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The views expressed in this academic research paper are those of 

the authors and do not reflect the official policy or position of the Unit-

ed States government, the Department of Defense, or Air University. 

 

In our daily lives, we do not interact with cultures, we interact with 

people. The field of cross-cultural communication (CCC) exists in order 

to improve such interactions and to predict the cultural dynamics that 

impact them. Thus, CCC teaching and research clarifies certain cultural 

complexities by offering a variety of concepts and skills designed to 

assist in the process of building and maintaining relationships across 
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cultures. The ability to communicate appropriately and effectively in cul-

turally complex situations is a key predictor of cross-cultural compe-

tence and as such, is a fundamental skill and most necessary component 

of cross-cultural competence (3C). 

In a sample of 520 Airmen entering an "Introduction to Culture" 

course offered by the Air Force Culture & Language Center (AFCLC), 

over half considered themselves either ―not at all effective‖ or ―only 

somewhat effective‖ in their ability to communicate with people from 

other cultures. Additionally, only four percent of students felt that they 

understood the rules for expressing nonverbal behaviors in other cultures. 

Since the quality of interpersonal communication (both verbal and non-

verbal) often defines success in cross-cultural encounters, lack of effi-

cacy in these domains has the potential to impede cross-cultural perfor-

mance. Despite the perceived need for CCC knowledge and skills on the 

part of military personnel, the Department of Defense (DoD) has not yet 

mandated CCC in its professional military education. Offering an intro-

ductory level, distance learning course provides a venue by which Air-

men may gain exposure to the field of CCC prior to (and during) over-

seas deployments, at the time and place of their choosing. The "Introduc-

tion to Cross-Cultural Communication" online course is a fundamental 

component of a university-wide effort to transform how culture is taught 

at Air University.1 The course establishes the underlying knowledge and 

skills that Airmen can implement throughout their careers. It is a self-

paced community college-level course offered at no cost to enlisted Air-

men. The course was piloted on 17 Feb 2011 and has enrolled over 1000 

students thus far. 

This chapter will begin by defining the field of CCC and explaining 

how the course has applied key concepts and skills from the field of CCC 

(via military and academic readings, videos and a class wiki) to help 

Airmen become more 3C. It will also look at the success the course has 

had in terms of creating virtual communities for Air Force personnel. 

Specifically, the chapter will examine the function, utilization and conse-

quences of wiki utilization throughout two iterations (n=232) of the 

course. A wiki is defined here as a collection of loosely-structured, col-

laboratively edited web-linked content on a particular subject.2 With a 

significant increase in wiki contributions from the first to second itera-

tion of the course,3 the wiki has proven to be a useful educational and 

programmatic tool for future course development in terms of up-to-date, 

military-centered 3C content it can provide for scenario-based exam 

questions and situational judgment tests. The potential for student-
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generated future course content along with the community-building op-

portunities associated with a class wiki make the course concept and 

delivery a potential model for 3C distance learning in the DoD.4 

 
Defining Cross-Cultural Communication 

Due to the fact that the field of communication came in to existence 

well after many of the more traditional social sciences, it is often con-

fused with the fields of language, cross-cultural psychology (CCP), and 

international relations (IR). To be clear, the field of communication 

makes unique contributions to 3C that are not typically within the theo-

retical scope of these fields of study. For example, whereas linguistic 

competence is concerned with the ability to speak a language, communi-

cation competence is concerned with the ability to use a language effec-

tively and appropriately in context. Additionally, while IR is primarily 

concerned with institutional-level analysis of political and economic sys-

tems and CCP is primarily concerned with individual-level analysis of 

the personal characteristics that predict competence, CCC is concerned 

with analyzing the normative interaction behavior of small groups that 

can help us identify difference and predict misunderstanding.5 

Put more simply, CCC involves comparisons of communication 

across cultures. A communicator cannot be considered competent with-

out being culturally competent since culture influences the messages we 

send, the way they are understood and how we understand messages di-

rected, intentionally or unintentionally, to us.6 Communication is both a 

product and producer of culture and therefore plays an integral role in 

3C. The Air Force defines 3C as ―the ability to quickly and accurately 

comprehend, then appropriately engage individuals from distinct cultural 

backgrounds to achieve the desired effect.‖7 Education and training in 

the various domains of cross-cultural communication can improve com-

petence in dealing with cultural difference and thereby minimize destruc-

tive conflict among national, ethnic, and other cultural groups.8 The au-

thors argue that the ―knowledge, motivation, and skills to interact 

effectively and appropriately with members of different cultures‖, also 

known as cross-cultural communication competence,9 is a most neces-

sary skill for military personnel in the diverse operational environment of 

the 21st century. 

Following a review of all extant literature on cross-cultural commu-

nication competence, both civilian and military, it was determined that 

the course would focus on developing the knowledge, skills, and atti-

tudes of Airmen in such areas as: 
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1. Paralinguistic use and perception (i.e.; effective and 

appropriate use of rate of speech, volume, & intonation across 

cultures). 

2. Nonverbal communication skills (i.e.; effective and 

appropriate use of touch, space, time & gesture across cultures). 

4. Active listening (i.e.; identification of culture-specific 

feedback preferences). 

5. Identification and adaptation to communication styles 

(i.e.; identification of the communication patterns associated with 

high and low-context cultures). 

6. Interaction management (i.e.; effective and appropriate 

use of conversational turn-taking). 

7. Relationship building (i.e.; apply the skill of communi-

cation adaptability to create a variety of explanations for others‘ 

culturally complex behavior). 

 

These skills and concepts are just a sampling of the resources 

provided by the CCC course that help Airmen create a variety of ex-

planations for confusing cross-cultural behavior. Unique course con-

tent was written expressly for a military audience by citing a variety 

of civilian and military scholarship. Each lesson is accompanied by a 

military-relevant and academically-based reading, as well as video 

illustrations and case studies of communication successes and failures. 

The course is filled with examples and non-examples of cross-cultural 

communication and the ways in which they can impact both personal 

and professional relationships. An emphasis on the skills associated 

with competent CCC throughout this course reinforces the importance of 

mission effective and culturally appropriate communication for Airmen. 
 

Overview of the “Introduction to Cross-Cultural Communication” 

Self-Paced Course 
Developing a sense of community for students in self-paced courses 

is challenging on many levels. It necessitates bringing course content to 

life on a computer screen in such a way that students can relate to the 

material; making the course accessible to students at the time and place 

of their choosing; and providing students with an opportunity to connect 

their experiences with the course content so their classmates can learn 

from these experiences and be prompted to share their own. There has 

been a call for more research addressing how web 2.0 and social tools are 
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being utilized in instruction10 and this chapter aims to contribute to that 

call.11
 

As such, the end of this chapter will discuss wiki utilization, percep-

tions of the course, and student outcomes throughout two iterations 

(n=232)12 of the self-paced ―Introduction to Cross-Cultural Communica-

tion‖ course offered to enlisted Airmen. In the Fall 2011 iteration of the 

course, wiki contributions were optional and unrewarded whereas in the 

Winter 2012 iteration of the course, wiki contributions were optional but 

rewarded with extra credit. After briefly reviewing the literature sur-

rounding the use of the wiki in distance education, the remainder of the 

chapter will be devoted to a discussion of wiki participation effects on 

course grades, student satisfaction, and student retention as well as an 

explanation of how student wiki contributions were used to create novel 

content for future iterations of the course. However, before the wiki data 

are introduced and analyzed, it is important to describe the unique educa-

tional and military constraints in which this course exists. 

―Introduction to Cross-Cultural Communication‖ serves as an intro-

duction to cross-cultural communication by identifying the key chal-

lenges to cross-cultural interaction and examining how those challenges 

affect people, their jobs, and their relationships. The course equips stu-

dents with tools needed to manage these challenges so they may develop 

the skills to call upon in episodes of interaction. As such, students are 

exposed to a range of military-based case studies, research applications 

and strategies in order to develop an appreciation of the communication 

processes necessary to avoid misunderstandings. Students are given 14 

weeks to complete the 12 lessons via Blackboard. Following the comple-

tion of the course, each student is required to respond to a 40 item survey 

with both qualitative and quantitative measurements. 

After the course pilot was launched, 18 students requested (in the 

end-of-course survey) that an ―interactive‖ item be added to the course. 

As a result, the Fall 2011 iteration of the course included a wiki. In this 

course, the wiki (a collection of loosely-structured, collaboratively edited 

web-linked content on a particular subject) is distinct from a traditional 

discussion board in several ways: 

 

• It is non-linear. 

• There is no involvement by the instructor (other than to an-

swer technical questions) or deadlines for posting (other 

than the last day of the course). 

• It is collaborative. 
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• Similar to the concept of Wikipedia, the end result of each 

lesson‘s wiki is a collaboratively written ―Air Force ex-

perience‖ connected to that lesson‘s communication concept 

or skill. 

 
Throughout the course, optional discussion prompts were inserted 

into each lesson where students could write about their personal connec-

tions to the course content. This wiki option aimed to promote a sense of 

community among the students in the course and enabled students to 

provide educational vignettes for both current and future students. The 

wiki prompt in each lesson began with the phrase ―Be the Ethnographer‖ 

so that students would be encouraged to take part in the course and apply 

course concepts to their past experiences. A brief introduction to the role 

of an ethnographer is provided in the beginning of the course so that stu-

dents understand the role of the ethnography of communication (EC). As 

summarized by Carbaugh,13 

 

EC is an approach, a perspective, and a method to and in the study of 

culturally distinctive means and meanings of communication. The ap-

proach has been used to produce hundreds of research reports about 

locally patterned practices of communication, and has focused attention 

primarily on the situated uses of language. 

 
Further, EC assumes that culture and communication are inextricably 

tied and that the relationship between them can be studied through eth-

nography. The wiki option in the course provides students with the op-

tion to examine such culturally distinctive meanings of communication 

in their lived experiences. Students had the option of commenting upon 

other students‘ wiki postings or creating a new one of their own.  

Student feedback on these improvements were compiled after No-

vember 2011 upon the completion of the course. The authors then used 

the stories and vignettes provided by students in their wiki entries to up-

date the existing situational judgment tests (SJT) found throughout the 

course. Thus far, 10 novel SJTs have been created based on student wiki 

contributions,14 and as will be discussed later in the chapter, wiki partic-

ipation has been positively correlated with students‘ overall course 

grade. Further, in order to determine whether or not the amount of wiki 

contributions would improve if students were rewarded for participat-

ing, the Winter 2012 iteration of the course offered students extra credit 

if they contributed in all of the wiki prompts found throughout the course. 
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However, before the wiki contributions and effects on student learn-

ing are discussed, it is necessary to first provide a review of the literature 

devoted to interaction in distance education. 
  

Interaction and Student Learning 
Although it is well-established that traditional class interaction facili-

tates learning,15 the literature is promising, however not yet conclusive, 

on the connection between student learning outcomes and online interac-

tion through the use of ―social software tools‖ in distance education.16
 

Collaborative learning modes have been shown to support individualized 

and group learning17 and social software and web 2.0 tools have been 

credited with abating the negative effects of distance learning social iso-

lation18 by allowing students to relate gained knowledge to previous ex-

perience, creating new meaning through interactivity, dialogue, reflexivi-

ty19 and practical course content application.20
 

The online classroom offers a number of instructional design choices 

in terms of synchronicity and web interactivity tools, each with unique 

benefits and drawbacks.21 Choosing which type of interactive mode to 

use is cited as a challenge,22 and instructional designers of distance learn-

ing course must attempt to successfully meet both delivery and content 

needs of student populations.23 Often this means making the choice be-

tween having online course interaction mandatory or voluntary, for credit 

or not-for-credit, and whether it will take place in a discussion board 

format or be confined to a group-edited wiki. This is especially relevant 

for those who educate military students. 
 

The Wiki 
The online classroom can cause a sense of social isolation for online 

students lacking a sense of belonging and community akin to that of 

face-to-face classroom.24 A variety of interactive technology can be em-

ployed to maintain communication in the classroom,25 the newest mode 

of interaction and student learning is the wiki. To restate, a wiki, or a 

collection of loosely-structured, collaboratively edited web-linked con-

tent on a particular subject,26 offers distinct advantages over the tradi-

tional discussion board format utilized by many distance education 

courses27 in that it allows for more flexible and collaborative interaction 

than a linear, ‗post and response‘ discussion board. This increased flex-

ibility makes it ideal for creating community within self-paced courses 

in which progressing through material at the same rate for whom com-

munity may be difficult to build.28
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Wikis are highly conducive to a constructivist perspective due to the 

focus on student-generated content and emphasis on collaboration,29 the-

reby creating the potential for a deeper relationship with the material 

than traditional student writing.30 Despite the great number of benefits 

available to instructors looking to create a sense of interactive communi-

ty within the online classroom, wikis have only recently begun to be 

employed in education.31 Consequently, scholars from diverse back-

grounds have called for further examination of social interaction and stu-

dent learning in distance education design, stating that more research is 

needed on the different dimensions of online self-paced academic 

courses.32 More specifically: 

 

• Is interaction in asynchronous classrooms valuable?33
 

• Is there a relationship between wiki participation and course 

evaluation?34
 

• Do the benefits of using a wiki outweigh the limitations?35
 

 

Answering these questions from a communication perspective-

focusing specifically on how interaction in online courses improves stu-

dent learning - will serve to inform future improvements for virtual 3C 

education and training for today's modern military. 
 

Method 
Based on the calls for further research in the literature reviewed 

above, the following hypothesis was created to define the scope and fo-

cus of the present study: 

 
H1: The inclusion of a student Wiki improves virtual 3C DoD courses 

for military personnel. 

 

To effectively test the above hypothesis, it is necessary to operation-

ally define how improvement will be measured. For the purposes of this 

research, the quality of the course is defined along several dimensions: 
 

• Ability of students to apply course material 

• Student grades 

• Retention rate 

• Student self-reported assessment of quality 

 

To test the hypothesis, the authors tested the effects of increased stu-

dent communication on performance using two groups of students, one 
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of which was a control group.36 Based on the above review of the li-

mited extant literature on social interaction needs in virtual classrooms, 

the authors hypothesized that adding an opportunity for student commu-

nication would increase the quality of the course, as operationalized 

above. Conditions manipulating the independent variable, wiki participa-

tion, occurred within each iteration - with students self-selecting into the 

wiki participation condition. As will be discussed in the next section, a 

positive connection was found between those students who participated 

in the wiki and those who completed the course. Aside from the addi-

tion of the wiki to the next iteration of the course, no other content or 

delivery changes were made. The first iteration was launched with 150 

students (135 Active Duty, 11 Reservists, 4 National Guard). The second 

iteration was launched with 150 students (124 Active Duty, 12 Reserv-

ists, 14 National Guard). Student data (from both conditions in two itera-

tions) was examined for correlation between participation and student 

outcomes. 
 

Results and Discussion 
To assess the results of the dependent variable ―course quality‖, fig-

ures were examined indicating the ability of students to apply course ma-

terial through situational judgment tests, student final grades, course re-

tention rates and self-report survey responses indicating students' 

opinions of the course. 

 
Correlations between Wiki Participation and Student Outcomes 

Student participation in the Wiki was scored either as a 1 (contri-

buted to all Wiki requests, for a total of 11 Wiki entries) or as a 0 (did 

not contribute to the Wiki or contributed less than 11 entries). Wiki par-

ticipation was positively correlated with two important student out-

comes of the course. First, participation was correlated with the overall 

course grade which included lesson quizzes, a midterm exam, and a 

final exam (r = .33, p < .01). Second, participation was correlated with a 

situational judgment test score (r = .22, p < .05), which was an 8-

item scenario- based assessment which determined students‘ ability to 

apply the course material to novel contexts. 

 
Wiki Participation Effects on Situational Judgment Test Scores 

The effects of wiki participation on scores on SJTs were analyzed in 

a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). SJTs are application exercises 

allowing students opportunities to practice the skills they have learned 
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throughout the course. The results demonstrated significant positive 

main effects for Wiki participation on the SJT score, F(1, 104) = 5.50, 

p<.05. Thus, students who contributed to the Wiki were better able to 

apply their knowledge and skills to novel contexts (M = .4.89, SD = 

2.30) than students who did not contribute to the Wiki (M = 3.68, SD = 

2.70). 

 
Wiki Participation Effects on Overall Course Grade 

The effects of Wiki participation on the final course grade were also 

analyzed in an ANOVA. The results demonstrated significant positive 

main effects for participation in the Wiki on the overall course grade,  

F(1, 121) = 14.69, p < .01. Thus, students who contributed to the Wiki 

had significantly higher final course grades (M = .84, SD = .14) than 

students who did not contribute to the Wiki (M = .67, SD = .28). 

 
 
Wiki Participation Effects on Student Satisfaction 

Three Likert scale survey questions were coded as indicating student 

satisfaction with the quality of military-relevant 3C instruction being 

delivered in this course. These were ―I would recommend this course 

to others‖, ―The course content was valuable to my professional de-

velopment‖ and ―In my opinion, this course developed the skills neces-

sary for me to work effectively in cross-cultural contexts.‖ Although the 

researchers hypothesized that responses indicating course quality would 

be more likely from wiki participating students, no significance was 

found when examining the correlation between wiki participation and 

an increase in positive responses. Consequently, in this case the null 

hypothesis was supported. However, only 4 students in the entire 

course who responded to the post-course survey (n=122) indicated 

that they were dissatisfied with the course. Because satisfaction with 

the course was generally universal across both conditions, analyzing for 

differences was not feasible. Though irrelevant to the discussion of 

student perceptual improvement, these findings are a promising indica-

tion that military students are receptive to virtual asynchronous CCC 

instruction and find it useful. 

Although students did not provide overwhelmingly positive evalua-

tions of the wiki in the winter 2012 iteration of the course, it is nonethe-

less a useful educational and programmatic tool for future course devel-

opment (i.e.; in terms of up-to-date, military-centered content it can 

provide for scenario-based exam questions and situational judgment 
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tests). For example, a situational judgment test was created the Winter 

2012 iteration of the course based on student contribution to the Fall 

2011 class wiki.  This supports the assertion that student-derived content 

is a potential source for unique course content and can inform future 

academic research.37 The potential for student-generated future course 

content along with the community-building opportunities associated 

with a class wiki have convinced the authors that there is little to be lost 

in maintaining the wiki option in the course and much to be gained.38 

 
Wiki Participation Effects on Student Retention Rates 

It is worth noting that since the wiki was introduced to the course, 

student retention rates have remained steady, with a slight increase. The 

first iteration of the course (without a wiki option) had a student retention 

rate of 73%. The second iteration of the course (with an unrewarded wiki 

option) had a student retention rate of 75%. The most recent iteration of 

the course (with a rewarded wiki option) in 2013 had a student retention 

rate of 81%. Although this particular chapter is not devoted to uncover-

ing a direct correlation between student wiki contributions and student 

retention rates, the increase in retention rate since the introduction of the 

course wiki is certainly a promising indication of the lack of negative 

effect of wiki utilization. 

To summarize, wiki use was shown to correlate with increases in 

overall course grade average, linking the students' participation in an 

asynchronous participation exercise to better mastery of course concepts. 

Likewise, wiki use was shown to also correlate with an increase in SJT 

scores. This indicates that students who fully participated in the wiki 

were also students who performed better on exercises designed to test the 

students' ability to apply the academic course content to real-life cross-

cultural decision making scenarios. Student retention rates, as an indica-

tion of course and instruction quality, remained stable indicating that 

there was not an adverse impact on retention due to the addition of the 

wiki option. Because there was no adverse effects observed by the addi-

tion of the course wiki, and there was significant correlation noted 

between desirable student outcomes and wiki participation, the research-

ers have found substantial evidence that potential positive consequences 

of the addition of a wiki outweigh potential difficulties. 

 
Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Research 

Despite increasing deployments and temporary duty assignments, the 

number of military members seeking higher education is increasing.3 
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Research devoted to student service members indicates that flexibility 

and convenience related to academic programs and support services are 

necessary to most effectively instruct the military population.40 Keeping 

these unique 3C education needs in mind throughout the instructional 

design process, the authors inserted opportunities for virtual communities 

via wiki contributions into their on-line, self-paced ―Introduction to 

Cross-Cultural Communication‖ course beginning in Fall 2011. 

The present research focused on examining the correlation between 

quantitative course outcomes and participation in the course wiki. The 

wiki contributions, being ethnographic in nature, served as a collabora-

tive 'Lessons Learned' post-hoc report linking 3C experience with mili-

tary experiences, thus reflexively strengthening the case for 3C in the 

DoD. The correlation between connecting 3C concepts through expe-

riential learning in the wiki creation process was positive, improving 

students' mission-critical 3C interaction skills (quantified by perfor-

mance on scenario-based cross-cultural SJTs) without the traditional 

face-to-face classroom interaction. The unique collaborative-yet-

asynchronous nature of the wiki allows DoD educators to deliver 3C 

instruction to its geographically dispersed students on par with courses 

delivered to students in-residence. Wiki-enhanced virtual courses pro-

vide service members instruction flexible enough to allow for deploy-

ments and TDYs, maintaining mission readiness and improving 3C ef-

fectiveness. Additionally, the authors maintain that wiki use has the 

potential to improve not only the quality of the course for students by 

providing opportunities for interaction, but also to improve the quality of 

course material by using these student service member-generated ―Les-

sons Learned‖ to generate fresh and engaging, military-relevant course 

content. 

A further extension of this research will be to examine students' atti-

tudinal changes as they relate to wiki participation. Continued research 

devoted to future iterations of the course could reduce some of this 

study's limiting factors by randomizing which students participated in the 

wiki, or by holding concurrent sections - one which assigns the wiki and 

one without a wiki option. This would improve the experimental design 

and reduce the possibility of correlation due to self-selection of higher 

achieving students into the wiki condition. There may, however, be a 

shift in student perceptions should the wiki be made a graded re-

quirement rather than an optional feature. More research is needed to 

determine if this would be the case. Further, two conditions within the 

quality assessment of the wiki simply indicated a lack of change, rather 
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than positive effect. This was a limiting factor in that the hypothesis was 

not universally supported. However, because there was no negative im-

pact, and significance was found in the balance of the indicators, the re-

searchers feel comfortable asserting that the wiki impact valance was 

overall a positive one. This supports its continued use in virtual and 

asynchronous 3C DoD instruction. 

Finally, the authors are reminded that more research is still needed on 

the different dimensions of online self-paced academic courses.41 How-

ever, a strong case was made in this chapter for the importance of wiki 

opportunities in self-paced courses given the positive correlation found 

between students‘ final grades and the number of their wiki contri-

butions.42 It goes without saying that descriptive study of the develop-

ment and implementation of this course in subsequent iterations will 

be closely examined, as courses such as these are the future of 3C dis-

tance education in the DoD. 
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33. Judith C. Lapadat. Written interaction: A key component in online 
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