Ph.D. preliminary proposal
                                                                                                       04/02/15    

    Page 4

	[image: image1.jpg]AUSTRALIA




	University of Southern Queensland

	
	(CRICOS Provider No. 00244B|QLD/02225M NSW)
Office of Research Graduate Studies
Preliminary Research Project Outline

This form is to be used by students seeking entry to a USQ Research Higher Degree Program  




STUDENT NAME: Ryan Thomas Peden
Instructions: This preliminary proposal form will normally be completed and discussed with the proposed principal supervisor before applying for acceptance into a research program. The length of the proposal should be about 4-5 pages, with line spacing 1.5. The Research Higher Degree Application Form (Domestic and International) http://www.usq.edu.au/research/students/apply/default.htm  will be assessed in conjunction with the preliminary proposal form, which should be attached to the application and forwarded as part of the application documents.

This preliminary proposal establishes a broad framework for the research project that the student will elaborate on during the first twelve months of their candidature leading to the submission of a peer-reviewed dissertation proposal.

If you have made contact with a USQ Staff member who has indicated a willingness to supervise the research project, please provide the details below. You are strongly encouraged to contact potential supervisors prior to submitting your application. If not, USQ will attempt to locate potential supervisors on your behalf however this will delay the processing of your application.
PROPOSED PRINCIPAL SUPERVISOR: 
None identified. Advised by Samantha Davis in Research Office to submit application for DBAR without.
PROPOSED ASSOCIATE SUPERVISOR(S):
1.
PROJECT TITLE:

The Impact of Multicultural Environments on Workplace Learning Effectiveness in Qatar
2.
PROJECT AIMS:

Present in dot points the key aims and/or research questions of the project:
· Impact of cultural heterogeneity in highly diverse Qatar workplaces on specific learning interventions, including instructor-led training, eLearning, and on-the-job training.
· How diverse cultural backgrounds impact application of workplace learning and change of workplace behaviours,
3.
PROJECT SIGNIFICANCE

Please provide information on how this project leads to significant advances in the field of study:
Building on past research on the impact of culture and heterogeneous groups on learning, and the need to adapt to different learning styles, the proposed research aims to examine the impact of multicultural environments on workplace learning effectiveness in Qatar. Qatar provides a unique environment for this research, with the local Qatari population representing only 12% of the total population, so there is extreme cultural heterogeneity in Qatari workplaces. 
4.
BACKGROUND / DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT (including key references)
Please provide a general introduction of the topic; briefly review the current research in the field; highlight your own research experience in this field and any preliminary work that has been conducted on this project:
In this research topic summary, an initial exploration of prior literature is considered, looking at the role culture has on learning styles, how group heterogeneity affects learning outcomes, as well as a consideration of how other factors in addition to culture impact the learning environment. 

Hofstede (1984) defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes members of one human group from another”. A number of researchers have explored the impact of these cognitive differences between different groups and how this impacts learning. Culture has been identified as a “strong socialization agent that influences information processing and cognition" (Joy & Kolb, 2009, p.72), and as such different cultural backgrounds influence how learners participate in learning, and their corresponding motivation to apply learning which leads to performance (Economides, 2008).

A well-researched area when exploring culture’s impact on learning is the research into individualistic and collectivist cultures. Greenfield et al (2006) write about these two cultural backgrounds, with individualistic cultures “emphasizing individual identity, independence, self-fulfillment, and standing out…” and collectivist cultures “…emphasizing group identity, interdependence, social responsibility, and fitting in." (p.676). Exploring the impact that these different cultural approaches have on learning, studying at Asian classrooms Thanh & Gillies (2010) studied collaborative learning techniques, which encourage openness, dialogue, and creativity; and found that this approach conflicted with Asian collectivist cultures where Confucius influences discouraged questioning. The study found that ideal groupings of learners in Asian classrooms where those based on affection and personal relationships. Group harmony was found to have an important role to play in group learning, not individualistic motivations. 

In today’s business environment heterogeneous groups are encountered that come from diverse cultural backgrounds. This can be a source of conflict and misunderstanding, for example when there are differences between individualistic and collectivist cultures (Greenfield et al, 2006), with differences having the ability to hamper communication and social integration (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003). However in prior research about group heterogeneity in general, exposure to individuals with different expertise and experience is seen as "a key source of individual and collective learning... [which] promotes learning and innovation by exposing individuals to new paradigms and perspectives" (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005, p.534). These group differences result in higher cognitive capacity to capitalise on (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003), and "under the right conditions… diversity can be a key activator of intrateam learning and thereby promote overall team effectiveness" (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005, p.543). While high group homogeneity allows teams to communicate quickly and easily in learning environments, high group heterogeneity also increases learning as everyone has a different perspective, and there is an element of unity in every being unique (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003).

In order to capitalise on group heterogeneity as teams become increasingly multicultural, there is a greater need to understand each other’s sense making and problem solving approaches (Joy & Kolb, 2009). From an instructor perspective, De Vita (2001) argues that traditional methods of uniform instruction are ineffective with learners from different cultural backgrounds, and teaching methods must be diversified to engage all learners in multicultural settings. Studies in online learning have also identified a need to take into account cultural differences in the design phase to ensure all cultures have equal opportunities for learning, or else cultural dissimilarities can have an undesired impact on learning outcomes (Economides, 2008; Sinclair, 2014).

However while considering the need to adjust methods to different cultural learning styles, culture should not be seen as static. Gutiérrez & Rogoff (2003) argues that cultural research needs to consider dynamically changing configurations, as cultures change and adapt to new environments. In learning environments, collaboration may affect the cultural characteristics of involved learners, co-creating a new culture (Economides, 2008). So while it is important to consider different cultural learning styles, there is also a responsibility of learners to adjust to instruction styles that mismatch with their own preferred learning styles, as in the process they can gradually expand their own learning style preferences (De Vita, 2001).

While considering the impact of culture on learning, it is also important to consider other factors that influence learning. As Joy & Kolb (2009) identify culture has an impact on learning similar to other demographics, such as gender, age, level of education and area of specialisation. Furthermore while national cultural backgrounds may play a role, organisational culture also plays an important role. Organisational culture "consists of shared beliefs, ideologies, and the norms that influence organizational action-taking" (Fiol & Lyles, 1985, p.804). Learning increases in supportive organisational cultures (Pool, 2000), and influences “the meanings ascribed by individuals to learning, how they go about learning and what they seek to learn” (Antonacopoulou, 2006, p.470). In addition to organisational culture, wider industries and professions also have specific cultures that influence learning, such as Antonacopoulou’s (2006) study of the banking industry that found common managerial perceptions of learning across different banks, and Lucas & Kline’s (2008) study that found different professions had different approaches to learning when studying firefighters and Emergency Medical Staff in the same organisation. It is important to consider the interplay between these other factors and culture, as Joy & Kolb (2009) identify that “conditioning by certain cultures may complement the learning style requirements of certain areas of specialization where as it might be clashing with some other specializations” (p.83).
Building on past research on the impact of culture and heterogeneous groups on learning, and the need to adapt to different learning styles, the proposed research aims to examine the impact of multicultural environments on workplace learning effectiveness in Qatar. The researcher proposes a study of the impact of this heterogeneity on application of workplace learning, with a particular focus on specific learning interventions, including instructor-led training, e-learning and on-the-job training. The researcher has previous research experience in his Master of Management degree.

[Please find references at end of this Project Outline]
5.
PROPOSED METHODS
Outline how you plan to conduct the research. Please provide information on the following issues: access to research laboratories; detail of field work; access to computing facilities other than desktop PC; any possible animal and human ethics clearance.
The researcher plans to use quantitative methods through the collection of evaluations, through his own organisation and other organisations he has relationships with in the local market, in addition to qualitative methods through research interviews/focus groups, to both explore learning effectiveness and consider approaches to increase this in an environment of extreme culturally diversity. 
The researcher has access to all needed facilities and organisational support to conduct his research and will need to complete the necessary human ethics clearances to commence his research.
6.
PROPOSED TIMETABLE AND MILESTONES

The overall plan should be discussed with your potential supervisor and a summary provided here if possible.  If you have been unable to discuss this with a potential supervisor, please summarise your thoughts on how the research would progress over your candidature. You may wish to add a timeline indicating key dates for your proposed course of study.
Although a research supervisor has yet to be confirmed, the plan is to first complete the coursework component of the DBAR program in the first 2.5 years and then complete the research project in 3.5 years. This will need to be discussed further upon confirming a supervisor.

7.
POSSIBLE FUNDING OF PROJECT ACTIVITIES
Indicate how research activities are to be funded, e.g. research grants that will assist the project. Please include an estimate of the main costs needed to carry out your proposed study, and if this is expected to come from USQ or an external funding body.  The project resources plan will be approved at the confirmation of candidature.
The student will be self-funded.

Student Signature:






Date:
_____________________________________________________________
To be completed by supervisor (If identified)
8. 
SUPERVISOR STATEMENT

Please comment briefly on this proposal in terms of feasibility; support for the project; and confirm willingness to supervise this project. The supervisors should show how the project is linked to the University’s strategic research agenda; how it links to national and international research activities in this field; and whether the project is linked to research conducted in a national research organization (e.g. CSIRO)

Proposed Supervisor:





Date:

Proposed Associate Supervisor:



Date:
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