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ABSTRACT 
 
The purpose of this study was to understand students’ perspectives on diversity 
and inclusion (D&I) at American College of Education (ACE), which is an online 
institution offering undergraduate completion, graduate, and doctoral programs. A 
triangulation mixed-methods design was used to collect and analyze a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative data. While most of the students were 
satisfied with ACE from a D&I perspective, they offered suggestions to ensure a 
more inclusive learning platform.   
 
Key words: Online education, distance education, diversity and inclusion, higher 
education. 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As diversity within the general population in the United 
States has increased, there has been a corresponding 
increase in diverse learners in educational institutions, 
including those employing a distance education platform. 
Asynchronous distance learning classrooms that offer post-
secondary education provide significant opportunities for 
students from different backgrounds to take classes and 
earn credentials. There has been a rapid increase in the 
overall number of students who register for an online class. 
According to Allen and Seaman (2013), 32% of all students 
enrolled in post-secondary education have taken at least 
one online course. Positive outcomes, including a better and 
more productive college experience, are more likely when 
an institution is diverse over multi-dimensional factors, 
including race and ethnicity. 

Increased enrollment of distance learners requires 
educational institutions to modify their strategies regarding 
how they deliver instructions in a manner that meets the 
needs of this diverse student body and makes all students 
feel valued and represented. To achieve this goal, there 
should be a mechanism by which all students can express 
their views and experiences regarding diversity and 
inclusion. Administrators should be willing to evaluate all 
suggestions   provided   by   students   and   implement    the 

practical ones, which may lead to improved pedagogical 
outcomes. There should be open and frank communication 
regarding why certain initiatives or policies have been put 
into place and why others are not feasible. Practices and 
initiatives to promote diversity and inclusion can enhance 
creativity, develop greater collaboration skills, and increase 
productivity (Burt, 2004; Shin and Zhou, 2007; Gino et al., 
2010), while better preparing students to compete in the 
global market.  

As a practical matter, changing demographics also 
require schools and universities to understand and 
implement strategies for faculty and staff to promote and 
develop intercultural communities (Corral-Chandler, 2014). 
Therefore, institutions should appreciate the funds of 
knowledge available via their stakeholders. A simple way to 
accomplish this is for institutions to develop a better 
understanding of diverse perspectives and views of their 
students. This study explores how American College of 
Education solicited perspectives and viewpoints from its 
students to allow them to express their opinions and 
concerns and allow the college to better understand their 
perceptions regarding diversity and inclusion. Survey 
results were also utilized to inform future professional 
development opportunities for teachers  so  they  are better   
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  prepared  to create programs and courses to promote 
greater collaboration and more inclusive course content. 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Origins of distance learning 
 

A strong bandwidth internet connection is a pre-requisite 
for online learning, and the popularity of this platform has 
significantly increased as higher bandwidth has become 
more available. When distance learning first began, it was 
not offered online but was taught via documents mailed 
through the postal system (example, correspondence 
courses). For example, Kentnor (2015) describes a 
newspaper advertisement by a teacher who offered to 
teach students shorthand via the mail. Similarly, Anna 
Tucker, who was the daughter of a professor at Harvard, 
offered courses through the mail to women so they could 
receive education in the comfort of their homes (Zawacki-
Richter and Qayyum, 2019). As radio and television became 
widely available, courses also began to be delivered 
through these channels. For example, French in Action, a 
course to teach the French language, was developed by a 
professor at Yale University (Yale University Press, 2020). 
The course included traditional study materials and was 
supplemented by a 52-episode television series. Beginning 
in 1987, this popular course was frequently aired on the 
Public Broadcasting channels (PBS) within the United 
States (Kimmelman and Lloyd-Thomas, 2014).  

With the advent of the world wide web (WWW), 
distance learning began to grow exponentially, particularly 
as networks became capable of streaming video content in 
the early 1990s. Asynchronous platforms now attract 
students from all over the world who routinely take online 
classes because they are flexible, allow on-demand learning, 
appeal to individuals who may not live a convenient 
distance from a brick and mortar institution, and readily 
accommodate constraints due to work schedules. Distance 
learning has provided many people around the world 
access to education, and the United Nations has included it 
as a resource to achieve their Sustainable Development 
Goals for this millennium (UNESCO, 2004). Due to the 2020 
coronavirus pandemic, most elementary, secondary, and 
post-secondary educational institutions moved quickly to 
an online platform(World Economic Forum, 2020), deli-
vering content remotely through the web, which provided 
an uninterrupted learning experience for students. 
 
 

Diversity related challenges of distance learning 
 
There are significant challenges in creating an online 
environment where all students feel represented and 
valued (Oswal and Meloncon, 2014). The current emphasis 
on formal assessment and accountability protocols in 
educational institutions makes the issue of accommodating 

diversity more relevant (Reza, 2019). Educational 
institutions must strive to serve as a catalyst for the 
development of critical consciousness and provide the 
foundation for equality and inclusion, such that all students 
feel represented (Reza, 2019). Gay (2000) highlights the 
role of culture because it “is at the heart of all we do in the 
name of education, whether that is curriculum, instruction, 
administration or performance assessment” (p. 8). 
However, many online educational institutions do not have 
the impetus to implement inclusive practices successfully, 
and students who are from the minority demographics 
often feel as though they must mute their culture and voices 
while they participate in the class.  

With the increasing diversity of students enrolled in 
online classes, teachers must work with their diverse 
student body in a culturally sensitive way. Ladson-Billings 
(2001) stresses the importance of culturally relevant and 
sensitive pedagogy, which is a teaching style that supports 
the significance of including students' cultural references in 
all aspects of learning. In an online platform, the teacher's  
response in a timely and proactive manner greatly impacts 
learning. However, teachers sometimes are gender or race 
biased, and this can be observed in the manner they 
respond to their students. For example, Baker et al. (2018) 
demonstrated that online instructors are approximately 
twice as likely to respond to white students’ comments 
posted on the discussion board than to other race-gender 
combinations.  
 
 

Learner-centered psychological principles applied to 
online platforms 
 

Traditional teaching is teacher-centered, wherein the 
instructor imparts content standards, and students are 
expected to listen quietly and follow directions. Freire 
referred to this type of instruction as the banking method. 
Students were considered as empty vessel to be “filled with 
instructions by the educator” (Freire, 1970, as cited in Reza, 
2015: 12). As more research was conducted regarding best 
practices in education, the constructivist ideology emerged, 
which viewed students as active participants in their 
learning (Dagar and Yadav, 2016). Student-centered 
learning modifies the role of the instructor. Instead of being 
only responsible for imparting knowledge, the teacher 
assumes the role of a facilitator or a scaffolder and creates 
an environment where students are provided opportunities 
to develop skills necessary to succeed.  

McCombs et al. (1994) describes how a special task 
force was convened by the American Psychological 
Association (APA). The research was central to defining the 
Learner-Centered Psychological (LCP) principles. A primary 
focus of the task force was to conduct a thorough analysis 
and review of research findings regarding individual 
differences in learning, and determine what has been 
learned   about   how   to   best   meet  the  needs  of  diverse  
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learners. Based on this research, which explored how 
learners are motivated, how they develop, and how they 
learn, the APA developed 12 LCP principles (APA, 1993), 
which focused on the cognitive-metacognitive, 
motivational-affective and developmental-social domains. 
Subsequently, the APA recognized individual differences 
between learnersalso were a significant contributing factor 
to learning outcomes and added two principles to address 
cultural diversity and assessment strategies within a new, 
fourth domain (APA, 1997). 

Principle 13 recognizes that  “learning is most effective 
when differences in learners’ linguistic, cultural and social 
backgrounds are taken into account” (p.6). Tyler et al. 
(2006) highlighted perceptions regarding cultural values by 
teachers in the United States. Sixty-two elementary school 
teachers were asked to consider hypothetical scenarios 
regarding student motivation. Some behaviors in the 
scenarios were consistent with the European cultural 
values (for example, competition and individualism). Other 
behaviors, such as communalism and verve, were 
consistent with the African cultural values. The teachers 
consistently rated European cultural behaviors such as 
motivation and achievement more favorably than cultural 
values and practices from other regions. Findings 
demonstrated that the teacher's perceptions of student 
achievement are biased by the cultural values of the 
dominant mainstream society. Herrera et al. (2013) 
provided an example of how cultural knowledge impacts 
assessment scores. During a quiz, culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CLD) students were asked to 
determine whether they should purchase a single day 
transportation pass (with the option that on Tuesday and 
Thursday, they could get a ride from a friend) or the weekly 
pass. Simple arithmetic demonstrated the single-day pass 
would be much cheaper, but many students still chose the 
weekly pass. When the teacher explored the reasoning 
behind this choice, it was evident that background 
knowledge and home environment played a crucial role in 
the answers many students selected. Those who selected 
the weekly pass option were generally from poorer families 
and felt it was a better choice because it would allow 
members of their family to use it. The pass would also be 
used on the weekends, thereby saving money in the long 
run. This example illustrates how cultural and 
socioeconomic backgrounds affect how students analyze 
and view an assessment. Therefore, teachers must consider 
the differences in the linguistic, cultural, and social 
backgrounds of their students when teaching concepts.  

Performance standards and accountability policies have 
impacted how educators teach and assess their students. 
Recognizing diverse learners should be accommodated 
fairly into the assessment process, LCP Principle 14 
recommends that standards and assessments should be 
appropriate and challenging. Educators should determine if 
the learning process and outcomes meet expectations and 

include a diagnostic component. Assessment is an 
important component of a high-quality program because it 
helps educators understand and support development and 
formulate strategies regarding teaching and learning. 
Therefore, assessment should be an ongoing, continuous 
process utilizing both formal and informal methods. Formal 
assessment methods are data-driven and utilize specified 
procedures and instructions. They have been used on a 
statistically significant number of students, and the results, 
therefore, support certain conclusions. An example might 
be a student’s reading score, which places him above 
average, at average, or below average for his age. Informal 
assessments are not data-driven and include observations, 
checklists, portfolios, anecdotal records, running records, 
event sampling, time sampling, rating scales, and 
interviews. When developing assessments, teachers must 
be aware cultural and social differences will inevitably bias 
the results in the favor of certain demographics, and 
therefore,they should ensure they do not put one set of 
students at an advantage while marginalizing minorities.A 
personal example from one of the authors is relevant in this 
context. When her daughter was young, she participated in 
a spelling bee and was asked to spell “wreath,” which might 
be familiar to many students whose families celebrate 
Christmas. However, she had never heard this word before 
and was unable to spell it correctly.   

McCombs (2010) reported that the learner-centered 
approach can result in better learning outcomes, including 
improved grades and graduation rates. Although the 14 LCP 
principles were not originally developed for online 
education platforms, the four domains they encompass are 
equally relevant for this new format. For example, by 
providing students choice in the activities and assignments, 
considering student diversity in developing assignments, 
ensuring peer-reviewed feedback mechanisms are fair and 
consistent, also, developing a mechanism for reverse 
mentoring can create a cooperative community of 
reciprocal learning. Such an environment creates greater 
opportunities for all students to collaborate with each other 
and learn from each other’s expertise. However, 
successfully implementing the LCP for an online platform 
requires systemic effort, including developing diversity and 
cultural sensitivity training for faculty and staff, creating a 
mechanism for students to express their opinions and 
concerns, surveys to explore perceptions regarding 
diversity and inclusion, and professional development 
opportunities for teachers so they can create programs and 
courses for greater collaboration. 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

The researchers requested and received Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) approval from the sponsoring 
institution before conducting this study. After IRB approval, 
they were provided a dataset comprised of survey 
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responses from students at American College of Education 
(ACE). The primary purpose for administering the survey 
(that is, the original dataset) was to determine best 
practices regarding diversity and inclusion for increasing 
the recruitment and retention of diverse learners at ACE. 
The survey questionnaire, which consisted of quantitative 
and qualitative questions, was provided to all currently 
enrolled students. The questionnaire was developed by the 
institution’s diversity and inclusion (D&I) committee, and 
the authors assisted in developing the survey but were not 
part of administering it or reviewing the raw responses. A 
copy of the survey completed by the students is in 
Appendix A. 

The researchers utilized secondary data, which consisted 
of consolidated student responses, for this study. Secondary 
data collection method is employed when the original data 
has been collected by someone other than the user. 
According to Johnston (2014), analysis of secondary data 
utilizes the “same basic research principles as studies 
utilizing primary data and has steps to be followed just as 
any research method” (p. 1). All identifying information for 
individual students was removed from the dataset before it 
was provided to the researchers.Specifically, there was no 
mechanism to link any "direct" identifiers (such as 
individual's name, email, and Student ID number) with the 
responses to maintain the confidentiality of the participant. 

The primary purpose of the current study was to 
understand student perspectives regarding diversity and 
inclusion practices at ACE. The researchers utilized a 
triangulation mixed methods approach for this study. 
According to Yin (2006), triangulation is the use of multiple 
methods and multiple sources of evidence. Clark and 
Creswell (2010) described a triangulation mixed-methods 
study design as a set of procedures researchers use to 
collect quantitative and qualitative data at the same time, 
analyze both sets separately and finally, compare the 
analysis of both data sets and make an interpretation as to 
whether the results support or contradict each other. 
Greene et al. (1989) have explained that a triangulation 
mixed-methods design works best when the “status of the 
different methods— that is, their relative weight and 
influence—is equal and when the quantitative and 
qualitative study components are implemented 
independently and simultaneously” (p. 259). By utilizing 
the triangulation method, the researchers were able to take 
advantage of quantitative as well as open-ended qualitative 
responses within the dataset, thereby enhancing the 
credibility and accuracy of the findings. The researchers 
also participated in a peer debriefing with their diversity 
and inclusion committee members, wherein they discussed 
the interview protocols and findings from this study to 
obtain feedback. 

Quantitative data collection is a “set of procedures 
researchers use to collect, analyze and report their data in a 
research study” (Clark and Creswell, 2010: 166). For this 

study, the researchers used the data set with 13 pre-set 
questions (the last survey question had multiple parts). 
Students could choose from four (4) Likert scale choices; 
strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree or 
never, seldom, sometimes, and often.  According to Clark 
and Creswell (2010), “qualitative data includes a set of 
procedures for collecting, analyzing and reporting text and 
image data to answer research questions by exploring 
participants’ views” (p.234). For the qualitative portion of 
the survey, there were six(6) open-ended questions, which 
solicited individual perceptions regarding the atmosphere 
at ACE. Additionally, there were several classifying 
questions, which have been excluded because they are not 
relevant for this study. 
 
 

RESULTS 
 

From a total of approximately 5,900 enrolled students at 
ACE, 1,252 (~21%) participated in the survey.Students 
were not provided any type of remuneration for 
participating in the study. Not all students responded to 
every question, as they were permitted to avoid responding 
to questions they did not feel comfortable answering. 
Despite the voluntary nature of the survey, many students 
answered the Likert-scaled items and provided detailed 
responses in the qualitative section of the survey, yielding 
rich data the college could use in developing future 
programming. Consolidated quantitative data were 
tabulated and analyzed. Transcripts of the qualitative 
questions were carefully reviewed in a systematic and 
rigorous manner, and the responses were grouped into 
broad themes utilizing the questions as a guide. 
 
 

Quantitative data 
  
The ethnic breakdown of survey respondents mirrors the 
diversity at ACE; about 70% were white, approximately 
10% Hispanic, approximately 10% African American, and 
4% Asian-American. Approximately 4% indicated they had 
two or more ethnicities, and 2% declined to answer the 
ethnicity classification question. A statistically insignificant 
number of responses were received from other ethnicities, 
including Native American, Native Alaskan, or Native 
Hawaiian. Nine hundred four students identified as females, 
328 students identified as males, 14 students preferred not 
to respond to this question, 2 identified themselves as 
attack-helicopter (which is a transphobic internet meme), 1 
identified as Gender/Queer, and 5 students did not 
respond.  Approximately 15% of the respondents reported 
they had some form of disability, including anxiety, learning 
disability, or a stress syndrome. The survey provided 
information on how students could officially request 
disability support accommodations from the college should 
they ever need them. 
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Analysis of the quantitative data conclusively 
demonstrated that ACE students are generally satisfied 
from a diversity and inclusion perspective (that is, strongly 
agreed or agreed to the statement provided). For example, 
76% of the students reported ACE’s programming, services, 
and initiatives support its diversity statement.1  Seventy 
five percent of the students also reported  ACE faculty and 
staff are committed to promoting and accepting diversity, 
and 75% of the students felt ACE values everyone 
regardless of their socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, 
religious affiliation, sexual orientation, or political beliefs. 
Sixty-four percent of the students opined that the faculty 
and staff members at ACE closely represent their ethnicity 
and culture, and 64% of the students indicated that they 
were aware of ACE’s current initiative to promote diversity 
and develop an inclusive campus. These numbers were 
somewhat skewed because, for every question analyzed 
above, approximately 20% of students did not provide a 
response. However, a minority of respondents, between 3-
17%, depending on the question, felt that ACE did not 
provide an atmosphere that was inclusive and welcoming 
of diversity. Approximately 75% of the students reported 
they had not been excluded from college or course activities 
because they were different from the rest of the students. 
For this question, approximately 24% of the students did 
not provide responses, and only between 0.6 and 1.4% of 
the students reported they had sometimes or often been 
excluded. A detailed breakdown of the results is shown in 
Tables 1 and 2. 
 
 

Qualitative data 
 

The researchers were interested in understanding students’ 
perceptions regarding diversity and inclusion initiatives at 
ACE, and the qualitative design of the survey elicited 
granular responses that have helped the researchers 
explore this phenomenon in greater detail. The researchers 
first explored how students at ACE defined diversity and 
inclusion in two separate questions. From the responses of 
1,252 participants, 685 defined diversity, and their 
descriptions provided a rich perspective of why this is 
important to them. Table 3 shows some examples. Some 
participants utilized a different lens when discussing 
diversity. For example, a participant responded that 
diversity is “communist lingo.” Another commented, “too 

                                                           
1For reference, ACE’s diversity statement reads as follows:  
 

At American College of Education, we believe that the best learning 

environment for students and staff is one in which we encounter viewpoints 
and experiences that are different, yet complementary to ours. This 

environment is fostered by the presence of persons with diverse backgrounds. 

While a necessary precondition, diversity is in and of itself, insufficient. To 
create and maintain a truly inclusive learning community, we must strive to 

make all feel equally valued. We may celebrate diversity, but we “live” 

inclusion. 

much PC - who really cares anyway what your race, sex, etc. 
etc. is?” A third participant responded, “Seeing only the 
green or camouflage uniform Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, 
Marines, Coastguardsmen, and Reserve Component forces 
wear and then the red blood to which everyone sheds 
during training and in combat!” while a fourth stated, “it 
means we HAVE to pay attention to people who are 
different instead of just being different.” For the question 
asking students to define inclusion, 682 responded with 
varying definitions, as shown in Table 4. While most of the 
responses used the term inclusion to imply equality for all 
and providing equal opportunities, some participants 
disagreed. A participant posited: 
 

I think it’s too many people jumping on that 
bandwagon who are not willing to work hard. We’re 
all included, and we all have the same rights and 
privileges. I think to claim that there is no inclusion is 
a cop out for Hardwork [sic]. Another commented, 
“Inclusion is a political word, it means nothing under 
the term and definition as it is applied in education. 
Inclusion means to me a failed embracing of 
multiculturalism as a superior social philosophy.” 
Another participant commented, “Inclusion of ALL 
groups, not just the "victim" groups in a civil manner.” 

 

The researchers wanted to understand how diversity and 
inclusion related experiences at  ACE impacts students at a 
personal level. Of the1,252 participants in this survey, 358 
responded to this question. Most responses were positive. 
For example, a respondent commented,: 
 

“ACE has made me feel like if I am part of a family, a 
group of people with the same vision and mission; and 
that is to make students feel safe and to help them 
reach their goals.”   

 

Another participant indicated:  
 

I have lived overseas and worked with a wide range of 
ethnic backgrounds, races, religions and people with 
various social economic status. I appreciate that ACE 
has students coming from a variety of schools and 
backgrounds giving input in how to educate with 
differentiation.  

 

However, not all comments were positive. Some students 
also described how race and ethnicity have negatively 
impacted their experiences at ACE. A student wrote:  
 

I have sensed that some professors are tougher on 
students of color than on white students, as evidenced 
by taking a longer time to grade papers or respond to 
emails. This was confirmed by communication with 
white students with whom I was sharing a class and 
instructor. Additionally, some instructors were 
unwillingly   (sic)   to    be  as   thorough    in   providing  
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Table 1: Consolidated responses to survey question:“To What Extent Do You Agree or Disagree with the Following Statements?”. 
 

 
Strongly agree 

(%) 

Agree 

(%) 

Disagree 

(%) 

Strongly disagree 

(%) 
N 

ACE’s programming, services, and initiatives support 
its Diversity Statement. 

40 54 3 3 1013 

      

I am aware of ACE’s current initiative to promote 
diversity and develop an inclusive campus. 

28 51 16 5 1012 

      

The faculty and staff members at ACE closely represent 
my own ethnicity and culture. 

22 60 13 5 990 

      

ACE’s brochures, website, promotional materials, 
course videos, and other course materials/readings 
accurately reflect my own cultural background. 

24 63 10 3 993 

      

The courses I take at ACE represent diverse viewpoints 
and cultures. 

38 53 7 2 1005 

      

ACE faculty and staff are committed to promoting and 
accepting diversity. 

40 54 4 2 997 

      

ACE values everyone equally regardless of their 
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, religious 
affiliation, sexual orientation, or political beliefs. 

44 52 2 2 964 

      

ACE provides differentiated instruction strategies that 
promote accommodation of diverse learners and 
includes all students regardless of culture, 
socioeconomic status, language, gender, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, and abilities. 

32 53 12 3 959 

      

ACE does not provide opportunity to interact with 
people from different backgrounds. 

9 12 42 37 964 

      

ACE provides me with the necessary resources to 
embrace diversity and inclusion practices in my 
current or future career. 

32 58 8 2 960 

      

People at ACE (students, staff, faculty) display a lot of 
tension around diversity related issues (e.g. racial, 
cultural, sexual orientation, etc.). 

7 13 45 35 952 

      

ACE represents and accommodates my cultural, 
spiritual, and/or religious beliefs. 

25 63 10 2 937 

 
 

explanations when there was ambiguity in the 
assignment instructions. 

 
Also, in response to how diversity and inclusion related 
experiences impact students on a personal level, 
respondents shared their belief that ACE could do a better 
job of providing photos that more accurately represent the 
diversity of students and faculty at ACE  in  the  institution’s 

marketing materials and learning platforms.For example, a 
participant wrote: 
 

Everyone in my class appears to be white, I didn’t feel 
comfortable posting a picture because I wear hijab. 
Wanted to be known for my thoughts without 
judgement. I’m not saying it would have happened, but 
life experiences have taught me that racism and 
xenophobia are prevalent. 
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Table 2: Consolidated responses to survey question: “At This College, To What Extent Have You Ever Felt Discriminated Against or 
Excluded from College/Course Activities Because of Your...”. 
 

 Never(%) Seldom (%) Sometimes(%) Often (%) N 

Ability/disability status 96.4 2.1 1.1 0.4 959 

Age 96.1 2.3 1.2 0.4 956 

Citizenship 98.1 0.9 0.5 0.4 957 

Gender 97.9 1.2 0.5 0.4 954 

Military/Veteran Status 98.7 0.8 0.2 0.2 956 

Political Beliefs 95.0 3.0 1.6 0.4 958 

Race/Ethnicity 96.1 2.1 1.1 0.6 957 

Religious/Spiritual Beliefs 96.0 2.3 1.1 0.5 957 

Sexual Orientation 98.0 1.1 0.4 0.4 957 

Socioeconomic Status 96.9 1.5 1.1 0.5 956 

Parent/Guardian Status 97.8 1.3 0.5 0.4 954 

 
 

Table 3: Survey participants’ definitions of diversity. 
 

Representation of multiple groups of individuals from different cultures, backgrounds, age groups, interests, religions, 
ethnicities, genders, and lifestyles 
 

The culture of inclusion 

 

A plethora of diverse ideas that stem from individuals with varying backgrounds 

 

Understanding differences, acknowledging differences exist, being non-judgmental of other's differences and 
respecting other's rights to be different 
 

Equal representation from background and ethnic groups 

 

Associating with individuals whose backgrounds and experiences are different from my own. These differences may be 
racial, cultural, experiential, religious or how we self-identify. 

 

Inclusion up to the highest level. Faculty should be comprised of individuals that students can identify. Otherwise even 
with the best of intentions info is taught at a slant based on one’s own life experiences. 
 

Refers to the pluralistic nature of a given social group, with the implication that said pluralism is considered as an 
advantage 

 

Differences that impact cultures, gender, socialization, ethnicity, religion, learning styles and even psychological and 
affective factors 
 

Embracing those qualities and characteristics that make us all similar and all different 

 

Is your own uniqueness. It sets us apart from others. We all have our own characteristics that define who we are. 
 

Coexistence of people of many cultural and ethnic backgrounds 

 
 

Another student stated: 
 

Recently a picture of a black girl was put on the home 
screen of ACE with a blue shade that distorted her 
natural looks. I do not like picture. I noticed all other 
pictures used, showed the natural looks of other races. 

I believe this might have been an oversight of the 
person putting picture onscreen, but we need to be 
mindful of what pictures are used.  

 
The sexual orientation of the participants has also impacted 
their experiences at ACE. A participant wrote that: 
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Table 4: Survey participants’ definitions of inclusion.  
 

Inclusion is the accommodation of class material to be accessed by a range of individuals, especially those who are at 
an academic advantage or disadvantage. 

 

Breaking down barriers of race, gender, religion, etc. that may exist in a community to ensure equity for all 

 

Everyone has a voice and a choice. 

 

An environment where all are embraced and respected for their individual uniqueness 

 

The act of being non-discriminatory against another individual but affording opportunities to be inclusive and involve 
others 

 

Accommodations are made so that minority and marginalized populations are given fair access to all benefits of being a 
member of the population. 

 

Open acceptance and active effort to accept, represent, and incorporate varied experiences, perspectives, and 
backgrounds. It is most importantly the active and deliberate rejection of practices and systems that marginalize any 
group. 

 

Acceptability without marginalization 

 

Every individual and group has a seat at the table, a voice that is exercised and heard. 

 

Incorporating and accepting everyone irrespective of their race, culture, nationality, gender, religion, physical status, 
and so on in the educational organization 

 

To feel equal, to feel like you belong and to be able to change the narrative 

 

Making everyone feel part of the whole 

 

Students are placed in the least restrictive setting possible in which they can make progress with supports in place, and 
their placement in that setting is not a hindrance to the other students there. 

 

Everyone is invited to join and celebrate. Each person is able to share their thoughts and feelings without fear or 
embarrassment. 

 

Is giving non-white people a seat at the table in the development of coursework, polices and employment. White folks 
in America won't know what being non-white is unless they have someone that can speak truth to power sitting at the 
table. 

 
 

 “Although I do not believe such prejudices impacted 
my grades, I feel as though they instead acted as a 
barrier with forming a positive relationship with the 
ACE faculty and staff.” 

 
It is interesting to observe that a minority of students were 
vociferous in their opinion that diversity and inclusion 
related issues were being given more attention than 
necessary and should not be discussed at all. For example, 
one student stated, “I think spending time of (sic) "diversity   
and   inclusion"   is  a  waste  of  time.”  Focus  on effective 

education outcomes and knock off the nonsense of dividing 
society into classes and group categories.” Another student 
wrote:  
 

Why must we have diversion and inclusion in every 
course? If someone is interested in in (sic) diversity 
and inclusion, they should take sociology courses and 
go to schools in Berkeley. I think it is sickening. I am 
worried about our country. I am worried about the 
people who want to tear down our history. I don’t 
think ACE should get  into  political  arenas  and  in  my  
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opinion by backing up individuals who claim we are 
not diverse or inclusive we are siding with them. We 
should not side with the loud mouths who are not 
willing to work hard. ACE should do our best to run an 
honest business and provide education to those who 
are willing to abide by rules and regulations and do 
their own work. We should not polarize the school. 

 
Another participant said: 
 

I do not find any type of affirmative action or anything 
similar as fair practices. If someone qualifies, it should 
be 100% based on factors that qualify for the job, not 
because of gender, race, religion, etc.That's not fair 
and creates a disparity. 

 
The survey also solicited responses regarding whether 
there were any recent cultural trends or diversity-related 
issues that students would like to see addressed as part of 
coursework or other initiatives at ACE. One hundred 
seventy-three survey participants responded with a range 
of suggestions. Many participants responded that they 
would like to see more coursework on LBGTQ issues. Some 
representative responses included the following: “As a 
current Educational Leadership (M.Ed.) student, I would 
like to see more involved content on LGBTQ+ students and 
current education trends of creating an inclusive school 
environment for these individuals.” Another participant 
stated, “Assisting with LGBT students and their issues with 
regards to bullying, self-esteem, acceptance from their 
peers.” A third participant said: 
 

Transgender inclusion is a contentious topic in 
education these days and I would have welcomed 
some discussion on the topic. While I fully accept all 
forms of diversity, there are specific scenarios which I 
am unprepared to handle, and I feel coursework or 
discussions on the topic might help delineate proper 
leadership responses. 

 
A fourth participant commented: 
 

 “Gender identity and its impact on the public schools. 
How to legally handle these situations as they are the 
most appropriate for all students.” 

 
Survey respondents also suggested including courses with 
specific content regarding diverse ethnicities. A participant 
suggested that “African American studies” should be 
included in the courses. Another proposed, “I would like to 
see the Arabic culture and language addressed at  ACE.” A 
third participant reported they would like to see more 
courses related to “Immigration of a significant number of 
Brazilians and Venezualans (sic) and how to address their 
cultural needs,” while a fourth recommended, “My situation 

is different than that of the US. I understand that the 
minorities are Latinos and Blacks, I would like to see, hear 
about, work on Asians and their culture, this is closer to my 
clientele.” A participant also recommended that there 
should be “more examples of minority contributions in the 
curriculum.”Another stated that some attention might be 
paid to students who have mixed ethnicity: “How about 
those of us that straddle two race affiliations. Being half 
white and half Hispanic/Latino, I do not fit in well with 
either culture completely and often find myself left out of 
both.” 

In the final qualitative question, students were asked to 
provide suggestions regarding how ACE might better 
represent and support their unique background. One 
hundred ninety-one participants responded to this part of 
the survey. Responses in this section addressed many 
different areas since the question wasvery open-ended. 
Topics included hiring more diverse staff, more 
representation of diverseethnic perspectives, and 
importance of global resources. 

Several students suggested that ACE should make a 
greater effort to represent diverse ethnicities in its 
marketing materials. For example: … show diversity in your 
videos and literature. I am close to completing my program 
and have not seen one video with someone of color. How do 
individuals dream of becoming something if they do not see 
others like them doing it. Also, we as educators teach 
diverse audiences, so diverse perspective is imperative for 
growth and perspective. 

Students also discussed the importance of incorporating 
global literature into the curriculum: “Having lecturers 
from various ethnicities and cultural backgrounds would 
help in that regard.” Another student wrote, “Using 
resources from the UK or outside of the US gives a broader 
perspective of educational techniques and strategies. Using 
some of these ideas in research could be helpful.” A third 
suggested, “I grew up overseas and am currently teaching 
overseas. “I would like to see more coursework on teaching 
strategies that are implemented overseas and how they 
might be implemented in the U.S.” A fourth posited, “It 
would be useful if some of my ACE instructors had overseas 
teaching experience. I believe their perspectives would help 
me better understand my 12-year experience teaching in 
China.” 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The survey results have conclusively demonstrated that 
diversity and inclusion are important and relevant to ACE 
students. Recognizing this, ACE has made a substantial 
commitment to creating a diverse and inclusive online 
learning platform. The Office of Academic Excellence 
created and filled a full-time staff position to coordinate 
diversity and inclusion related initiatives across the college.  



 
 

Academia Journal of Educational Research; Reza et al. 351 
 
 
 
The diversity and inclusion (D&I) coordinator leads the 
college’s D&I committee composed of representative 
members from the college’s departments, students, and 
staff.This committee serves to advocate for greater 
representation for all students and meets regularly to 
develop an awareness of best practices in diversity and 
inclusion and consider how to develop and implement 
these at ACE. The end goal is to create an online learning 
environment in which all stakeholders feel valued, 
represented, and empowered.  

Leadership at ACE is committed to diversity. The 
executive team is not afraid to have color-brave 
conversations, as opposed to color-blind conversations. For 
example, afterreviewing the survey results, the 
D&Icommittee created a “diversity checklist” that course-
production personnel can use to ensure the course 
represents diverse perspectives. The checklist was 
presented to college leaders to gain their perspectives on 
its usefulness. Recognizing the benefits, the leadership 
approved the proposed checklist.The course materials of all 
courses noware being reviewed through a diverse lens as 
they are updated.  ACE also recognizes the importance of 
differentiated learning. All course developers utilize the 
Applying the Quality Matters Rubric (APPQMR) when they 
create the curriculum and content for individual courses. 
ACE’s senior director of training and development is 
certified to provide “in-house” Quality Matters training to 
any ACE faculty or staff member who wishes to participate. 
All course production personnel who work directly on 
course development have either completed the training or 
are scheduled to complete it. Also, in conjunction with the 
college’s training and development department, the D&I 
coordinator developed a workshopto provide faculty 
training in cultural competency so that instructors can 
better accommodate the cultural, spiritual, and/or religious 
beliefs of their students.  

Students report less discrimination and bias at schools 
where they perceive a stronger institutional commitment to 
diverse and inclusive practices. One way an online 
institution can promote this perception is by increasing the 
representation of minorities on their college learning and 
management platforms. Websites play a crucial role in the 
marketing of educational institutions by allowing students 
to picture themselves being represented at their college 
(Del Vecchio, 2017). Based on the survey results, the D&I 
committee recommended that ACE's marketing department 
ensure different studentsare represented on their platform 
so that no one feels marginalized or underrepresented. 
Recognizing the need for further improvement in this 
regard, ACE has started to develop an educational resource 
platform for students and faculty that consolidates 
educational resources fordiverse learners, including LGBTQ 
individuals. These resources, which are housed on the 
internal website, and easily accessible, will serve a dual 
purpose.  The  resources   will   assist   in   developing   more 

cultural competence for all stakeholders and will allow the 
diverse student body to perceive issues relevant and 
important to them are being recognized and publicized.  
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
As the students come from increasingly diverse cultures 
and backgrounds, educational institutions are attempting to 
better understand their varied needs and expectations. The 
results from this study have yielded several suggested 
actions for administrators, faculty and staff, and students 
within an online platform.  
 
 
Suggestions for administrators in online universities 
 
Distance learning provides an excellent way for students to 
broaden their educational opportunities and gain the 
skillsnecessary to be competitive in the global market. 
Administratorsshould provide workshops to faculty 
members so they can meet the needs of their diverse 
learners. Also, administrators mustbecome aware of their 
own biases to make certain they are considering diverse 
perspectives in decision making. Simple steps, such as 
ensuring the college websites include diverse student 
representations, can create an inclusive atmosphere. An 
inclusive climate reduces unproductive conflicts within 
diverse groupssuch as the student body, reduces 
dissatisfaction that might ensue among group members 
who might be in conflict, and reduces turnover in the 
groupwhich may lead to a positive outcome with respect to 
student retention. 
 
 
Suggestions for faculty and staff at online universities 
 
Gibson (1998) explains that it is important for online 
faculty members to "know the learners” since they are a 
heterogeneous and diverse group. Specifically, educators 
must appreciate the diverse cultural capital that each 
student brings to the online platform. By tapping into the 
cultural capital of the students, teachers can create an 
environment that is inclusive and create an equal 
opportunity for every learner to succeed.  
 
 
Suggestions for students in online universities 
 
Diverse students are increasingly utilizing online learning 
platforms, especially for graduate programs. However, 
these virtual programs do not provide regular oppor-
tunities for face-to-face interaction.Consequently, there is a 
concern that diverse learners might feel underrepresented 
or  lose  motivation  if  the  course  does   not   address  their  
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personal perspectives. Sharing resources that are relevant 
to the students in their classes and written by diverse 
authors from various ethnic backgrounds and countries will 
make learning more relatable and prepare students to 
develop team spirit and work collaboratively, which are 
pre-requisites for the global market. 
 
 
LIMITATIONS 
 
The present study was conducted within one institution, 
and the findings cannot be generalized to all higher 
education establishments. Notwithstanding, it provides a 
unique perspective regarding the importance of diversity 
and inclusion practices in online colleges and universities.  
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APPENDIX 
 
Appendix A: Survey questions2 
 

Open ended questions 
 
What does diversity mean to you? 

What does inclusion mean to you?  

Please provide specific (positive or negative) examples of how diversity and inclusion issues at ACE impact you on a personal 
level? 

Have you ever felt (or observed another student being) marginalized, underrepresented, or not included in the course 
activities or discussions at ACE? If so, please provide examples. 

Are there any recent cultural trends or diversity related issues you would like to see addressed as part of your coursework 
or other initiatives at ACE? 

Please provide any additional thoughts on how ACE can better represent and support your unique background. 

 
Likert Items 1-4 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
4=Strongly Agree, 3=Agree, 2=Disagree, 1=Strongly Disagree 
 
ACE’s programming, services, and initiatives support its Diversity Statement. 

I am aware of ACE’s current initiative to promote diversity and develop an inclusive campus. 

The faculty and staff members at ACE closely represents my own ethnicity and culture.  

ACE’s brochures, website, promotional materials, course videos, and other course materials/readings accurately reflect my 
own cultural background.  

The courses I take at ACE represent diverse viewpoints and cultures  

ACE faculty and staff are committed to promoting and accepting diversity. 

ACE values everyone equally regardless of their socio-economic status, ethnicity, gender, religious affiliation, sexual 
orientation, or political beliefs. 

ACE provides differentiated instruction strategies that promote accommodation of diverse learners and includes all students 
regardless of culture, socioeconomic status, language, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and abilities. 

ACE does not provide opportunity to interact with people from different backgrounds. 

ACE provides me with the necessary resources to embrace diversity and inclusion practices in my current or future career. 

People at ACE (students, staff, faculty) display a lot of tension around diversity related issues (examples, racial, cultural, 
sexual orientation, etc.). 

ACE represents and accommodates my cultural, spiritual, and/or religious beliefs. 

 
At this college, to what degree have you ever felt discriminated against or excluded from college/course activities 
because of your: 
4=Often, 3=Sometimes, 2=Seldom, 1=Never 
 
Ability/disability status 

                                                           
2Demographic questions used for classification and not analyzed for this study have been removed 



 
 

 

 

 

Age 

Citizenship status 

Gender/Gender identity 

Military/Veteran status 

Political beliefs 

Race/Ethnicity 

Religious/Spiritual beliefs 

Sexual orientation 

Socioeconomic status 

Status as Parent/Guardian 

----------- 
If comfortable, please provide examples. [Open-ended] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


