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Abstract

:

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has made online learning the most on-demand fashion that almost the whole world aspires to navigate. Much of the literature on coronavirus-triggered online learning focuses on technological challenges, features of online learning platforms, teacher training, and professional development. However, an equally significant aspect that awaits researchers’ attention is interculturality in the online language classroom, particularly the presence of students’ cultural values in the virtual classroom environment in relation to teaching and learning. This study examines aspects of cultural values that either facilitate or impede learning and the strategies teachers adopt in their encounters with instances of culture in the classroom. Using the qualitative approach, two groups of 75 English as a Foreign Language (EFL) undergraduate learners and 17 expatriate teachers of English from an Omani Higher Learning Institution responded to the open-ended survey questions. Participants’ responses and observations were thoroughly analyzed and grouped into various themes and domains to facilitate uncovering the presence of culture in EFL online classrooms. Results reveal cultural values that resisted online learning and hindered class interactive spaces as well as cultural values considered normal in onsite classes. The study highlights the significance of understanding the role of students and teachers in negotiating cultural constraints and the possible strategies to overcome them including engagement, direct communication, and institutional empowerment of teachers’ role in pedagogical effectiveness.
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1. Introduction


The pace of the changing scene in university educational practices has been recently accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is not an overstatement to say that “in recent years, no external event has brought sweeping effects on education [particularly English language teaching (ELT) context] like the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic” [1] (p. 62). A pertinent fact of such a transformative process is the dramatic rise and popularity of online learning as a mandatory option [2]. As a result of fear, turmoil, and uncertainty, schools and higher education institutions across the Sultanate of Oman and around the globe had no choice but to quickly force the conversion of classroom or blended instruction to online teaching. Such a swift move to virtual learning and teaching has triggered both social sentiment and researchers’ interest.



While the event of online learning and teaching was met with fear, resistance, and sometimes rejection by some segments of society in many parts of the world, researchers attempted to focus on the impact of the pandemic on education in many aspects, including the technological affordances and hurdles of the process [3,4,5,6,7,8], evaluating aspects of online learning platforms [9,10,11,12,13], as well as teacher training and professional development [14,15]. Despite the increasing number of studies on COVID-19 and its impact on educational practice around the world, particularly in the ELT context, there is still limited knowledge regarding its related effects on intercultural competence learning and intercultural conflict competence.



Language and culture are entwined, thus research that examines language learners’ intercultural experiences in online classes is imperative. Understanding how students negotiated virtual barriers as they pivoted to online language classrooms is essential. Such an objective is grounded in Helm’s belief that “language learning and language use are interdependent, and language is conceptualized as social practice” [16] (p. 91), with culture as one facet of the complex relationship between language and society. The intricate interplay between language and culture is expected to surface with more instances of intercultural conflict in EFL COVID-19 pandemic-triggered online classes and communicative contexts. Thus, it has become necessary to exceed the traditional research focus on linguistic aspects of students’ learning by inviting culture into the classroom and uncovering language learners’ experiences in this new normal situation [17].



For sustainable learning, EFL learners need not only know how to use the language and develop their intercultural competence [18,19] but also to manage any intercultural encounters, misunderstanding, or differences that may lead to conflict amicably. These two dimensions of interculturality in any EFL context are integrated requirements for a conflict-free learning environment whether face-to-face or virtual. While intercultural competence relates to the ability to communicate with others in a way that is sensitive to cultural differences [20,21], “intercultural conflict competence refers to the mindful management of emotional frustrations and conflict interaction struggles due primarily to cultural or ethnic group membership differences” [22] (p. 100). Providing spaces for students to learn and practice intercultural competence and intercultural conflict competence is expected to improve their linguistic knowledge and communicative competence.



On this premise, the present study aims to examine teachers’ and students’ perceived experiences with culture in the EFL Omani Online classroom during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study specifically assessed the participants’ experience of intercultural teaching and learning and their intercultural encounter management styles and the impact of that on the classroom environment. The following research questions guided the present study:




	
How do English language teachers and learners perceive online learning classes?



	
From the students’ perspective, what aspects of online learning classes appear culturally inappropriate?



	
What intercultural communicative management styles do teachers and students adopt towards interculturality in online classes?









2. Literature Review


2.1. Intercultural Language Education before and after COVID-19


Since the emergence of the “cultural turn” [23] (p. 251) in language teaching, intercultural language education has become one of the distinctive features of academic institutions that aspire to achieve international recognition. Before COVID-19, research on EFL education witnessed growth in the number of studies that accentuated the need for practicing intercultural language teaching as language education “cannot be isolated from the learner’s socio-cultural environment” [24] (p. 1375). Bastos and Araujo [25] remarked that “language teachers feel unprepared to develop this competence in their classes” (p. 2) as they themselves need to nurture their intercultural communicative competence. Rapanta [26] explained how a growing number of Western instructors contribute to higher education in UAE without having clear expectations about the impact of cross-cultural differences on understanding their students’ behavior. Cushner and Mahon [27] emphasized the significance of extending support and recognition to teachers to integrate the skills of intercultural competence with their practice.



Following the COVID-19 pandemic, studies which researched the requirements of online EFL education in the Arab world and beyond underlined the challenges and affordances of online teaching from pedagogic and technical perspectives with a limited number of studies that researched aspects related to intercultural language education. Al-Nofaie [4] researched the challenges and merits of online language learning during the pandemic focusing on the students’ preferences of the implemented teaching modes (synchronous/asynchronous/blended). Alahmadi and Alraddadi [28] researched the effectiveness of virtual EFL teaching and its potential for student interaction in the online language classroom. Mahyoob [6] discussed EFL learners’ experiences of online teaching methods, concluding that students did not show satisfaction with their online learning experiences due to technical and academic challenges. Salih and Omar [1] investigated the perceptions of EFL students during the pandemic, emphasizing aspects related to the effectiveness of online EFL teaching for students’ acquisition of language skills and fulfillment of graduate attributes. Few studies researched online education aspects relevant to the limitations and strategies associated with the use of webcams by students in online synchronous classes [29,30,31,32] and its impact on an effective educational process. These studies concluded that an overriding majority of students preferred to keep their webcams off during online classes for reasons to do with privacy, lack of concentration, technical issues, inappropriate environment, as well as feeling embarrassed or self-consciousness.



Gonzalez-Lloret et al. [15] reviewed a special issue on the role of technology in teaching and learning language during the pandemic, addressing the contingencies created by the unanticipated shift to “Emergency Remote Teaching” (p. 477) and the relevant responses of teachers and learners. The researched topics focused on students’ and teachers’ perceptions and experiences in online language education with little attention to the role of the prevalent sociocultural context in mapping the relevant “pedagogical and emotional challenges” [8] (p. 481) of online L2 learning. Salih and Omar [33] explored the role of online EFL internationalization in developing and sustaining language learners’ intercultural competence to prepare them for future encounters in globalized labor markets. The empirical study highlighted the value of transnational academic collaboration [34] in integrating intercultural competence with language learning skills.



Adopting intercultural language teaching may not seem pressing during emergency situations when priority is given to the sustainability of the educational process, or in contexts with latent cross-cultural variation among the learners. Salih and Omar [35] highlighted the lack of prominence given to intercultural EFL teaching in Gulf countries in view of the ostensible homogeneity among learners in EFL classrooms. However, the authors underscored the need for practicing intercultural language teaching, considering cultural and academic diversity among second language teachers and the evolving interest in internationalizing higher education platforms as an accreditation prerequisite [1]. The study concluded that language teachers’ reluctance to integrate intercultural education with the language classroom is indicative of their concern about the emergence of intercultural conflict in contexts where intercultural teaching lacks visibility and support. The teachers’ role in intercultural language teaching is becoming an overriding factor in a volatile context that provides a fertile environment for misunderstanding, given the limitations of direct verbal and nonverbal communication between learners and instructors.




2.2. Intercultural Conflict Mechanisms


Intercultural contact is conducive to disagreement as it involves “the display and management of cultural identities” [36] (p. 26). Throughout an interaction process, culturally diverse parties may encounter a conflict due to their distinct expectations on the verbal or nonverbal behavioral level. Intercultural conflict arises when one of the participants in a communication process fails to understand the behavior and motives of other participants, which leads to “perceived disagreements coupled with a strong, negative emotional reaction” [37] (p. 676). Accordingly, the conflict is the result of “miscommunication between members of two or more cultures over” [38] (p. 188) a “perceived or actual incompatibility” [22] in the norms, behaviors, attitudes as well as intentions of the parties involved in a direct or mediated communicative process.



Intercultural conflict is symptomatic of the individual’s failure to understand intercultural differences, which leads to feelings of discomfort and frustration. Dodd [39] (p. 188) remarked that “misunderstanding cultural expectations lies behind many conflict circumstances. By identifying cultural conflict areas, we can improve our awareness and skills for communication accommodation”. One of the sources of intercultural conflict in the EFL classroom is the divergence in the participants’ communicative styles which are the product of their cultural identities comprising constructs such as values, norms, and beliefs [37,40,41]. Individuals who belong to collectivistic cultures embrace evasive approaches to communication, as opposed to individuals who belong to individualistic cultures. Similarly, low-context cultures emphasize direct approaches to communication, compared to high-context cultures that prefer equivocal and indirect communicative approaches [42,43,44].



Hammer [37] viewed the dual constructs of low/high context and individualism/collectivism as generalized theoretical frameworks that do not provide an accurate description of intercultural conflict dynamics: disagreements and emotional reactions. Other equally important factors include “personal worldview, environment, context” [41] (p. 354). Ting-Toomey [45] (p. 11) maintained that group membership is an intrinsic factor in framing intercultural conflict and that the power status of a group along with the level of contact are among the factors that “escalate or de-escalate the perceived threat level in intergroup conflict”. In other words, the dominant membership of a certain group generates feelings of superiority and power among its members, as opposed to the feelings prevalent among minority group members.



According to Rubenfeld and Clement [46] (p. 2), intercultural conflict emerges when individuals identify with one group against another (the ingroup versus the outgroup) “for the purpose of preservation, strengthening, or protection of the in-group… giving priority to the group with which one identifies”. Okech et al. [41] (p. 355) observed that “microaggressions” emerge “when bias is demonstrated, overtly or covertly, by members of the dominant cultural group”. This is indirectly related to facework as a decisive facet that influences all dynamics of cultural or subcultural variation. Face functions as a crucial parameter in tracing the trajectory of conflict and conflict resolution as it pertains to “respect, honor, status, reputation, credibility, competence, family/network connection, loyalty, trust, relational indebtedness and obligation issues” [38] (p. 190).



An examination of the conflict style exhibited by the involved parties provides a framework for interpreting their goals, actions, and reactions, and subsequently eliminating potential misperceptions. Hammer [37] (p. 679) defined conflict style “as the manner in which contending parties communicate with one another around substantive disagreements and their emotional or affective reaction to one another”. Accordingly, intercultural conflict can be analyzed in terms of the directness/indirectness of communication and the expressiveness/restraint of emotions. The study produced a quadrant theoretical model of intercultural conflict style: discussion, engagement, accommodation, and the dynamic approach. Discussion is characterized by restraining emotions and using direct language. Engagement has preference for direct verbal and emotional communication to engage the involved parties. Accommodation is featured by indirect communication with restrained emotions to avoid an out-of-control situation. The dynamic approach also adopts indirect language and emotional discourse.



Online classroom contexts enforce restrictions on the participants’ communicative styles, necessitating the adoption of direct communication by the learners and teachers alike. In homogenous online learning environments where there is invisible cross-cultural variation among the learners such as in the case in Gulf countries, the educational environment seems to have insidious cultural harmony without perceptible intercultural conflicts in the classroom. Yet, when the learners form an overriding homogenous cultural group in the educational setting, they become a dominant cultural force which can be involved in inadvertent conflictual practices. Accordingly, the learner–instructor relationship becomes vulnerable to intercultural conflict as the first party (learners) leaves a crucial influence on the setting to the detriment of the classroom culture.



In classroom settings where the learners’ groups seem homogenous, the intensity of conflict amongst the learners themselves subsides to the detriment of the relationship between the learners and the instructors who, in the case of EFL, become a divided, diversified minority encountering a harmonious lobbying force that resists the norms of the classroom culture. The resistance increases substantially when the involved parties encounter a revolutionized educational environment similar to the one that prevailed during the pandemic. Incorporating intercultural competence as a criterion of language education to improve the quality and effectiveness of language learning in the academic institutions of countries such as Oman is a promising venture following the accelerated mainstreaming of online learning globally and considering the implementation of an ambitious 2040 vision which places quality education at its core [33].




2.3. Intercultural Conflict Management


In researching intercultural conflict, it is significant to consider the inextricable relationship between intercultural conflict styles and intercultural competencies which “contribute to a broader range of responses in conflict, and more effective coping with intercultural differences” [29] (p. 440). According to Martincová and Lukešová [47], the ability to address intercultural conflicts is closely related to an individual’s level of intercultural competence which is subject to the acquisition of cognitive and metacognitive competencies such as critical thinking skills including observation, evaluation, analysis, independent thinking, and others. The authors posited that “intercultural competence contributes to shape respecting relations between different cultures in order to avoid events (intercultural conflicts)” [39] (p. 1258).



Intercultural communicative competence (ICC) and intercultural conflict competence are mutually integrated components in intercultural L2 education. Intercultural communicative competence refers to the skills that allow an individual to succeed in communicating, mediating, and resolving imminent conflicts throughout their “interaction with any social groups, not only national ones” [48]. Orsini-Jones and Lee [49] defined ICC as a global citizenship graduate attribute which enables a participant “to both recognize and value cultural difference and communicate effectively in a variety of contexts and through a variety of media” (p. 7). The authors viewed intercultural competence as an inseparable component of the “digital literacies necessary to operate in an interconnected world” (p. 3).



Ting-Toomey [22] viewed “intercultural conflict competence” as a facet that requires and sustains intercultural competence by “the mindful management of emotional frustrations and conflict interaction struggles due primarily to cultural or ethnic group membership differences” (p. 101). An individual’s intercultural conflict competence can be assessed in terms of the appropriateness, effectiveness, and flexibility of their interactive behaviors. Close observation skills such as “deep listening, mindful reframing, decentring, and face-sensitive respectful dialogue… and respectful relationships” [45] (p. 20) enable the contending parties to view the conflict from multiple perspectives. Polat and Metin [50] remarked that “teachers with high intercultural competence prefer cooperation and compromising strategies more in conflicts” (p. 1967).



In researching the parameters of intercultural conflict, it is essential to investigate and analyze the involved parties’ accounts. According to Hall and Noguchi [51], conflicts “exist when the stories being told are perceived as incompatible” (p. 402) and studying these narratives needs a framework which assumes that “each community’s stories made sense” (p. 404), despite the divergence in the two senses. The goal behind this assumption is to create a wider scope for objectivity in addressing conflict. In the current study, all three components of the narratives trigger potential cases of conflict. The setting is online learning which became mainstreamed during the pandemic and was rife with intractable challenges as it emerged unexpectedly and was bound with tenacious limitations related to its seasonal nature. The participants are the learners and instructors with seemingly complementary relationships that may be disturbed by dormant intercultural conflicts.



Dodd [39] summarized several strategies that can be used to manage intercultural conflict including transparency and openness, understanding and observing the hierarchical aspects of communication, and the use of a balanced interactive model to facilitate the creation of a new culture that accommodates the needs of all participants. The newly established culture in the educational process is the classroom culture which requires the application of certain academic norms while emphasizing the need for practicing leadership on part of the instructors [52] and at the same time building mutual trust, respect, and empathy. According to Dodd [39], it is possible to manage “intercultural conflict” by “developing self-disclosure and thus becoming more transparent and open” (p. 205).



Because intercultural conflict signals the existence of disparate cultural views as a result of cultural or linguistic variation within a community, managing the conflict requires a leader to facilitate the exchanges within that community [53]. In online learning, an instructor needs to embrace the role of a leader who manages any encounters that may lead to conflict rather than the one who avoids them. Instructors are encouraged to adopt effective intervention styles to reduce the intensity of potential direct or indirect conflict. Okech et al. [41] listed several ineffective styles which may be used by leaders to manage group discussions, and these include avoiding the management of the conflict, subscribing to sarcastic remarks or criticism of a group member(s), neglecting or suppressing the voices of group minorities, and focusing on points of commonalities while neglecting differences. The authors proposed alternative responses which are effective in managing conflict. One of the promoted intervention styles is the “integrating style” (p. 361) which invites all members to participate in addressing the points of concern.



Successful facilitation of group exchanges requires the practice of reflective thinking by both instructors and learners, which is one pillar of effective teaching, especially in volatile educational settings such as online learning [54]. On the one hand, instructors as leaders “must continually examine and identify their own cultural biases, and how these biases impede effective facilitation of intercultural group conflict” [41] (p. 352). On the other hand, instructors need to be skilled in providing guidance on self-involvement in reflective practice [41,55]. Although COVID-19-triggered online classes have witnessed a growing volume of research in relation to the opportunities and challenges associated with the technological aspects of online language education, students’ perceptions [56], as well as teachers’ relevant experiences, these studies did not tackle the role of intercultural teaching [57] in facilitating language education in online contexts. Thus, studies that explore culture in the classroom are imperative, taking into consideration the role of virtual educational settings in enhancing intercultural teaching [58].



This paper aims to report the experiences of Omani learners and their teachers in negotiating intercultural encounters in EFL online classes. The study strives to provide a better understanding of EFL classrooms as conducive spaces for interculturality and examines teachers’ role in fostering their intercultural competence and that of their students. This study is significant and timely as it aims to explore aspects of intercultural encounters in online language classes and the relevant implications for managing and developing the skills to avoid intercultural conflict during the crisis and beyond.





3. Methodology


3.1. Study Design


The study adopted a qualitative method using minimal statistical analysis to explore Omani EFL undergraduate students’ and teachers’ perceived experiences in online learning with a particular focus on their perspectives on intercultural competence and intercultural conflict competence and management styles. According to Taylor, Bogdan, and DeVault [59], qualitative research is a flexible method of inquiry that provides researchers with an array of investigative methods such as observation, exploration of history, experiments, questions, and surveys as well as a review of existing literature. These methods enable researchers to collect descriptive data, access people’s experiences and unravel the meanings they attribute to activities [60,61]. The data patterns enable researchers to develop concepts, insights, and understanding and generate meaning by inductively building knowledge [62,63,64]. To serve its objective, the study employed one instrument—a survey with open-ended questions. The students’ survey comprised four questions relating to students’ perceived experience in online learning, participating in online classes via webcams, discussing culture in the classroom, and taking the initiative to introduce their culture to teachers. On the other hand, the teachers’ survey comprised four questions concerning experience with online learning and teaching, the issue of introducing culture in the language classroom, the issue of teachers’ practice of intercultural teaching in virtual learning environments, and teachers’ management styles in handling instances of possible intercultural conflict in classes.



The data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic. The then-precautionary measures taken to control the virus hindered face-to-face interviews with the participants. Despite the relatively small size of the study’s population, the validity and reliability of the collected data were ensured by adopting qualitative research criteria. The study’s use of students and teachers’ open-ended surveys allows the researchers to access the participants’ observations and to explore the multi-dimensional variation in their perspectives, which contributes to a sufficient level of authenticity and accurate results because “The goal of qualitative research is to examine how things look from different vantage points” [59] (p. 10). Thus, the responses of the relatively small sample are meaningful given the similar online learning environments in Oman during the pandemic, the students’ cultural composition, and the teachers’ diverse cultural backgrounds. Another factor that enhances data analysis validity is the stakeholder participation (piloting and validating the instrument by expert researchers) that increases the validity of the results in the sense that it strengthens the aspects of ownership and understanding, as will be further elaborated in the section on Data Collection and Analysis.




3.2. Participants


Participants in this study comprised two groups of 75 (59 females, 16 males) EFL undergraduate learners majoring in English language and literature and translation at an Omani higher learning institution and 17 expatriate teachers of English. The students were aged 19–22. These students were Arabic native speakers. In terms of knowledge of English, the subjects had successfully completed the General Foundation Programme (GFP) before joining the undergraduate degree courses. In addition, the subjects had been studying English for a period of at least 16 years. Participants had no prior experience in online learning, although they were familiar with digital learning platforms such as Moodle and digital-related academic activities such as course registration, course add/drop, and filing petitions. The participants were taking courses with the researchers and were selected randomly for easy communication and access to data.



Teaching took place using Moodle Learning Management System both synchronously and asynchronously. The class sessions were conducted online with the students required to report to their classes and attendance was mandatory and taken regularly. At the same time, the asynchronous aspect of teaching was maintained as the system was configured to archive recordings of all classes for the students to access asynchronously.



The expatriate teachers’ group consisted of 9 females and 8 males aged 35–50 and holding a doctorate in English language studies as the highest qualification. In addition to having extensive ESL/EFL teaching experience, all participants represented a wide range of linguistic, cultural, and academic backgrounds. The subjects in both groups had experienced online learning and teaching from the time their university decided to switch to the online mode at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.




3.3. Data Collection and Analysis


As mentioned earlier, the present study’s aim was to examine aspects of EFL learners’ cultural values in fostering intercultural competence or triggering intercultural conflict in online learning spaces and the teachers’ role in managing the situation. To serve its objective, the study utilized open-ended surveys which were designed and distributed among the participants in the two groups. Following the authority [64,65,66], a sample survey allows researchers to generalize about a large population by studying only a small portion of the population. The surveys were designed to elicit the participants’ opinions on the cultural values perceived as crucial in the online language classroom and their effects on enhancing or impeding interculturality. The surveys also were created to collect data on teachers’ perceived experience in intercultural teaching in online learning environments and the strategies they adopted in managing any intercultural differences or conflicts.



Furthermore, to ensure reliability, the surveys were piloted and given to three expert researchers for review before being administered. The feedback provided was incorporated into the production of the final versions with clear instructions and focus. Moreover, researchers have obtained approval from the University’s Research Department (URD) to collect data. Data collection was carried out between 17 October and 10 November 2021. Prior to playing as sources of data, the participants were contacted to obtain their consent. Respondents were then asked to complete the surveys and return them to the researchers. All participants who took part in the data collection task were given a clearer understanding of the research topics and objectives and were informed that their responses would remain confidential and be used for the study’s purposes only. The participants’ responses in both surveys were collected and analyzed. The respondents’ answers to each open-ended question in the surveys were grouped and analyzed to collect their insights on issues addressed in each question in relation to interculturality in the online classroom during the coronavirus pandemic. Specifically, the responses to both surveys were analyzed to determine how EFL learners’ cultural values foster intercultural competence in online learning spaces or trigger intercultural conflict and how teachers manage the situation.





4. Results and Discussion


4.1. Online Learning Experience


The analysis of the data revealed that the students’ responses to the survey suggested three types of views on the online learning experience, namely negative views, mixed views, and positive views. Each of the three categories of views contains students’ reflections on online learning. The areas of reflection in relation to students’ evaluation of online learning based on their perceived experience are presented in Table 1 below. Reflecting on their experiences in online learning and citing various challenges they faced in online learning, 14 out of 75 students evaluated their experience in online learning as negative. Comments such as “challenging’, “boring”, “I did not like it. It was difficult because the server was bad, internet connection was poor and most of lectures went off as well as inconvenient class schedule”, “it is not good because it less interactive”, and “no physical presence” were made by the students to evaluate their experience in online learning.



For some other students, online learning was a positive experience. Citing varieties of positive points, 34 out of 75 students praised online learning using comments such as “easy and time saver”, “very useful”, “more personal space”, “great experience”, and “great and helpful”. The students also expressed having satisfaction with the asynchronous learning experience. One of the participants reported that “it is truly amazing because I can watch the classes more than one time, unlike physical classes. If I do not understand something, I can go back to Moodle and watch it again and again”. This view reveals an aspect of the perceived affordances of asynchronous learning by the students. The exposure to the virtual learning spaces made the students reflect on the experience and compare online learning with physical classes. This reflection indicates the students’ tendency to evaluate unusual learning experiences such as COVID-19-triggered online learning.



Results also revealed that the other group of students, 27 out of 75, expressed mixed views about their online learning experience by reporting both advantages and disadvantages. Comments such as “interesting, but with few problems”, “physical distance for health safety, but less interactive”, and “interesting experience, but full of problems” were made by students to reflect on their experience in online learning. This reflection draws attention to the significance of the students’ experience especially when a student is quoted saying “online learning was interesting in the beginning but gradually I found my level of interest going down”. Students’ diverse views on their experience with online learning indicate the significance of the need for exploring the impact of students’ participation in online learning. These views confirm the results of earlier research on student’s perceptions vis-à-vis involvement in online learning [4,56,58]. Understanding the various aspects of students’ experience in online learning will improve the virtual learning spaces and facilitate preparing the whole educational process for any emergency in the future.




4.2. Culture in the Classroom: Engagement or Conflict


Analysis of the data revealed three patterns of cultural values and intercultural conflict that shaped the participants’ experience in online learning. The cultural values and conflict patterns are related to students’ engagement in the digital learning platform, participants’ understanding of cultural engagement in virtual classes, and participants’ communication style in initiating and discussing culture in the classroom. The following is an account of these patterns, as demonstrated in Table 2 below.



4.2.1. Involvement in Digital Learning and Cultural Values


One of the study’s objectives was to examine the participants’ experience in online learning by examining aspects of online learning classes that appear culturally appropriate or inappropriate. They were specifically asked about their views on the use of a webcam and going live during classes. The rationale behind addressing the students’ and teachers’ perceptions about using features of online learning such as webcams in the language classroom is to examine the participants’ level of involvement. Results showed that the students’ responses revealed mixed views about the idea of participating live via a webcam in online language classes. The majority of the participants expressed disagreement with the use of webcams in online classes. Figure 1 and Table 3 below illustrate the participants’ views on operating webcams during online classes.



Table 3 above shows that 52 (69.3%) female students and 13 (17.3%) male students out of 75 have expressed disagreement with participating in online classes using webcams. This makes up 86.6% of the total population of the participants and represents the majority. This high percentage reveals that the majority of students both female and male are not in favor of using webcams in class. This is consistent with the results of earlier research on the use of webcams in online teaching during the pandemic [30,31,32,67]. However, only 10 (13.3%) of the participants, both female and male, expressed willingness to participate in online classes with their webcams switched on. Another interesting result that emerged from the analysis concerns the diverse grounds on which the participants rejected the use of webcam in online classes. While female participants cited “feeling shy”, “clash with cultural values”, and “feeling uncomfortable” as reasons for rejecting webcam use in online classes, the male students mentioned “wearing casual dress” as the cause for refusing to participate in classes where webcams are used. In addition, as Figure 1 reveals, the responses of the female participants in rejecting the use of webcams in online classes indicate that “privacy” was rated first, followed by “feeling uncomfortable”, then “feeling shy”, and finally “clash with cultural values”.



On the other hand, both male and female students shared “privacy” as a major concern for using webcams in online classes. It is obvious that students have extended the concept of privacy to include their households. The students’ tendency to preserve and protect their privacy functioned as a source of conflict which cast an impediment on the language education process. Many students cited sharing living rooms with other siblings as a reason for rejecting the use of webcams during online classes. Thus, the idea of using a webcam in online classes is interpreted by students as exposing household privacy and making it public which is culturally inappropriate. In other words, this result implies that it is unusual for students to share information about or disclose the place they attend classes from. Thus, revealing publicly what they perceive as private was deemed an act of alienation from the values of their society and family. The students in a conservative society such as Oman found moving to cyberspace to navigate their way in virtual classes a reality that was approached cautiously and selectively. This finding is consistent with the literature in relation to the resistance people showed to coronavirus-led classes [1].



Some participants attribute their resistance of using a webcam to cultural values related to dress code, reluctance to show their face, and attending mixed classes with boys. All these observations are in conflict with the students’ cultural values (see Table 2 on participants’ sample responses). Although the number of these students is small compared to other parameters, the remarks on the connection between cultural values and the students’ reluctance to use webcams are significant, taking into consideration that not all students express their opinions openly because they come from a culture that favors an indirect communicative style (see Table 2).



The students adopted the strategy of withdrawal in expressing disagreement with what they perceived as an antagonist to their cultural norms. That is, the students preferred to protect and preserve their cultural values by rejecting online classroom features. The students’ resistance to online classroom protocols and management systems could be attributed to the asynchronous aspect of online classes. It is pertinent that the students’ cultural homogeneity has facilitated the formation of a lobbying force that vetoes certain online language practices which are perceived as a threat to the cultural norms. This finding conforms to the views of Rubenfeld and Clement [46] on sources of intercultural conflict. It is interesting to observe that the students’ views on using webcams in class clash with the views of their teachers who perceived the issue differently. This incompatibility in the participants’ perspectives is significant as it may become a source of conflict according to Ting-Toomey [22]. Table 4 below summarizes the aspects of challenges reported by the teachers concerning their experience in exposing students to online classes.



Contrary to the students’ overwhelming rejection of webcam use in online classes, the majority of teachers, 14 out of 17, expressed positive views on the matter. The other two did not feel comfortable with webcam use, while only one expressed uncertainty. The two opposing views of teachers and students on using webcams in class were the cause of conflict and disagreement. What students perceived as a threat to privacy and a cause of social annoyance was regarded as an essential learning requirement by their teachers that every student had to fulfill. In the absence of physical presence, online language classes require students to operate their webcams and interact with their teachers to ensure some interactive aspects are achieved. One of the participants stated that “I like to use the webcam in teaching online as I believe visual intervention is very important for teaching and learning” (T1). Another teacher suggested that “since I had to teach online, I did not have any problem using the webcam. I was expecting my students to reciprocate” (T2) by accepting to turn on their webcams. Teachers were bewildered by why students would show reluctance to use a webcam in class. One of the participants questioned this by stating “students used to see me in physical classrooms, and I do not see why they cannot see me in a virtual classroom” (T3) and the same applies to them.



As Figure 2 above shows, the two main challenging aspects of online classes from teachers’ perspectives were related to student interaction (76.47%) and initiating cultural exchanges in the classroom (70.58%). An absence of physical presence in online classes is an issue of concern for language teachers due to which webcam use might compensate for and maintain some missing classroom interactive aspects. A participant is quoted to say “using webcam makes students more interactive with me in the class. That is because communication is done through various ways, including facial expressions and body language” (T4), and when students’ virtual presence is not supported with webcam use, then online class objectives might be jeopardized. The contrasting views of both students and teachers are apparent causes of what is perceived by students to be clashing with their culture. In other words, an online classroom element turned what was supposed to be an ordinary online classroom into a clash room shaped by students’ resistance, fear, and suspicion. This turned the teaching experience into a difficult one for all participant teachers who stated that online learning/teaching was challenging to navigate through many hurdles. The challenges are not from the students’ side only, but also other challenges emerge from the multi-functional features of the learning management system such as the students’ access to communication and interaction during the synchronous class sessions via the chat box option. This alternative minimizes the students’ communication level both verbally and nonverbally.



The results indicated that differences between teachers and learners led to disagreements in a culturally diverse online classroom resulting in intercultural misunderstanding. The differences between the two groups marked the diverse intercultural conflict management approaches both teachers and students adopted. The students were direct in their intercultural communicative style, while the teachers’ style was characterized by being indirect because they embraced the accommodating communicative style to avoid any impending conflict. This result validates Hammer’s [37] quadrant theoretical model of the intercultural conflict style used by competing groups. It is worth mentioning that teachers’ diverse cultural backgrounds vis-à-vis students’ cultural homogeneity forced the former to restrain emotions and avoid intercultural conflict which emerged due to differences in both parties’ communicative styles. Understanding the differences in cultural backgrounds of teachers and students is deemed imperative in approaching any intercultural conflict style. Effective communicative styles and positive intercultural conflict dynamics require a learning space that is more interculturally flexible, dynamic, and effective.




4.2.2. Understanding Culture in the Classroom


One of the factors that led to cultural conflict in online learning spaces was the lack of discussion about culture in the classroom context. The data analysis suggested that culture in the classroom was detached from the class discussions and was highlighted only when there was a mention of it in class. Table 5 below shows the students’ views on discussing culture in the classroom.



The majority of students revealed that they would sometimes discuss culture in the classroom. One of the students stated that “Yes, sometimes I discuss about my culture in the class. I tell what we do and what we wear”. Another student mentioned that “I don’t discuss about my culture, unless if I was asked about it”. In the same vein, another student reported that “Yes, I sometimes do discuss when the subject of culture comes in context”. Another student reported that “Yes, I do discuss about culture if it is related to my courses”. The students were not only lacking exposure to culture in the classroom but also the willingness to share deep cultural understanding with their teachers. The students’ limited understanding of sharing cultural values with “others” is limited to traditional food, national dress, and festivals [33]. One of the students reported that initiating cultural exposure is possible “when there is a mention of it and I share with them about our food, dressing and dances”. Another student stated that “I don’t actually try to show but I let my teachers know if they question me”. Another student is quoted to say “yes, we are wearing black abaya and we have local languages”. Another student stated that “sure, it’s nice to tell my teachers about our food and many other things”. Interestingly, another student stated that “yes, when my teacher is from another culture I would try to teach him some words or telling him about the local costumes we use in our daily life”. The extracts above show a lack of cultural exposure in the language classroom and that is expected to limit students’ understanding of the significance of culture in building better intercultural competence. When language learners develop less intercultural competence, intercultural conflict is inevitable. An absence of intercultural communicative competence in online language classrooms is a challenge for any attempt to initiate intercultural negotiation among teachers and students.



The results also suggested that teachers held mixed views in terms of introducing culture in online language classrooms with the majority (70.58%) viewing the issue as a source of challenges and others expressing a conditioned approach to the issue (see Table 4). This realization is illustrated in one of the participants’ comments who stated that “In my opinion, introducing culture into the classroom is beneficial, although certain sensitivities may prevent an effective introduction” (T1). Another participant opined that “Well, it depends on the situation. I have been here for almost 4 years, so I’m familiar with the local culture. But sometimes, especially when it comes to verbal or non-verbal communication, some students address teachers in an inappropriate way. I know most of that was unintentional but students should be taught how to address people who come from other cultural backgrounds” (T2). Another participant suggested that “No, language is a tool for communication and it has to conform to international standards rather than nurturing culture-specific nuances in the act of communication” (T3).




4.2.3. Initiating and Discussing Culture in the Classroom


The fact that most students responded negatively to initiating culture in the classroom conforms with their cultural background which has a preference for the high-context communicative style. Most probably, the students did not feel obliged to be expressive about a possible clash that may have existed between their cultural values and the new classroom culture, assuming that there was adequate context for the instructors to infer this without making explicit references to the issue. When asked about their readiness to discuss their culture in the classroom, most students responded “sometimes”, providing answers that suggest their participation was conditioned by introducing culture as a topic for discussion in a specific context. Although some responses provided by the students on discussing their culture in the online classroom showed that they have a shallow understanding of deep cultural components focusing mainly on dress, food, and similar constructs, it is clear from the students’ responses that they did not reject the idea utterly and they were rather waiting for a trigger to encourage their active involvement.



This shows a positive sign because the students expressed an open attitude towards intercultural exchanges with their instructors. The fact that the students were waiting for an initiator of cultural topics shows that they have a preference for either the accommodating or the dynamic intercultural conflict style, which is understandable. The accommodating and dynamic intercultural conflict styles give priority to indirect communication which is typical of the students’ cultural background considering the fact that they come from a collectivistic culture. The only difference is that the first (the accommodation style) prefers restraining emotional responses whereas the second (the dynamic style) tends to display explicit expressions of emotions. This conforms with the posits of scholarly research on contexted communicative styles [42,43] and the intercultural conflict management style [37].



On the other hand, the teachers’ responses showed reluctance (70.58%) on their part to initiate or discuss culture in the classroom unless expressed explicitly in the curricula. This reveals that the teachers also had a preference for using a high-context communicative style and the accommodating conflict management style whereby priority is given to indirect communication and restraint of emotions. The dominance of one communicative style and conflict management style in the classroom (high context and accommodating) is indicative of a state of polarization that promotes the emergence of a stalemate scenario in which the teachers do not play their role as leaders of the classroom, nor do students assume the new power status which they have acquired by virtue of belonging to a culturally homogenous community of learners.



Obviously, the teachers’ lack of clear terms of reference for inviting culture in the classroom, whether administratively or in the curricula, coupled with the pressing factor of group membership [22,45] have intensified their unwillingness to launch a discussion about cultural values that impede or invigorate interculturality in the online classroom. This highlights the importance of rendering institutional support to teachers and their pedagogical choices as suggested by Cushner and Mahon [27] and Salih and Omar [35]. The students’ overwhelming cultural homogeneity endows them with a power status that works as a counter subtle force resisting the actual enforcement of classroom culture [39]. What is rather required to avoid an escalation of the seeds of conflict, manifested by the remarks of some instructors (see T1, T2, T3), is the adoption of the discussion or engagement conflict style on part of the teachers, both as leaders and team players (facilitators) of the dialectical intercultural encounter. This conforms with the account by Dodd [39] on the role of instructors as leaders who can facilitate the creation of a new culture that responds to the needs of all participants. The finding also confirms with the results by Okech et al. [41] on ineffective communication styles that are conducive to conflict, particularly avoiding the management of the conflict and focusing on points of similarities while overlooking differences.



Intercultural competence, intercultural communicative competence, and intercultural conflict management competence are important constructs so relevant to ELT practice and particularly EFL contexts whose significance emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. Building the abilities of EFL learners and teachers to negotiate interculturality and manage intercultural conflict in language classrooms should be placed on the agenda of higher education institutions’ bid to reform education. Such an objective serves as a pathway in preparing 21st century learners to embrace more intercultural tolerance, a desire for peace, and an interest to achieve and sustain coexistence and mutual understanding.






5. Conclusion, Recommendations, and Limitations


This investigation which was carried out in Oman’s higher education context attempted to explore EFL learners’ perceived experience of online language learning in relation to the role of cultural values in online learning and the teachers’ role in managing any intercultural encounter that might trigger conflict. Students’ cultural norms and expectations have collided with features of online learning hindering their participation in their online classes. The use of webcams in online language classrooms invites resistance and clashes with students’ cultural norms. Drawn from the same cultural background, participants formed a homogeneous group with an inclination for solidarity to protect cultural values and privacy.



Other cultural constructs that may have impeded students’ involvement in classroom intercultural exchanges were related to the participants’ cultural communicative style as well as their shallow understanding of the profound dimensions of culture and its relevance to the classroom. It was obvious that the students were not adequately expressive of their cultural priorities and they have confined their understanding of culture to limited concepts such as traditional dress, local food, and festivals. There is a need to build students’ intercultural competence and develop their intercultural conflict competence.



Teachers’ intercultural communicative competence and their role as intercultural conflict leaders and managers are crucial. Thus, empowering teachers through interculturality teaching-based professional development programs is imperative. Teachers’ professional programs, across disciplines, should be tailored to address expatriate teachers’ needs to develop classroom intercultural awareness, intercultural teaching competence, and intercultural conflict management competence, taking into consideration the cultural aspects of the Omani society and Oman’s philosophy of education which is based on cultural diversity. Furthermore, teachers need to engage more with classroom issues related to interculturality by embracing classroom-oriented research [55,68,69]. When teachers become aware of the importance of action research in dealing with classroom issues, they will be more motivated to engage in an active search for pedagogical solutions to classroom problems and phenomena associated with unpredictable circumstances [70]. The Gulf’s rich intercultural EFL classes can be sources for interactive learning where diverse cultures and experiences may interact and negotiate differences peacefully.



The present study is subject to certain limitations. Firstly, it is limited in its dependence on one qualitative instrument. The study only employed open-ended surveys to explore aspects of EFL learners’ cultural values enhancing intercultural competence or causing intercultural conflict in virtual classes and the teachers’ role in managing such situations. Secondly, the number of participants was 75 undergraduate EFL students and 17 English language teachers, which might not be a representative sample and might limit the generalizability of the results. Thirdly, the study did not investigate the perceived experiences of students and teachers from interdisciplinary backgrounds. Fourthly, the study examined some factors which triggered intercultural misunderstandings and disagreements in online classrooms. Variables other than digital learning in multicultural contexts must be investigated. In addition, future research may address institutional and administrative roles in empowering teachers to manage intercultural conflict in emergency and normal situations.



Future research may also investigate students’ experience with interculturality in virtual and physical classes within interdisciplinary settings. In addition, language teachers’ intercultural experience in language classes with students from different majors and programs of study might be investigated. Future research may also explore cross-sectional features of intercultural conflict beyond virtual classes.
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Figure 1. Students’ views on webcam use in the online classroom. 
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Figure 2. Teachers’ perceived challenging aspects of online classrooms. 
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Table 1. Students’ views on online learning.
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Online Learning Experience




	
Negative N = 14

Reflection

	
Mixed Views N = 27

Reflection

	
Positive N = 34

Reflection






	
Challenging

	
Privacy/less effort to campus

	
New experience




	
Boring

	
Internet issues/high possibility for cheating

	
Interesting




	
Less interactive

	
Safer during COVID-19/less interactive

	
Flexible assessment




	
Poor Network

	
Simpler testing/inconvenient studying from home

	
Comfortable




	
Encourages cheating

	
Boring/Improvement of IT skills

	
Saves time




	
An absence of physical presence

	
Limited time for tests/online resources

	
Asynchronous learning




	
Difficult assessments

	

	
More personal space (privacy)
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Table 2. Participants’ sample responses to the open-ended survey.
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	Involvement in Digital Learning and Cultural Values
	
	





	Participants
	Responses
	Strategy
	Domain



	Student 1
	When I attempt online classes and I’m not dressing disdasha that is embarrassing. Most of the time I would be wearing comfortable clothes that are not very presentable
	Avoidance
	Formality



	Student 2
	No, I don’t. For example, when a teacher asks us to open camera or microphone I reply: in our culture girls are wrong if men hear their voice or see their face on phone
	Resistance
	Socio-cultural value



	Student 3
	No, because people will think I am recording them
	Avoidance
	Collectivistic cultural consciousness



	Student 4
	No, as a girl I feel shy, because we have boys in class, and I may not be wearing a scarf and I do not like to show my face
	Avoidance/Indirect communication
	Socio-cultural value



	Student 5
	No, I do not trust the privacy of the university’s websites
	Avoidance
	Techno-cultural reservation



	
	Cultural Engagement in Virtual Classroom
	
	Domain



	Student 1
	Not really, unless if I am asked about it
	Negotiating
	Conditional engagement



	Student 2
	Yes, if it is related to the subject of the class
	Negotiating
	Conditional engagement



	Student 3
	Yes, I discuss about culture when someone asks about my culture
	Negotiating
	Conditional engagement



	Student 4
	Yes, in some classes if the instructor introduces the topic
	Negotiating
	Conditional engagement



	Student 5
	Yes, I really think that discussing my culture during classes is a good idea because I can share my culture with class
	Dynamic interaction
	Forthcoming engagement



	
	Communication Style in Initiating and Discussing Culture in the Classroom
	
	



	Student 1
	No, I did not try because some teachers do not allow us to speak in the class
	Restrained communication
	Pedagogical constraint



	Student 2
	Yes, I like to talk to them about our culture and festivals and the Khareef (Fall Season)
	Direct communication
	Tradition/festival environment



	Student 3
	Only when they ask about things like our language or Eid celebration… something like that
	Restricted communication
	Traditions



	Student 4
	Yes, I tell them about our traditional food and clothes
	Restricted communication
	Traditions



	Student 5
	When my teacher is from another culture, I try to teach them some words or tell them about the local customs we use in our daily life
	Direct communication
	Traditions
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Table 3. Participants’ justified views on using a webcam in class.






Table 3. Participants’ justified views on using a webcam in class.





	
Participants

	
Views on Using Webcams during Classes




	
Agree

	
Justifications

	
Disagree

	
Justifications






	
Female (N = 59) 78.6%

	
(7) 9.3%

	
- interaction

- prevents cheating

	
(52) 69.3%

	
- privacy

- feeling uncomfortable

- clash with culture

- feeling shy




	
Male (N = 16) 21.3%

	
(3) 4%

	
- confirm attendance

- seriousness

	
(13) 17.3%

	
- privacy

- wearing casual dress




	
Total 75 (100%)

	
(10) 13.3%

	

	
(65) 86.6%
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Table 4. Teachers’ perceived challenges of online classrooms.






Table 4. Teachers’ perceived challenges of online classrooms.





	Challenging Features
	Student Interaction
	Camera Use
	Learning Management
	Initiating Culture





	Parameters
	reluctance to participate

Trusting technology

lack of interaction

feeling uncomfortable
	uncertain

uncomfortable

recorded sessions
	poor classroom management

cheating

Controlling attendance

Using chat box instead of speaking

connectivity issues

limited activities
	textbooks & curricula content

personalizing academic relationship

conforming to international standards



	Participants
	13
	3
	9
	12



	Percentage
	76.47%
	17.6%
	52.94%
	70.58%
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Table 5. Students’ views on discussing culture in the classroom.






Table 5. Students’ views on discussing culture in the classroom.





	Participants
	Always
	Sometimes
	Never





	Females
	(0)
	(39) 52%
	(20) 26.7%



	Males
	(1) 1.3%
	(14) 18.7%
	(1) 1.3%



	Total (75) 100%
	(1) 1.3%
	(53) 70.7%
	(21) 28%
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