
A  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  

i n f o r m a t i o n  s t u d i e s  e d u c a t i o n  a t  U C

In em b rac in g  the e xc it in g  o p portun ities for m u lticu ltu ra l 

ed ucation  in the in fo rm ation  sector, it is e ssen tia l to be aw a re  o f the 

resu lting  cu ltu ra l c o m p le x it ie s . D es ig n in g  and o ffering  an o n lin e  

ed ucatio n a l e n v iro n m e n t to m u ltip le  cu ltu re s req u ires strategies 

beyond sp e c if ic s , such  as the use of language . It req u ires the 

co nstructio n  o f a f le x ib le , p lu ra lis t ic , resp ectfu l, and  resp onsive  

o n lin e  'c la ss ro o m '. M u lticu ltu ra lism  has been an im portant issue 

in the d eve lo p m ent o f the U n ive rs ity  o f C anb erra 's  n ew  M asters 

degree in In fo rm ation  S tud ies , w h ich  is be ing  taught for the first 

tim e in 2 0 0 9 . The  n ew  co u rse  has been p u rp o se ly  d eve lo p ed  to 

use an o n lin e  e n v iro n m e n t u nen cum b ered  by prin t m a te ria l, and 

to be a va ila b le  to students on a g lobal basis .

The  tech no log ies o f the in ternet are n ow  robust and m ature for 

o n lin e  e d u ca tio n . Th ere  m ay still be b and w id th  issues in som e 

cou n trie s but acce ss  to the in ternet by p ro sp ective  students 

is su ffic ie n tly  w id e sp re ad  fo r this m ed iu m  to be v ia b le  for 

ed ucation  on a g lobal sc a le . N on eth e less , having  the a va ila b le  

techno logy, putting  m ate ria ls  o n lin e , and  req u irin g  in te raction  

are not in th em se lves enough to teach  students from  m any 

d ifferent cu ltu res e ffective ly . Th e  o n lin e  lea rn ing  e n v iro n m e n t 

m ust be crafted  to su it a m u lticu ltu ra l a u d ie n ce .

There  are  num erous sp e c if ic  strategies that can  and  m ust be 

undertaken  in offering  any o n lin e  co u rse  that is a va ila b le  to 

peop le  o f d ifferent cu ltu re s . C o n sid e ra tio n  of the user in te rface  

of the o n lin e  teach in g  'sp a ce ' is pa ram ou nt. U se  o f co lou r, 

m etaphor, and g rap h ics  sh o u ld  be e xam in e d  for an y  la ck  o f 

cu ltu ra l in c lu s iv ity . Language used throughout a ll teach in g  

m ateria ls  and in te ractio n s sh o u ld  dem onstrate  an aw are n e ss of 

the m u lticu ltu ra l a u d ie n ce . K n o w in g  that Eng lish  is a secon d  

language for som e students req u ires an y  use o f hum our, 

acro n ym s, and h ackn e ye d  phrases to be e xam in e d  w ith  great 

ca re . C a se  stud ies, e xam p le s , and assignm ent questions can  be 

in c lu s ive  o f cu ltu res o ther than an A ustra lian  one .

H o w ever, m any o f these sp e c if ic  strategies prove m ore usefu l 

w hen  desig n ing  fo r kn o w n  cu ltu ra l settings, in w h ic h  m ateria l 

can  be em bedded  in lo ca l co n text, than they are  for the g lobal 

e d u ca tio n a l op p o rtu n itie s that U C  is o ffering  in in fo rm ation  

stud ies. In the latter case , the target student group is u n k n o w n , so 

w e  m ust a ch ie ve  m u lt icu ltu ra lism  that is not lo cated  in a kno w n  

or restricted  co n text. N o n eth e less , the need for co n te xtu a lisa tio n  

rem ains and is a ch ie ve d  by design ing  som e lea rn ing  ac tiv it ie s  

to a llo w  a ll students to im p lem en t them  in th e ir lo ca l cu ltu ra l 

con text. V a ria tio n s in te ach in g  sty les a llo w  students to w o rk  

together and in d iv id u a lly . A p p ro ach es to teach in g  a llo w  for 

strategies in vo lv in g  the so c ia l co n stru ctio n  o f kno w led g e  as w e ll 

as m ore in stru ctive  m ethods g iv ing  students from  va ry in g  cu ltu ra l 

ed uca tio n a l b ackg rou nd s an e xp e rie n ce  o f fam ilia r ity .

C o n e , one hopes, a re  the days w hen  'd istan ce  e d u ca tio n ' m eant 

the d e live ry  o f s labs o f lea rn ing  m ateria l and som e assignm ent 

to p ics . Th e  in te ract iv ity  o ffered  by lea rn ing  m anagem ent system s 

such as U C 's  M o o d le  p ro v id es the sp ace  for teach ers and 

students to look c r it ic a l ly  together at key lea rn ing  reso urces, 

e xam in e  case  stud ies , and  ap p ly  n ew  co n cep ts  to a va r ie ty  of 

co n texts . Th ere  is an op p o rtu n ity  to recog n ise  and  so address 

aspects such  as co n textu a l d iffe re n ce , not to m ention  the cu ltu ra l 

b ias in students' read ings .

In b u ild in g  an o n lin e  lea rn ing  co m m u n ity  and d eve lo p in g  a 

g lobal co n ve rsa tio n , student-to-student in te raction s are  frequen t. 

O u r students are g iven  the cu ltu ra l co n fid e n ce  to have a vo ice  

in our o n lin e  lea rn ing  sp aces and are often se lf regu lating  -  th is

e xam p le  o f an in te rnationa l student's posting to a d iscu ss io n  

forum  dem onstrates this po in t.

"S in c e  som e of us are from  outside A u stra lia , m ay I request you 

a ll to spell out ab b rev ia tio ns (A u stra lian  lo catio ns or nam es e tc .) 

that w e  m ay not be aw a re  o ff Th an ks for you r und erstan d ing !"

O u r lo ca l students are p rone to in tro d u c in g  th e ir ro le  at the A B S  

or A TO  (A ustra lian  Bureau  of S tatistics or A ustra lian  Tax O ffic e ) 

and they are ca lle d  to acco u n t!

M ost im p ortan tly  in our teach in g , w e  a im  to bu ild  a co m m u n ity  

o f open and respectfu l co m m u n ica tio n  w h ere  cu ltu ra l issues and 

iden tities can  be m ade e x p lic it  and en rich  the overa ll lea rn ing  

e x p e rie n ce . For all students and teachers it w il l be an op portun ity  

to step outside  th e ir cu ltu ra l norm s and ce rta in tie s and co n s id e r 

m u ltip le  g lobal perspectives. W e  a ll share  in the ch a n ce  to learn  

w h at is happ en ing  in the fie ld  o f in fo rm ation  studies in o ther 

co u n tr ie s  and w e  prepare  ou r graduates for w o rk  in a netw orked  

g lobal society .
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D id  you kno w  that am ong the earlie st o f A ustra lia 's  m u lticu ltu ra l 

w rite rs  is the Span ish-born  R ud esind o  S a lvad o , w h o se  m em oir, 

M e m o rie  S to rich e  d e ll'A u stra lia , w as p u b lished  in Ita ly  in 1851? 

Sa lvad o 's book, though perhaps not w e ll-k n o w n , is held  in 

its Eng lish  translation  by at least fifty A ustra lian  lib ra rie s . Better 

know n  is The Eureka  S to ck a d e , p u b lished  in M e lb o urne  in 1855  

by Ita lian-born  Rat'faelo C a rb o n i, another o f A ustra lia 's  

m u lticu ltu ra l w rite rs . Th e  A ustL it database's A u stra lian  

M u lticu ltu ra l W rite rs  subset (http://www.austlit.edu.au/ 
specialistDatasets/MW) lists m ore than 3 0 0 0  w rite rs w h o  have 

id en tified  as having  cu ltu ra l backg round s o ther than A ng lo - 

C e lt ic , and w h o se  w o rks have been pu b lished  from  the e a rly  

1800s to the present day, in both Eng lish  and in over fifty o ther 

languages.

In 2 0 0 7  I jo in ed  the A ustL it research  team , under the d irectio n  of 

Professor W e n ch e  O m m u n d sen  at the U n ive rs ity  o f W o llo ng o n g , 

w ith  re sp o n sib ility  for augm enting  records for the M u lticu ltu ra l 

W rite rs  subset and keep ing  the database up-to-date w ith  

p u b lica tio n s  o f m u lticu ltu ra l w rit in g . I'd like  to p ro v id e  an 

o ve rv ie w  of som e o f the im portant ad d itions to the subset, w ith  

e xam p le s o f how  the d atabase can  en rich  research  ou tcom es.

A ustra lian  literatu re is p roduced  in num erous languages in 

ad d ition  to Eng lish  and A ustL it has extensive  coverage  of 

m ateria ls  pub lished  in , for e xam p le , G re e k , Ita lian , and C h in e se  

(w ith  over 1 0 0 0 , 9 4 5 , and 8 8 4  w o rks re sp ective ly ). The  first 

G re e k  p u b lica tio n s  in A ustra lia  date from  the 1910s, Ita lian  

(w ith  the excep tio n  of Sa lvado 's text m entioned  above) from  the 

1 920s , w h ile  the C h in e se  language m ateria l recorded  by AustL.it 

dates (w ith  a few  e xcep tio ns) from  the e a rly  1 980s . S im ila r ly , 

Span ish  language lite rary  p u b lica tio n s  (aga in , w ith  a hand fu l of 

excep tio ns) begin to ap pear in A u stra lia  in the 1 9 8 0 s , fo llo w in g  

the a rriva l o f refugees flee ing  v io le n c e  in Latin  A m e ric a . Span ish  

language poetry, short stories, au tob iog raph ies , and a rtic le s  have 

been a focus area of m y research  and A ustL it n ow  has records 

for over 7 0 0  Span ish  language w o rk s . M u ltip le -au th o r Span ish

Volume 30 • Issue 4 • April 2009 inCite 25

mailto:Sally.Burford@canberra.edu.au
mailto:Stuart.Ferguson@canberra.edu.au
http://www.austlit.edu.au/

