teacher as a delegator 3.52 (.44) 3.59 (.53) 1.97 42
3n=60; ® n=30; ¢ Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni @mtion is applied.

The additional interview data are helpful to docuoméhese analysis
results. More details were obtained as to how t@chnderstand these roles
and what additional roles they play in differenhtExts. Authority and expert
roles are important roles for Chinese teachersodiing to them, “a teacher
need be an authority in the knowledge domain”; éacher needs to be
knowledgeable in his/her teaching subject”. As lie facilitator role and
delegator roles, Chinese teachers support thaachée should facilitate the
learning process of students. This is similar ®lrspective of their Flemish
counterparts. However, there might exist some #ligtifferent meanings
between Chinese and Flemish teachers. For exaipks to the facilitator
role, many Chinese teachers refer to their roleaaguide”, who gives
guidance and offers help to student during thearrieng process; while
Flemish teachers quite often refer to their roleaascoach”, facilitating,
supervising and helping students. Some Flemishh&zacalso referred to
support students by meeting the different needdividuals and groups.
Additionally, Chinese teachers also stressed tloddr as a “friend” who gives
students help and advice in view of their persaeaklopment and life.

Both Chinese and Flemish teachers stressed the¢i@dap different roles
depending on the course objectives, student caipedil class size, etc.
However, we found that the teachers seem to viewdesit capabilities
differently. For example, many Chinese teacherstijnagew the first and
second year students not capable of independarkini thus teachers are
more likely to play the ‘expert’ and ‘formal autlitgt role; and they are more
likely to adopt the role of a “facilitator” and “BEgator” for advanced
undergraduates and master students. This tendeasyless obvious among
the Flemish teachers. Possibly for this reason, faend that Flemish
undergraduates are more often requested to wodases, projects and papers
compared to the Chinese undergraduates.

Teacher views on the social-constructivist approcteaching and learning

In both the Chinese and Flemish contexts, teaatensbe classified into
three categories as to their views about the agloftf a social-constructivist
approach to teaching and learning and the applicatf these principles in
actual practices:

» Teachers supporting the social-constructivist pples and applying

them in teaching practices in an extensive way;
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» Teachers supporting the social-constructivist pples but applying

them in teaching practices in a limited way;

» Teachers doubting the social-constructivist priled@nd as a

consequence hardly applying them.

The majority (24 out of 30) of the Flemish teachsupport the social-
constructivist principles and say they apply thettersively in their teaching
practice. Some teachers support the social-cortsigiqorinciples, but apply
these in a limited way. Only one Flemish teacherbded the relevance of the
social-constructivist principles.

A small part (9 out of 60) of Chinese staff suppothe social-
constructivist principles and applies it extengiveliring teaching. About half
of the Chinese teachers expressed agreement tesdbial-constructivist
principles, but they apply them only in a limiteéywdue to the feature of the
class, the teaching subject, etc. The remaininggtmn of staff stated they
do not consciously consider these principles amdcamfortable with their
conventional lecture-based approach. A few of tleepressed doubt about the
social-constructivist approach.

Below we present some examples from the interviespaonses of the
Chinese and Flemish teachers that reflect theirewstanding of social-
constructivist approach to teaching and learnind how they apply it in
educational practices.

Talking about the social-constructivist principleme Flemish teacher
stated, T fully support it. | consciously pay attentionitovhen preparing the
content of the course, and help students when deedall knowledge is
constructed; this includes personal constructiom aocial constructiori As
to the application of it, one Flemish teacher sditkave them to read, explore,
research, and work togetHer‘| give new directions and involve students in
discussions Other teachers expressed similar suppatiscussions can help
students to understand that there is not just asietien, and bring to them
more perspectivés “peer cooperation is very important, students can
construct knowledge from peer interactioAs to the practical restrictions that
limit their actual application, one Flemish teachat forth, I'm in favour of
small group collaboration. But there are problerogrvite students to discuss.
Teacher should design, organize and synthesizelidueissed topics Other
teachers addedit‘is difficult to implement with more than 300 dunts”; “it
is a demanding task to monitor all the discussions

Among the Chinese teachers, a few of them expredisect agreement to
the construction of knowledge via social interactiand about half of the
respondents expressed agreement to collaborataraing modes, without



directly referring to the social-constructivist qiples. Despite the theoretical
support, they expressed concerns as to the pradtiggations in teaching
practices. According to one Chinese teachéme “implementation of these
principles in educational practices is rather ligil, constructivism is mainly
related to educational theories or policies; it it widely supported in
teaching practicés One of the main reasons for doubting social-
constructivism put forward wastUhdergraduate students, especially in their
first two years, hardly master the knowledge badeetable to be involved in a
social-constructivist approach to learning. It ihetefore the teacher’s
responsibility to provide them with the knowledgesd) Another reason put
forth by one teacher wassttidents can be wrong, teachers need to guide
them.

Although the Flemish teachers did not seem to @hlkosame concern,
both Flemish and Chinese teachers rendered theenafuhe class such as
large class size, teaching subjects, limited itfuasure (e.g. classroom layout),
student interests and perceptions (e.g. towardspgnmrk) as restrictions for
applying the principles in teaching practices. Cared to the Flemish
counterparts, the Chinese teachers seem to facggaribgap between their
theoretical beliefs and teaching practices. Som#h®fconstraints seem to be
related to the educational and cultural context,sasie Chinese teachers
mentioned, Students are tied up with exams; some students adolike
spending time to discuss things, they want to kiheveconclusion; they aim for
high exam scores”; “some students think that disaus is not meaningful, it
is a waste of tinfe “they are used to work individually, due to theuafices
they got from primary and secondary schtjglsask based learning activities
or discussions do not always interest thentherefore, “when | face
reluctance from students in participating in grougrctivities such as
discussions, | opt for the lecturing méde

Additionally, differences were found between “yoarig and “elder”
teachers in the Chinese cohort. Younger teachersmare in favour of the
social-constructivist learning principles. But theappears to be no linear
relationship between teacher perceptions and teéacage. Nevertheless, we
observe that teachers carrying objectivist assumptiand beliefs about
teaching and learning are less willing to adopb@ad-constructivist approach
in their teaching practice. No differences werenfiblpetween the “younger”
and “elder” group in the Flemish cohort.
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Adoption of online collaborative learning

Teachers can be classified into three categoriet abeir adoption of e-
learning and online collaborative learning in bleddearning environments:

» Teachers actually adopting online learning, inalgdtollaborative

learning;

e Teachers adopting e-learning but not online colatiee group work;

» Teachers not adopting e-learning.

The number of e-learning adopters and non-adojreboth contexts is
summarized in Table 6. In the Flemish context, GhBEmiversity has
implemented university-wide the Minerva e-learnisgstem. Most teachers
use this e-learning platform at least for cours@agament and distribution of
teaching materials. This results in a nearly fudbgtion of the e-learning
environment by the interviewed Flemish staff. Irdifidn, about one third of
the staff also adopts online collaborative learnifige main reasons for the
other staff not adopting online collaborative léagnare related to lack of time
and resources, lack of knowledge and experiencéiam to organize and
monitor online group work.

In the Chinese context, an e-learning platform vailable in both
universities where we conducted this research. hewethere is no
university-wide implementation and its use is nequired. Only about one
third of the interviewed Chinese staff uses theading platform, among
them only 5 teachers adopt online collaborativenieg. A majority of the
Chinese teachers has thus far not adopted e-lgarnin

Table 6. The number of e-learning adopters andadmpters among Chinese and
Flemish faculty

E-learning adopter

E-learning adopter Online E-learning non- Total
without online collaboration adopter
collaboration adopter
Chinese 15 5 40 60
faculty
Flemish 21 8 1 30

faculty




The main reasons of non-adoption are illustratddvbdy quoting some
teachers from each cultural context:

a. Lack of time and resource#t would take much time for updating and
supervising student online collaborative work. lalready overwhelmed by
the existing workload. | don’t have teaching assist. (A Flemish professor).

b. Practical constraints:The class size is too big, and the average
(knowledge) level of students is very differgit.Flemish professor).

c. No experiences on how to organize and monitdestt online work:
‘There are professors who are more familiar withaoriging and monitoring
student online group work, but I am not very faanilvith this’ (A Flemish
professor).

d. No need for innovation:The current teaching and learning methods
are working very fine. | don't see any need or moe to adopt an online
approach’ (A Chinese professor)

e. Lack of institutional incentivesinvesting more time in maintaining
online learning and mentoring online group work aret included in teacher
performance assessment. If the university or fgaeljuires teachers to do so,
I will do it.” (A Chinese professor)

f. Lack of technical skills and training: &m not good at using computers.
| type slowly. (A Chinese professor)

g. Sceptical about online interaction and commuiooa ‘I don’t trust
computers, especially ‘online chat’. Students afterodistracted onliné(A
Chinese professor)

‘I don't like to distribute lecture slides, so | wouldt put it onliné (A
Chinese professor)

‘| prefer face-to-face discussions than online disonss It is more direct
and the students get feedback immediatélyChinese professor)

Adoption of innovations: teacher and contextuaialales

First of all, the correlation between cultural eoviment and the perceptions
of teacher roles was analyzed (Table 7). The ctiogl analysis results show
that teachers who perceipewer-distance between teachers and studenés
larger extent are more likely to take up the ralssanexpertand arauthority.
Teachers who score higher student collaboratiomperceive to a larger extent
the roles as a facilitator and a delegator. Thegmion of competitionis
positively associated with the perceptions of tlre foles. It seems to imply



16

that no matter what type of roles the teacher tat@®petitionis very much
present in the learning environment.

Table 7. Correlation between the cultural environnand teacher roles of
Chinese and Flemish staff

expert authority model facilitator delegator
Pearson Pearson Pearson Pearson Pearson
Correlation Correlation Correlation Correlation  Correlation
(R) (R) (R) (R) (R)
Power distance .312* A18** ns ns ns
teacher-student
Collaboration ng ns ns 435%* .582**
Competition A40** A64** ABL** .554** .342*

#ns = non significant result
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
*, Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.

Furthermore, based on the interview data, seveeher and contextual
variables are listed that are related to teachadsption of e-learning and
online collaborative learning (Table 8). We foutdtt teachers in favour of
collaboration and the facilitator/delegator rolesid to be more willing to
adopt the online collaborative learning approaaachers who are supportive
of the social constructivist learning principle atend to be more willing to
adopt teaching innovations. It shows that teachm¥gteptions on teaching and
learning are critical to the adoption of online labbrative learning. Other
teacher and contextual variables also emerged telbeant. It is found that
teachers who expressed a need or interest in ifinavand willingness to
learn are more willing to adopt e-learning and ralcollaborative approach.
Teachers who use computers more frequently andmame familiar with
computer/Internet technologies also expressed nmsgests in e-learning.
Sound infrastructure, institutional incentives aelvant technical training are
also considered important conditions for e-learrddgption.

Table 8. Relationship between teacher and contextar@ables and teachers’
adoption of innovations in higher education
Teacher and contextual variables innovation adoptio
e-learning online
collaboration

Collaboration stressed in the learning environment +




Teacher role as facilitator/ delegator +
Supportive of social-constructivist learning +
principles

Perceived need of innovation + +
Perceptions of student centred learning and active +
learning

Willingness to learn and invest time + +
Computer competence +

Sound infrastructure +

Institutional impetus (policy, etc) +

Training and support +

+ represents a positive relationship between tt®ifs.
Discussion and conclusion

This study examined Chinese and Flemish univessiff perspectives on the
cultural dimension in teaching and learning, tipeeferred teacher roles, their
perceptions of social-constructivist principles dhdir adoption of e-learning
and online collaborative learning. In general, fpedifferences and some
similarities were observed between teachers in taltiaral settings.

Cultural and institutional context

The findings suggest that social constructivism #redadoption of e-learning
and online collaborative learning can be relatecutiural differences. The
results regarding student-teacher power distanem $e reveal no significant
differences between the Chinese and Flemish coimtégaiching and learning.
This seems to be not in line with the previous ifigd about Chinese culture
that reflected a highgyower distance&compared to other low-context cultures
(Hofstede & Bond, 1984). This can be due to théedift research contexts
and the evolution in time due to the modernizatod globalization process.
The questions in this study are more specificalgéting the teaching and
learning environment, instead of the broader caltand societal scope.
Furthermore, teachers in the Chinese educatiomaxbcombine aauthority
relationship withfriendship to the students; this could have narrowed the
perceived distance between teachers and studehés.uiique relationship
could be labelled as a “hierarchical friendship”tive Chinese educational
setting. The results seem to imply that the traddl cultural dimensions such
as power distance, collectivism vs. individualisme anot sufficient to
differentiate teachers’ perspectives on the specifitural environment related
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to teaching and learning. Other cultural and cami@xfactors should be
pursued in order to identify the possible differemthat influence teaching and
learning, such as the current educational systestittitional environment and
socio-economic influences. Additionally, our resuthow thatcompetition
among students is more promoted in China as comptrethe Flemish
educational setting. Competition is in our resedinehonly differential cultural
dimension between Chinese and Flemish teachersy B higher education
in China is quite competitive, which brings a seraf requirements to the
teachers and students. The competitive nature ofagidn in the Chinese
system often forces teachers and students to achopé teacher-centred
methods. Many Chinese universities are undergoirefam process in order
to be better integrated in the international arétmawvever, there is still a long
way to go to transform the actual teaching anchiegrpractices.

The institutional environment also seems to infieeteacher perspectives.
Both teachers from the Flemish and Chinese uniwessieport big challenges
and pressure on research and teaching. In bothgsetthere is an evaluation
system for academic staff. The Chinese teachers s@be unhappier with the
strictness and the evaluation approach of thefitinion. Therefore, many are
rather unwilling to adopt any teaching innovatitvattis not included in the
evaluation system. The learner-centred and sooiadtcuctivist learning
approach has been more widely applied in the Flemikicational system. In
the Flemish academic evaluation system, more engpigmput on rewarding
investments in educational activities and innovatio

Teacher roles in higher education

Our findings confirm previous claims that Chinesacdhers are regarded as a
model both of knowledge and morality (Jin & Coriaa098). The teacher’s
authoritative role is clearly emphasized in ther@ébke context (Paine, 1990;
Brick, 1991; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996). Nevertheleske ttraditional teacher-
student relationship is changing during recent gelar both cultural contexts,
teachers consider it of importance to position thelwes as “facilitators” or
“delegators”. In addition, Chinese teachers moterofefer to their role as a
“guide”, who is more likely to play a guiding andading role; whereas the
“coach” role mentioned by the Flemish teachersrsetie more of a supporting
and supervising role.

The correlation results indicate a significant ag#ion between
competition and the five specified teacher roles. This cotimba could
possibly indicate that no matter what kind of rokesteacher plays, the
competition is very prominent in the Chinese edocal environment. This



could also imply that a teacher with a higher petioe of competition is
likely to play a variety of teacher roles or addjferent teaching approaches.
This diversity of teacher roles has been foundhe tesponses of many
Chinese teachers.

Our results indicate that there are no significdifferences between
female and male teachers in their perceptions adher roles. This is not in
line with previous findings that female teachergevkess likely to play the
expert and authority roles and more likely to pilag facilitator and delegator
roles than male teachers (Eagly & Karau, 1991¥a@t, many teachers point
out that they adopt different roles, depending be teaching objectives,
student background, etc. Nevertheless, each roleudds that teachers have or
are willing to acquire the skills to adopt relatedtructional strategies. In
addition, Chinese and Flemish teachers also seamewothe first and second
year students differently. For the Chinese firstl @econd years, Chinese
teachers consider the transmission of knowleddpeteery important, and thus
it is the teacher’s job to ‘provide’ and ‘transntiteories and basic knowledge
to them. However, this is not the case in the Fénsietting.

Adoption of instructional innovations: teacher arwhtextual variables in
higher education

In the Western educational settings, many initegito modernize education
and to optimize student learning have been impléeagerBoth constructivism
and social constructivism have inspired these iatious that aim at the
acquisition of high-quality knowledge, the develamh of problem-solving
skills, and the promotion of self-directed learnirgic. (Konings, Brand-
Gruwel & van Merrienboer, 2005). In addition, mangstern universities also
promote the adoption of e-learning and online tatative learning.

The current innovation of university education irhid focuses on
structural reform or system reform and the adaptatf educational objectives
(Ma, 2005) The educational reform in China also drives unitgteaching to
encourage students do more reflective thinkingaaitve learning. This could
explain that Chinese teachers think of the fatditaand delegator roles
similarly important as the Flemish teachers. Howgvénstructional
innovations in universities are conducted in atiiway. The traditional way
of teaching that emphasize the systematic knowletigasmission and
teachers being authoritarian of the subjects thagtt is still prevalent (Wang,
2006). This is especially related to teachers’ liewyg principles, the way how
they were taught and their own learning behavi@srdona, Dembob &
Hocevarb, 2007). Therefore, it is important foruansity teachers to articulate
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their theories and beliefs about teaching. In tespect, the literature clearly
suggests that making teaching principles explgitiinecessary step before
they can be critically evaluated by the teacherglfle et al. 2005, p. 60).
When staff development programmes incorporate thdggrilation, reflection,
and evaluation activities, they have the potent@ltransform teachers’
conceptions about teaching and learning and retatathing practices.

Although e-learning platforms are available in bdtie Chinese and
Flemish settings, the level of implementation idtejudifferent. From the
results, we see only about 8% of the Chinese facatlopted online
collaborative learning mode; however, 27% of thenkish faculty adopted this
innovative mode. The general adoption of e-learrohghe Flemish faculty
reaches about 95%; however, the general adoptiedledirning is only about
30% among the Chinese faculty. Using Rogers (26@i8)el of five stages in
the innovation-decision process as a referencis @ear that Chinese and
Flemish faculty are situated at a different staglee majority of Chinese
teachers can be positioned at the first stage @Wledge’ level), and only a
very small proportion at the ‘implementation’ stagdile others are still at the
pre-stage (‘no knowledge’ level). A large propontiof Flemish staff already
functions at the ‘knowledge’ and ‘implementatiotage. During the interview,
we found that a few advanced teachers have remfothe adoption of e-
learning and online collaborative mode during th&t decade in their career,
thus have reached the ‘confirmation’ stage.

The results of this study suggest that there iassociation between the
support for the social-constructivist principleddaamphasis on collaboration
and the adoption of online collaborative learniiigpe teaching subject and
class size are also considered as relevant fadtailty members teaching
application-oriented or reality-related subjectsravanore active in their
adoption of online collaborative learning as corepaio staff teaching general
introductory and theoretical courses. Teachersmallgr classes more often
embrace group work as compared to teachers regp@fai larger classes.

Nevertheless, in both settings, the potential dihercollaborative learning
is still relatively under-exploited. This is in &nwith the findings of Elgort
(2005) who points out that despite the wide uskCafin university teaching,
e-learning adoption has not reached its full padénBesides the practical
constraints, such as resources and time, teaghensived need of innovation
is an important factor. Teachers who do not expegea concrete necessity to
look for an innovation, hold to old teaching habifshis conforms to the
position of Rogers (2003) that one of the factbet influence the adoption of
innovations is whether or not the innovation meatsperceived need.



Teachers’ attitude towards online communicatioansther influencing factor.
Previous studies shed light on the benefits of nenliasynchronous
communication as it offer time to present a moreasneed and considered
view (Ramsay, 2005); however, these benefits werteracognized by all
teachers. The results also echo previous findiagtdachers who are eager to
learn are more open for innovative teaching mettfeas Eekelen, 2005). Our
results present to policy makers and universityiagination some challenges
for instructional innovations in higher educatiamong them adoption of new
teaching principles, adapting teacher roles, stiing need to innovate and
providing institutional support are critical.

Implications and limitations

One strength of this study is that it enriches jmev studies that teachers’
perspectives on teaching principles and teache&srare deeply rooted in
specific cultural contexts (Gao & Watkins, 2002)oid specifically, this study

provides insights into the differences in higheueation innovations that can
be related to various cultural and contextual \deis in China and Flanders.
The results have clear practical implications tstdo educational innovations,
both in the Flemish and Chinese context. A criticstl of factors - both at

micro-level of the staff and at the meso-level leé tiniversity organization -

affect a large scale adoption. At staff level, wavén to stress teachers’
perceptions of the need for an innovation, thencggtions of teaching and
learning (social constructivist principles). At mdsvel, we have to stress the
institutional policy, technical readiness, the &ae infrastructure, etc. The
mixed design of this study with both quantitativedagualitative methods

brings a deeper understanding of Chinese and Hhetescher perspectives
and can be a good basis for future research.

Our study has a number of limitations. First, thenber of teachers and
universities involved in the research was limitdthe results in this study
could also be linked to the particular environmehthe specific institutions.
Future research should aim at involving more umsitiess and more teachers in
China and Flanders. Secondly, the use of sameigneatires in two distinct
cultures could impose potential biases. Therefeeeneed to be cautious when
generalizing the results generated from the quesdibes. The interpretation
of the results from the questionnaires needs tocbmbined with the
gualitative findings. Thirdly, the current studyctsed especially on the
teacher perspectives. Future research could atteniptus on the institutional
level. Tondeur, Valcke and van Braak (in presshtbthat the institutional
level plays a critical role in innovation adoptiahteacher level by applying a
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multilevel approach. Building on the results of thresent study, a future study
could apply such a multilevel approach to includge ¢ultural and institutional

context as additional theoretical and empirical efisions. Only all these
factors are taken into account, can a culturallprapriate teaching and

learning takes place.
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