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Understanding and Overcoming the Inherent Administrative and Cultural Differences
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Abstract

As universities and colleges around the world seek viable alternatives to currently suspended study
abroad programs due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the question of how to provide students
with the opportunity to engage with their peers abroad in language and cultural exchange becomes
increasingly one for which institutes need to provide answers. As students become more and more
competent and confident in using the technological platforms available to substitute for in-person contact
during their time at university, online program may increasing play a role in developing linguistic
competence and cross-cultural understanding. This paper will describe the steps taken by two educators
in East Asian universities to try to establish an online cultural exchange program, and will outline the
setbacks and challenges encountered along the way. When moving forward with such programs, potential

solutions to the problems the challenges posed will also be outlined.

Keywords : online study, cultural exchange, online exchange programs, East Asian universities
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1. Introduction

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has created
a number of well-documented problems for
educators, students and administrative staff
alike in schools, colleges and universities around
the world, in many cases, utterly disrupting
educational activities (Shahzad et al., 2021). The
methods by which students can be provided with
the pre-pandemic level of education, and well as
the opportunities for development and personal
growth that on-campus face-to-face activities
provide, continues to be an issue which those in
education grapple to provide adequate responses
to. Student and teacher satisfaction levels have

varied wildly from school to school and country

to country, yet by and large, the methods adopted
to handle students’ ongoing education during the
pandemic have been more successful than not (Sahu
2020).

One such response was the widespread adoption
of Learning Management Systems (LMS) and other
communication platforms, such as the widely-used
Zoom platform in schools and universities around
the world. Whether incorporating a fully-online or
blended classroom approach to courses, educators,
by utilizing this technology, were able to bring the
course to the student in their own home with at
least some degree of authenticity. Students were
still able to interact with peers and teachers using
platforms such as Zoom, and were able to access

course materials and submit assignments through
1
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the LMS being used.

The authors initially approached the design of
the program from a constructivist viewpoint. In
the field of educational psychology, the objectivist
/ constructivist continuum describes how learning
is controlled.

Constructivism 1s the theory that says learners
construct knowledge rather than just passively
take in information. In the constructivist
viewpoint, the focus is on learning as internally
controlled, meaning that the learning process
1s mediated by the learner themselves. In an
objectivist approach, the learning process is
generally controlled by the instructor / teacher.

Courses which favor being taught more
using the objectivist method on the objectivist-
constructivist continuum are largely one-way in
terms of communication, and as such courses
including factual or scientific courses can
effectively be taught along objectivist methods (Taft
el al, 2011, p9).

Study abroad, cross-cultural exchange,
and language-learning programs fall on the
constructivist side of the continuum. Rather than
a traditional lecture-based classroom (objectivist),
language learning activities involve a large amount
of pair or group based activities, where students
are given time to create dialogues largely by
themselves, incorporating periodic feedback from
the instructor (constructivist).

It is precisely these kinds of courses which
continue to be suspended due to international
travel restrictions, thereby limiting students’
opportunities to engage with the wider world than
had previously been the case. The authors of this
paper wished to find a way for students to interact
with students from overseas that could at least
partially replicate the study abroad experience.

2. The need for study abroad programs

The ongoing pandemic has severely impacted
study abroad planning due to increased health
2

risks, and the various travel restrictions being
imposed on travel by countries. Although
technology has allowed us more than ever to work
and study from home, study abroad participation
among students is at an historical low due to
COVID-19. Pre-pandemic, each year, colleges and
universities across the globe sent students on
study abroad and exchange programs. Studying
abroad gives students the opportunity to learn
a new language, or further develop a second
language, as well as a chance to become immersed
in another culture, make friends in distant places,
and at the same time, in many instances earn
credit while gaining insight into the way others
live. (Boivin, 2020). Other benefits of study abroad
programs include increased maturity, increased
self-confidence, and a greater or renewed
commitment to gaining proficiency in a second

language.

3. Fukuoka Jo Gakuin Nursing University
(FJNU) and Yonsei University as
exchange partners

When attempting to set up a program, several
factors were taken into consideration by the
authors. In seeking a university with which to
enter into a joint program, ideally both universities
would share similar philosophies. Fukuoka Jo
Gakuin, and by extension, FJNU, is a private
Christian mission organization with a 130-plus-year
history of providing education to girls and young
women in Fukuoka, Japan.

Yonsei University, a member of the SKY
(Seoul University, Korea University and Yonsei
University) universities of South Korea, is likewise
a private Christian university, originally founded in
1885 by Horace Newton Allen as the Chejungwon
Hospital. Yonsel also traces its origins to Chosun
Christian College, founded in 1925 by the
protestant missionary Horace Grant Underwood.

As an East Asian Christian mission school with

a comparable history to Fukuoka Jo Gakuin, as
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well as there being an existing partner university
agreement in place between Fukuoka Jo Gakuin
(albeit not FJNU) and Yonsei University, it was
decided by the authors that this shared history and
educational philosophy would allow for a smoother
process when creating a program.

Furthermore, in order to more closely replicate
an overseas study program, a synchronous
component to a program, supplemented with
asynchronous activities was considered desirable.
While a fully asynchronous program would
have been achievable through the creation and
sharing of recorded videos, it would have lacked
the immediacy and intimacy of communication
in real time with other students in the program
from the partnered university. The geographic
proximity between Fukuoka and Seoul (resulting
in zero difference in time zone) would allow for
the inclusion of a synchronous component to
the program, which would be significantly more
difficult to achieve with an institute based outside
of East Asia.

In order to proceed smoothly, students joining
a program would ideally have a degree of
familiarity with the platforms which would be
used. This would mean minimal orientation being
required before students could begin to actively
participate in the program. Students from both
Yonsel University and FJNU had had extensive
experience with Zoom, and both sets of students
had been using Moodle as the primary LMS
for content delivery. As one of the authors of
this paper has administrative privileges on the
university's Moodle site, it would also have been
relatively straightforward to create a course and
populate the course with students who had chosen

to join a program.

4. Creating an online international cross-
cultural exchange program - initial steps
FJNU had been sending students on an

overseas program to the Queensland University

of Technology, Australia (QUT) for a number
of years, while students at Yonsei University
had been provided with a number of programs
to further both language study and cross-
cultural understanding. These programs were all
suspended as the severity of the pandemic became
apparent, and travel restrictions were imposed on
students travelling abroad from both Japan and
Korea.

The members of the International Affairs
Committee at FJNU were keen to set up a
program or programs, or join an existing program,
which could be offered to students in place of the
program at QUT. The various members on the
committee began the search for suitable programs.
The two authors of this paper had extensive
experience working together previously, and
initial contact from FJNU was made to Yonsei
University about the possibility of setting up a
program together. Initially this was intended
to be a pilot program, with a trial period of one
yvear. The proposal for a pilot program was
approved by the International Affairs Committee
at FJNU, and the then proposal was brought
forward initially at the departmental level (English
Department) at Yonsei University. The authors
discussed duration and content of the program,
and initially the program was planned to be an
8-week blended program, incorporating both
synchronous and asynchronous elements. The
authors drafted a syllabus, with a focus on cross-
cultural communication and understanding. It
was proposed that 20 students from FJNU and
20 students from Yonsei University would take
part in the initial pilot program on a first applied,
first admitted basis. Since the students would
be communicating in English (as opposed to
their native language), and would be required to
actively participate in discussions, 40 students
was considered optimal as a program such as
this would fall on the constructivist side of the
objectivist-constructivist continuum as outlined

3
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previously. Constructivist learning tends to require
that students break down and then restructure,
and ultimately transform pre-existing knowledge
in order to mediate understanding, which is the
essence of communicating across cultures (Bain,
2004; Schellens & Valke, 2006). An enrolment
greater than 40 was deemed to fall outside the
range of optimal online class size (Taft et al, 2011).

5. Challenges and setbacks

A major issue encountered when setting up
a program resulted from the differences in the
academic calendar, as schedules between the
two universities differ significantly, with FJNU’s
semesters beginning approximately three weeks
after Yonsei University's. As there would be a
need for a period of time to actively promote a
program and generate interest in such a program
to recruit students into it, this potentially meant
that if an 8-week program, as was Initially
planned, went ahead, students at Yonsei University
would still be taking part during the end-of-
semester examination period, or even beyond into
the inter-semester break.

A second issue faced with regard to the
academic calendar was that as a nursing
university, FJNU sends its students in the 2nd
and particularly 3rd grades on extended periods
of practical clinical training in hospitals, which
limits the amount of time students would be able
to devote to a cross-cultural and/or language
exchange program. Furthermore, students in the
4 th grade are occupied with finding employment,
completing their graduation research, in addition to
preparation for the National Nursing Examination.
It was therefore decided that the pilot program
could in practice only accept students in the 1 st
and 2 nd grades.

However, a further setback to the program
stemmed from a lower than expected student
response to the proposed program. While no
4

formal survey has as yet been undertaken to
gauge student interest, informal surveys conducted
in class by both authors. The students were asked
about their level of motivation to study online
and to engage in such a program as was being
suggested. The responses showed that students
were reluctant to spend more time studying
online, and the perceived additional workload
was seen to outweigh the potential benefits of
joining an online exchange. This is very much in
keeping with the findings of Hall et al. (2020) who
found that online learning can add a significant,
or at least a perceived as significant burden on
students. Students did however suggest that
should a physical exchange component be added
in the future, they would reconsider joining such
a program. A number of students from FJNU
expressed a wish to visit with students at Yonsei
University in Korea, and to have Korean students
in return visit the FJNU campus In Japan. While
this is encouraging for the program'’s future, such
physical exchange is still very difficult to achieve
as the pandemic continues to require governments
to impose certain restrictions on travel between
countries.

The major stumbling block to the creation of
the program was however the issue of whether
to make the program a for-credit program, or a
voluntary participation program. As the program
would initially be piloted for at least one year,
the decision was taken to make the program
voluntary, with the possibility of evolving into a
for-credit course once the viability and success of a
program could be established.

However, the authors were faced with hesitancy
to proceed with the program on the part of the
administration at Yonsel, who were only able to
sanction a for-credit program and only if that
program were offered for 16 weeks, as required by
the Korean Ministry of Education.
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6. Moving Forward

The program was not an immediate success, but
the authors are hopeful that the challenges and
setbacks experienced and outlined in Section 5 of
this paper can be overcome, and that the program
can proceed in future years.

One of the key stumbling blocks encountered
was the requirement for credits to be given by
the administration at Yonsei University. One
potential solution to this moving forward would be
to Incorporate the program into existing student
volunteer activities or as part of a university
club or circle’s activities, which would not be for
credit. FJNU has established an English Speaking
Society (ESS), currently involved with volunteer
activities in a neighboring city, and the ESS could
be one way for students to become involved with
an online exchange. A second possibility is that
students be recruited from within the nursing
department at Yonsel University rather than the
general student body, as was originally the case,
since this hopefully could not only generate more
interest from students wishing to communicate
with nursing students from a neighboring country,
but could persuade administrative departments
to offer such a program as a for-credit program
targeted at nursing students. This could potentially
create a situation whereby future syllabi are
more nursing-oriented in nature, whilst still being
essentially cross-cultural exchanges. The authors
are currently exploring the potential to develop
the program along these lines, and it is hoped that
at a time when restrictions on travel are lessened
or lifted entirely, that the program can proceed

and even include a face-to-face component.
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SEERBICBIT BB EOADHE A X —

#HE R n =97 ¥ % n =95
HH piE t 8
M SD M SD

v —Hn 571 0.866 4.39 1.274 - 8425
B v -Rn 578 0.71 492 1.136 - 6.359
I & — v 515 1.044 453 0.909 - 4443
i o> & % — AlifiE D 72\~ 247 1.226 2.16 1.161 0.068 1.836
B —Hn 297 1.278 2.75 1.229 0.222 1.225
HRE -NER 5.22 1.244 444 1.200 - 4.389

Bn7e — Fan72 473 0.896 433 0.844 * 3.229
Haznw L7z 6.61 0.670 6.14 1.017 - 3.800
Hzwv =Rz 2w 5.60 0.920 497 0916 - 4.749
WA BE L —Wisshny o 419 0.795 4.04 0.544 0.147 1.456
ik ) 72 =il 72 < 2oy 571 0.957 517 0.941 - 3.962
P 7 — AN 72 470 1.243 4.03 1.259 - 3.708
HFE LW -5 Lw 470 1.091 3.98 0.989 - 4.801
PLALTV-FHLAIIL W 488 1.252 398 1.271 - 4927
Filn T — N7 4.29 1.392 363 1.149 - 3.564
TR 72 — IR0 72 3.19 1.325 267 1.216 " 2787
HH 5 vy — B 437 0.905 3.85 0.812 - 4176
P ze — Basize 458 0911 394 0.823 - 5.109
HEMZ - IEH % 252 1.569 2.27 1410 0.263 1122
EH &L Lz—habdhab L7 458 0.814 419 0.551 - 3.856
HV — 3.58 0.966 3.65 0.809 0.559 -0.585
WV — 72 n 345 0.829 351 0.713 0.644 0462
RS 20 — vy 373 0.715 3.76 0.631 0.790 -0.266
TG0y = §555 L\ 3.96 0.923 3381 0.748 0.224 1.221
AR 11 381 0.682 3.73 0.591 0.341 0.956
VeV 7z v = PR own 412 1.763 433 1.567 0401 0.841
L7 v =g L7 542 1.553 5.26 1.378 0.453 0.752
L7z =RITo 7z 4.28 0.673 398 0.483 - 3534
K7 - KY)Thw 193 1.013 1.98 1.176 0.747 0.323
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W -EETR N 1.73 0.907 1.68 0.981 0.727 0.350
FH LW =g Lw 493 1.340 422 1.393 - 3.583
FEEET &S %o I - unpaired t-test M:Mean SD:Standard Deviation

<005 *p<0.01 *™p<0.001
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